M adhouse
Rob Thurman

As al-ways, for my mom

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

| wo-uld li-ke to thank, as al-ways, my won-der-ful edi-tor, An-ne So-wards; thanks al-so to Ti-na,
Eri-ca, and Cam-Pen-gu-in’s Char-li€' s An-gels of kic-king pub-lis-hing ass; Dr. Lin-da Jamesfor her
as-sstan-cein the me-di-ca are-as; Jeff Thur-man of the Fe-de-ral Bu-re-au of In-ves-ti-ga-ti-on for
his we-apons ad-vi-ce; the une-qu-aled art and de-sign te-am of Chris McGrath and Ray Lundg-ren; my
agent, Jen-ni-fer Jack-son; Shan-non and Ri-ver-fo-re-ver the twins; Jor-da-na, fri-end and
ins-pi-rati-on for the Na-tu-re Chan-nel re-fe-ren-ce; Shawn and Beth, for ke-eping my Web s-te up
and run-ning; and fel-low wri-ter Mara.

| ha-ve ta-ken gre-at li-ber-ti-es with the tun-ndl system at Co-lum-bia Uni-ver-sty, aswell aswith the
in-te-ri-or of Bu-ell Hall. It wasdl inthein-te-rest of the plot, | pro-mi-se you, but asare-ault, re-ality
has suf-fe-red. My apo-lo-gi-esto re-ality.

Then agarin, what hasre-ality ever do-ne for me?

1

| ha-ted kid-nap-ping ca-ses. Harted them with an un-holy pas-si-on.

And trust me, un-holy was so-met-hing | knew abo-ut-hell, | wo-reit li-ke afa-ded old T-shirt. One
I’d had sin-ce birth. The-re we-re tho-se who sa-id | co-uldn’t let go of that, and that it was long past
ti-mel did. But hey, if you can’t bitch abo-ut yo-ur mons-ter hdf, what can you bitch abo-ut?

Asfor kid-nap-pings, no surp-ri-se the-re on how | felt abo-ut them. Se-ve-ral months be-fo-re,
so-me-one | knew had be-en kid-nap-ped-two so-me-ones, ac-tu-al-ly. Alt-ho-ugh the se-cond ta-king
had |as-ted less than an ho-ur, thefirst had las-ted two we-eks. Des-pi-te the dif-fe-ren-ce in ti-me, they
had both |eft the-ir mark, physi-cal-ly and men-tal-ly. My shirt and jac-ket hid thefirst. | wasn't su-re
anyt-hing hid the se-cond, but | ga-ve it my best shot with ca-us-tic sar-casm, brit-tle bra-va-do, and
go-od old-fas-hi-oned de-ni-al. That was atrip-le thre-at that had do-ne well by me for along damn
ti-me, and | had no plansto gi-veit up now.

| was briskly swat-ted on the back of my he-ad. “I’m cu-ri-o-us, Cd. Do you plan on parying
at-ten-ti-on any ti-me so-on or wo-uld you li-ke to ha-ve the kid-nap-pers resc-he-du-1e? I'm su-re
they’ |l be ame-nab-le. Kid-nap-pers so of-ten are.”

Ni-ko Le-and-ros. He had be-en one of tho-se who had di-sap-pe-ared on me, even if only
tem-po-racrily. As brot-hers went, he was ago-od one, des-pi-te a hor-rif-ying ob-ses-9-on with
he-ath fo-od, me-di-ta-ti-on, and things ge-ne-ral-ly not re-vol-ving aro-und piz-za and be-er. But we



all ha-ve our cros-sesto be-ar... Mi-ne wasto be smac-ked when | wasn't with the prog-ram, and his
was to be ove-re-du-carted, as self-awarre asthe Da-lai La-ma, and to ke-ep my ass ali-ve. Po-or
bas-tard.

“I’'m parying at-ten-ti-on,” | li-ed ins-tantly, rub-bing the back of my he-ad and gi-ving him a
wo-un-ded gla-re.

He snor-ted, but didn’t call meon it as sharply as| de-ser-ved. Ap-pa-rently the swat was
pu-nish-ment eno-ugh. “Then let’s mo-ve on be-fo-re you pay so much at-ten-ti-on that you fal as-le-ep
whe-reyou stand.”

Li-ke | sa-id, ago-od brot-her, and go-od brot-hers, be-si-des ke-eping yo-ur ass ai-ve, a-so don’t
let it get away with much. But the-re was no den-ying he was let-ting me di-de alit-tle. Why? Be-ca-use
he knew me, and he knew aca-se li-ke thiswasn’t go-ing to trig-ger any go-od me-mo-ri-es. Grun-ting
inreply, | mo-ved dong at hiss-de. “ So they kid-nap-ped the mist-ress of avam-pi-re,” | grumb-led.
“She'salamia. I've se-en lami-asand | don’'t know why the hell an-yo-ne wo-uld want one back.”
Li-ke vam-pi-res, la-mi-as fed on blo-od. The-se days most vam-pi-res had fo-und a bet-ter way, but
lami-as we-ren’t [o-oking to imp-ro-ve them-sdl-ves. And at-ho-ugh they fed on blo-od, the-re the
S-mi-larity to vam-pi-resen-ded. A lamia sbi-te, usu-a-ly on the chest-or if they we-rere-al-ly in-to
you, ot-her, mo-re sen-s-ti-ve parts-had ache-mi-ca inits sa-li-vathat pa-ray-zed itsvic-tim. Li-kea
le-ech they wo-uld stay fas-te-ned to you and dra-in yo-ur blo-od...very, very dowly. It co-uld tarke
days-daysin which you co-uldn’t mo-ve, co-uldn’t scre-am, co-uldn’t beg for afas-ter de-ath.

Su-re, that’s my dre-am girl. Bring her on.

But ob-vi-o-udy avamp fdt dif-fe-rent and he-re we we-re.

“I think it mat-ters less abo-ut histas-te in bed part-ners and mo-re abo-ut us get-ting pa-id.” | didn’'t
see hisdark blond he-ad mo-ve, but | knew Ni-ko was scan-ning the area un-ce-asingly.

“I ke-ep td-ling you, if you' d go with the who-le trophy boyf-ri-end thing, li-fe wo-uld be alot easi-er,”
| po-in-ted out help-ful-ly.

From the nar-row-eyed |o-ok shot my way, ap-pa-rently | wasn't as help-ful as|’d tho-ught. Ni-ko
was tight with avam-pi-re of hisown, Pro-mi-se. Pro-mi-se was, to say the le-ast, lo-aded. Fi-ve
ex-ces-S-vey rich, aswell as ex-ces-s-vely d-derly, hus-bandsin the past ten ye-ars had her set up
for...well, not li-fe-after dl, shewas avam-pi-re. But it wo-uld ke-ep her com-for-tab-le for along, long
ti-me. And Ni-ko ab-so-lu-tely re-fu-sed to ta-ke ad-van-ta-ge of it, not that he had so-me sort of
mac-ho hang-up. He smply wo-uld ma-ke his own way aswe had al of our li-ves. Right now, ma-king
our way re-vol-ved aro-und an agency we' d set up with Pro-mi-se. Kid-nap-pings, body-gu-ard work,
cle-aning so-mekil-ler clowns out of acar-ni-va...wewe-reup for al of it. Thefact that it didn’t qu-ite
co-ver our ex-pen-ses yet had us wor-king se-cond jobs. Ni-ko was ate-ac-her’'sas-sistant at NY U
(pity the kid who wal-ked la-tein-to one of his clas-ses-de-ca-pi-ta-ti-on isabig de-ter-rent for
tar-di-ness). Asfor me? | ten-ded to mo-ve aro-und alot. Ma-inly bars. It wasn't go-od to get
at-tac-hed. I’ d le-ar-ned that from ali-fe-ti-me of run-ning from my re-la-ti-ves...the oneswith claws
and hund-reds of te-eth. And at-ho-ugh the run-ning had stop-ped, ha-bits we-re hard to bre-ak.
Which, | gu-ess, iswhy we' d ma-de mons-ter hun-ting a ca-re-er ins-te-ad of an oc-ca-si-onal
ne-ces-Sity.

And Cent-ral Park wasfull of them.

They li-ked the park. It was big, and it was full of snacks. No one no-ti-cesif amug-ger, mur-de-rer,
or ra-pist go-es mis-sing. It was ago-od pla-ce to hit the hu-man buf-fet and not be no-ti-ced. We'd
on-ce had an in-for-mant he-re of the very sa-me opi-ni-on. He was go-ne now, de-ad by Ni-ko's
sword. So-mew-he-re to the north lay amud pit empty of abog-gle with the worst New Y awk ac-cent
I’d ever he-ard. | kind of mis-sed him so-me-ti-mes. If not-hing &-se, he' d be-en en-ter-ta-ining.
Blo-odt-hirsty and ho-mi-ci-dal, but amu-sing-up to a po-int. Trying to kill Ni-ko had be-en that po-int.

“Arewethe-reyet?’ | chec-ked my watch. We had abo-ut fi-ve mi-nu-tes un-til the me-et.

“Did you lo-ok at the map that was sent with the inst-ruc-ti-ons?” Ni-ko lo-oked down hislong no-se
to ask in afor-bid-ding to-ne that sa-id he al-re-ady knew the ans-wer.

“That'swhat | harveyoufor.” | grin-ned. “I’m just he-reto carry the he-avy stuff. The uni-on says



thin-king rolls mein-to over-ti-me.”

Ni-ko pul-led his karta-nafrom be-ne-ath his gray dus-ter, lo-oked at the mo-on-light glim-mer of it,
and then lo-oked at me with an eyeb-row ra-ised.

“Ye-ah, right,” | dismis-sed, un-fa-zed.

“You're as-su-ming | wo-uldn't pad-die you with it li-ke the child you are.”

Okay, that thre-at | bo-ught. He co-uld do it dll right, and he ac-tu-al-ly might du-ring one of our
spar-ringsjust for his own per-so-nad amu-se-ment.

“Andyes” head-ded, “we are d-most the-re.” He to-ok anot-her three steps. “ And now we are.”

| lo-oked aro-und, but didn’t see anyt-hing even in the bright mo-on-light. Sho-ving my handsin the
poc-kets of my black le-at-her jac-ket, | to-ok awhiff of the co-ol No-vem-ber air. Ins-tantly, |
gri-ma-ced. | might not ha-ve se-en anyt-hing, but I damn su-re smel-led it. The scent was
dank-stag-nant warter with the ri-pe and ran-cid tarint of day-old fish be-ne-ath it. “They’re co-ming.” |
fre-ed ahand and rub-bed at my no-se. “And they stink li-ke you wo-uldn’t be-li-eve. So-met-hing from
thewarter.” A fish of the day you de-fi-ni-tely didn’t want to or-der.

“Aqu-atic,” Ni-ko mur-mu-red. “ That nar-rows it down to afew hund-red in the non-hu-man
pant-he-on. Very help-ful.”

“Hey, | tri-ed.” Get-ting ac-cus-to-med to the smell, | shif-ted im-pa-ti-ently on the grass and chec-ked
my watch aga-in. “ Cro-oks, mons-ter or hu-man, they’ re dl the sa-me. No damn con-9-de-ra-ti-on.”

| sup-po-se that’ s how my gun fo-und itsway in-to my hand asthe first fi-gu-re ap-pe-ared out of the
tre-es. “Bis-hop-fish,” Ni-ko mur-mu-red. “ Not-hing ext-ra-or-di-nary. Easy to kill.”

If | wasalit-tle di-sap-po-in-ted at that, | kept it to mysalf. As cre-atu-reswent, it wasn't that
imp-res-s-ve. I’ d se-en so-me-one mo-re grimly un-ner-ving in amir-ror. So-me-ti-mes | wasn't su-re
who | me-ant by that. It co-uld’ ve be-en the cre-atu-re known as Dark-ling, who aye-ar ago had
craw-led out of amir-ror to put my body on li-ke asnazzy su-it and ta-ke it cru-ising on the ro-ad to
hell, or it co-uld’ ve be-en my own mun-da-ne ref-lec-ti-on. Eit-her way, the-re was no den-ying the both
of us had our mo-ments and et-her of us co-uld eat fish boy for lunch. Alt-ho-ugh de-ad Dark-ling,
every mo-le-cu-le the mons-ter to my half, might’ ve enj-oyed it alit-tle mo-re.

May-be.

Dap-pled he-re and the-re with the ghost of sca-les over ne-arly trans-pa-rent pa-le skin, the
bis-hop-fish had the form of ahu-man. Sort of. The sha-pe of his he-ad was alit-tle off. Harir-less and
only lightly scarled, it was oddly flat-te-ned and the mo-uth had thick, rub-bery lips and tiny tri-an-gu-lar
te-eth. No kelp eater, thisone. He wasn't we-aring a stitch-not a damn thing, which told me he didn’t
rub sho-ul-ders with the lo-cal New Y or-kers much. | lo-oked down. Even they wo-uld gi-vethat a
glan-ce. Ye-ah, that.

Now | knew whe-re fish sticks ca-me from.

| de-ci-ded ke-eping my ga-ze on hiseyeswasthe les-ser of two evils des-pi-te the-ir unb-lin-king
bul-ge. Gu-essyou can't blink if you don’'t ha-ve eye-lids. Ro-und pu-pilsto-ok usin and the mo-uth
ope-ned to gurg-le, “ The-se are the de-mands. First-"

Tha'swhen | shot him.

My pati-en-ce with kid-nap-pers was long go-ne be-fo-re | had even ta-ken a step in-to the park. |
put abul-let in his chest, which exp-lo-ded li-ke an over-ri-pe to-ma-to and splat-te-red flu-id in awi-de
arc. With hisim-pos-sibly wi-de mo-uth ga-ping, he te-ete-red and be-gan to fall. | step-ped for-ward
and dip-ped the pa-per from the fleshy claw as Mr. Fish Stick crump-led to the gro-und with a
distur-bingly wet dap-ping so-und. “| can re-ad, as-sho-le,” | mut-te-red.

Ni-ko said from be-hind me, “Re-a-ly? When did you le-arn?’ Ra-ising hisvo-ice, he as-ked mildly,
“Isthe-re an-yo-ne he-re we co-uld ne-go-ti-ate with that my brot-her wo-uld find less an-no-ying?’
Li-ke me, he knew the-re was so-me-one €l-se in the tre-es. | smel-led them and he he-ard them.
Rust-le one le-af, step on one frost-brit-tle pi-ece of grass, and hewo-uld he-ar it. Hewas dl hu-man,
Ni-ko, li-ke our mot-her, Sop-hia Le-and-ros, but when he did thingsli-ke that you had to won-der.

The smdl | was pic-king up from adis-tan-ce wasn't as bad as that of the fish. It was the scent of old
things and at-tic must and hund-reds of aban-do-ned spi-der-webs. In ot-her words, it smel-led li-ke



Ni-ko'slib-rary of bo-oks. Kno-wing Ni-ko wo-uld be watc-hing its ap-pro-ach, | squ-in-ted at the
pa-per in my hand, ig-no-ring the damp di-meoniit. If the mo-on hadn’t be-en so bright and plump in the
sky, | wo-uldn't ha-ve be-en ab-le to see anyt-hing. | might ha-ve mons-ter smd-ling-who-opee...what
a su-per-po-wer-but | had hu-man vi-si-on. Asit was, | co-uld ma-ke out only afew words. Mo-ney
wasn't men-ti-oned. | wasn't that surp-ri-sed. Very few mons-ters we-re in-to the ma-te-ri-a world.
Vam-pi-res, pucks, and we-re-wol-ves li-ked to li-ve high on the hog, but most of the non-hu-man
world was mo-re in-te-res-ted in eating. Lots and lots of eating.

The ran-som men-ti-oned pe-op-le. Ni-ce, plump pe-op-le. Ni-ce, ju-icy child-ren. The kids. Why
wasit a-waysthekids?

So-me kid-nap-pers don’t want to earn the-ir mo-ney, and so-me don’t want to catch the-ir own
din-ner. Tra-de onela-miafor atruck-lo-ad of hu-mans-what ade-a. In the end they we-re dl lazy
psycho-tics and the one that fi-nal-ly cameto Ni-ko's call was no dif-fe-rent. Y ou co-uld al but seethe
warves of cra-zi-ness co-ming from her, shim-me-ring li-ke he-at off asum-mer ro-ad.

“Black An-nis.” Ni-ko so-un-ded al-most ple-ased. “I tho-ught she was amyth.”

She scut-tled with the back and forth mo-ti-on of a po-iso-no-us cen-ti-pe-de. Part of the ti-me she
was on two fe-et, the rest on al fo-urs. Shelo-oked li-ke an old wo-man, but not asad wra-ithina
nur-sing ho-me or che-er-ful croc-he-ting grand-marunless it was one who' d ha-ve no prob-lem pic-king
her te-eth with adi-ver of Han-sel’ s gna-wed leg bo-ne.

Now, thiswas alit-tle mo-re dis-tur-bing than the fish. And it be-ca-me mo-re dis-tur-bing when six
mo-re of her ap-pe-ared to ra-ce ac-ross the grass.

“Y ou tho-ught she was amyth. She. Sin-gu-lar. Isthat what you we-re sarying?’ | drop-ped the
pa-per to the gro-und. | till had my gunin my right hand and | drew my kni-fe with the left from the
do-ub-le hols-ter un-der my jac-ket. Ugly and ser-ra-ted, the bla-de had be-en a cons-tant and fa-ith-ful
com-pa-ni-on for awhi-le now. Ni-ko did gi-ve damn fi-ne Christ-mas pre-sents.

“Apparently the myth isin-cor-rect. It only markes things mo-rein-te-res-ting,” he sa-id blandly.
“Su-rely afew old wo-men don’t con-cern you?’

Old wo-men, my ass. The se-ven of them we-re co-ve-ring the gro-und with fre-akish spe-ed. Long,
thick fin-ger-na-ils sco-red the gro-und, sen-ding dirt and grassflying, and the-ir te-eth...let’ sjust say
they we-ren’t the kind that got put in aglass on the bed-s-de tab-le. The An-ni-ses, An-ni, Black
An-ni-es...whate-ver-they we-ren’t iden-ti-cal, but they we-re so S-mi-lar they may aswell ha-ve
be-en. They al wo-re the sasme rag-ged black shiftstoo. Torn to stre-amersin pla-ces, the cloth
flut-te-red and tang-led asthey ran. | saw flesh thro-ugh the ho-les, flesh | sus-pec-ted was cya-no-tic
blue at-ho-ugh it ap-pe-ared gray in the glow of the mo-on. Wha-te-ver co-lor it was, | didn’t want to
seeit.

“Fi-ne. Y ou play shuf-fle-bo-ard with the gran-ni-esand I’ll che-er you on from the S-de-li-nes” |
re-tor-ted. Not that | wo-uld ha-ve, but one of them ma-de su-re | didn’t ha-ve the op-ti-on. She went
from scut-tling to le-aping. From ne-arly thirty fe-et away, shela-unc-hed off the gro-und and
pro-pel-led her-salf on-to my chest with afor-ce | didn’t ex-pect from her spi-dery frasme. | hit the
gro-und hard. Unab-le to get the gun bet-we-en us, | bu-ri-ed the kni-fe in her back. | was ho-ping to
se-ver the spi-ne or at le-ast put ase-ri-o-us dent in it, but the bla-de prac-ti-cal-ly bo-un-ced off the
bony struc-tu-re. “ God-damnit,” | grit-ted, and went for anot-her tar-get ins-te-ad. With her te-eth
snap-ping a my thro-at, | plun-ged the kni-fein the S-de of hers.

“Le-aveonedi-ve, Cd, tole-ad usto the lamia”

Thick and bit-ter flu-id flo-oded out of the An-nis sthro-at and ac-ross my fa-ce. Trying not to retch as
it wor-ked its way in-to my mo-uth, | spat with re-vul-si-on and shot back, “I’ll try and show so-me
self-cont-rol.” Then | stop-ped tas-ting the blo-od and ca-ught the scent of it...or rat-her what wasinit.
“Oh, hdll. We are so not get-ting parid.”

| tos-sed the thing off me, itste-eth still fe-ebly gnas-hing, and saw Ni-ko, who had mo-ved a
dis-tan-ce away to get alit-tle el-bow ro-om. He was sur-ro-un-ded by fo-ur of them. “For-get the
rest-raint,” | cal-led. “They ate her.” | smd-led it in the one twitc-hing be-s-de me...in the blo-od, on
her last bre-ath. .. hell, le-aking out of her damn po-res.



Ni-ko sho-ok hishe-ad. “Anno-ying.” He swung at the ne-arest An-nisto de-ca-pi-ta-teit, only to
ha-ve his sword re-pd-led by that unb-re-akab-le spi-ne. | he-ard the gra-ting clash of me-tal and
im-per-vi-o-us bo-ne. He frow-ned. “ Even mo-re an-no-ying.” Step-ping back with a de-cep-ti-ve
spe-ed of hisown, he she-at-hed abo-ut ni-neinc-hes of his sword thro-ugh the An-nis ssing-le eye.
Ni-ko tur-ned to pre-sent his si-de to her and las-hed out with afo-ot to pro-pel her off the bla-de and
in-to anot-her An-nis.

He had things, as al-ways, un-der cont-rol, and | de-ci-ded to ta-ke ca-re of my own bu-si-ness. Two
mo-re of them we-re circ-ling me, wary of the kni-fe. What they we-ren’t con-cer-ned with was the gun
| had hid-den be-hind my leg. One snar-led, | swe-ar, just li-ke the cranky old wo-man we' d li-ved next
to in one of thetrariler parks whe-re our mot-her had set up her for-tu-ne-tel-ling scam. That old biddy
had sic-ced her yappy, ank-le-bi-ting dog on us mo-reti-mesthan | co-uld co-unt. The An-nisdidn’t
ne-ed adog, yappy or ot-her-wi-se.

“Sho-uldn’t you be ba-king co-oki-es or pla-ying bin-go, Granny?’ | ga-ve her ablack grin, tap-ping
the muz-zle of my gun on the back of my thigh. She crab-bed clo-ser, her hands bent in-to clawsin front
of her.

“You areno lit-tleboy.” Her grin was so bro-ad | co-uld see the black gums gle-aming dickly. “Y o-ur
flesh will not be soft.” It was glo-ating, the words rol-ling aro-und her ton-gue as tho-ugh she we-re
a-re-ady sa-vo-ring the me-at in her mo-uth. “Wewill et it any-way.”

I'd he-ard it dl be-fo-re.

| shot the mo-uthy one. | nariled her in mid ma-ni-acal, cho-king la-ugh. She saw the gun as | whip-ped
it from be-hind me, and she’ d a-re-ady star-ted to mo-ve. It didn’t do her adamn bit of go-od.
Des-pi-te the one se-cond it to-0k, the ot-her one was a-re-ady on me. Li-ke Isaid...qu-ick.

It hit me from the S-de. I’ d a-re-ady be-en tur-ning to pre-vent it from get-ting be-hind me. Thisti-me
the te-eth did re-ach me, fas-te-ning on the junc-ti-on of neck and sho-ul-der. Li-ke the rag-ged ed-ge
of asaw, they gro-und in and loc-ked. And the-re went the chunk I’ d be-en so su-re that | wo-uldn’t
lo-seto-night.

Aswith thefirst one, | used my kni-fe, but thisti-me ope-ned the belly. Wha-te-ver spil-led free
dit-he-red down my hip and leg. Sit-he-red...not fell. That was so-me se-ri-o-us mo-ti-varti-on to get
granny off my neck, and to hell with the mo-uth-ful of flesh she might ta-ke with her. Rip-ping her and her
de-ath grip off of me, | spun her and threw her asfar as| co-uld, and then | to-ok alo-ok at what was
twi-ning itsway aro-und my leg.

Holy shit. | me-an, re-a-ly...holy shit.

The bright pa-in and blo-od flo-wing ste-adily un-der the col-lar of my jac-ket to sta-in my T-shirt
to-ok aback-se-at just li-ke that-be-ca-use what fet li-ke sna-kes wasn't. Not that that wo-uldn’t ha-ve
be-en bad eno-ugh, sna-kesfal-ling out of so-me-one’ sgut. But | co-uldn’t get that lucky, co-uld 1?
No-pe. What | got was a craw-ling com-bi-na-ti-on of worms and in-tes-ti-neswith alit-tle
bar-ra-cu-datos-sed in. They un-du-la-ted dow and su-re li-ke the worm, we-re ropy and drip-ping
in-tes-ti-nal flu-ids, and had the be-ar trap mo-uth of abar-ra-cu-da. Did | sha-ke my leg li-ke | was
ha-ving an epi-lep-tic se-izu-re? Yes, | did. Did | scre-am li-ke a B-mo-vie bim-bo? No...but it wasa
clo-sething. Ni-ko ne-ver wo-uld’ ve let meli-ve that down.

| step-ped back from the se-et-hing mass. “ Je-e-esus.”

“Prob-lems?’ Ni-ko was a-re-ady pe-eling my jac-ket off one sho-ul-der to exa-mi-ne the wo-und.

| swi-ped it with my hand. The pa-in was sub-s-ding to a sharp ac-he and | de-ci-ded the An-nis had
got-ten away with less than the mo-uth-ful I’ d tho-ught she had. It had be-en an ap-pe-ti-zer at best.

Past Nik | co-uld see one An-nis still ai-ve. Her wrists and ank-les we-re hand-cuf-fed, and she was
writ-hing, his-sing, and bi-ting the gro-und li-ke ara-bid dog.

A mons-ter we-aring hand-cuf-fs-it was alit-tle re-ality-jar-ring at first. We' d star-ted car-rying them
months ago when we ne-eded to rest-ra-in awe-re-wolf, one who re-al-ly didn’t ca-re to be
rest-ra-ined. He nor-mal-ly might’ ve shat-te-red them-I wasn't su-re how strong Flay was-but he'd
be-en inj-ured and was ba-rely di-ve. He d be-en in-ca-pab-le of lif-ting his he-ad, much lessrip-ping
apart ste-el. Still, it was ause-ful le-ar-ning ex-pe-ri-en-ce, and we' d car-ri-ed them with us ever sin-ce.



Ni-ko was ill frow-ning at my neck. “It's mo-re messy than fa-tal. They ha-ve the te-eth of an
ado-les-cent cro-co-di-le.”

“Didn’t fe-d li-ke ababy oneto me,” | grumb-led as | felt the punc-tu-res and das-hes. The blo-od
was do-wing and | dug in my poc-ket for so-met-hing to hold pres-su-re with. Of co-ur-se the-re was
not-hing but aflyer for a Chi-ne-se res-ta-urant.

Exha-ling in re-sig-na-ti-on at my lack of pre-pa-ra-ti-on, Ni-ko pul-led a pac-ka-ge of ga-uze and a
roll of ta-pe from in-g-de his co-at. With qu-ick, ef-fi-ci-ent mo-ves he had the wo-und co-ve-red and
ta-ped up in se-conds. “It'sama-zing how hard | work to ke-ep you from ble-eding to de-ath on so
many oc-ca-si-ons, and for so lit-tle reward.” He fi-nis-hed and step-ped over to the tor-tu-o-us
twi-ning of the bi-le-drip-ping cre-atu-res on the gro-und. “ Do you want a pet? One wo-uld fit ni-cely in
ater-racri-um.”

“Ye-ah, and I’m just one gi-ant nummy num on the ot-her si-de of the glass. Thanks, but no, thanks.” |
pul-led are-pul-sed fa-ce.

“*All things bright and be-a-uti-ful, al cre-atu-res gre-at and smal,”” he qu-oted.

“Right,” | sarid drily. “ God”-ma-king the hu-ge as-sump-ti-on the-re was one- did not ma-ke tho-se.”

“Per-hapsyou'reright.” He pul-led yet two mo-re things out of his dus-ter-asmall con-ta-iner of
ligh-ter flu-id and a pack of matc-hes. On-ce the bar-be-cue was star-ted and the air stank of ro-as-ted
bar-ra-cu-da, Ni-ko ma-de a call and we went, pic-ked up the sur-vi-ving An-nis, and mo-ved on. A
vam-pi-re met us ne-ar the ed-ge of the park. He sto-od among the tre-es; co-uld’ ve be-en one of them
as he blen-ded in-to the dark-ness. Black ha-ir, black eyes, and an equ-al-ly dark Ar-ma-ni su-it. At
le-ast | as-su-med it was Ar-maeni. It was the only ex-pen-si-ve brand | knew. To me, dl fancy su-its
we-re Ar-mani.

We dum-ped the snar-ling, spit-ting An-nis at hisfe-et, and | con-si-de-red but de-ci-ded not to stick
my hand out for themo-ney. | had afe-eling | might draw back lessthan | put out-afew fin-gersless.
Vam-pi-res mo-urn too, ap-pa-rently even over la-mi-as. Ni-ko had al-re-ady de-li-ve-red the bad
newsover hiscell pho-ne. Now dl he sarid was, “ Sheisthe only one l€eft. The ot-hersare no mo-re.”

“And they suf-fe-red?” Hisvo-ice was co-ol and empty. It didn’t bo-de wdll for the An-nis. At le-ast
with ra-ge you wo-uld go qu-ickly. It wo-uld be messy, but it wo-uld be qu-ick. Icy ret-ri-bu-ti-on
co-uld goonfor...shit, it didn’t be-ar thin-king abo-ut. My ap-pe-ti-te for din-ner had al-re-ady be-en
ru-ined by the smell of co-oking in-tes-ti-nes; | didn’t ne-ed to kill it al-to-get-her.

“Ye-ah, they suf-fe-red,” | con-fir-med. “ And the god-awful thingsin them suf-fe-red too.” The An-nis
hadn’t re-al-ly suf-fe-red, not the way he me-ant, but it was go-ing to ha-ve to do. A job wasajob and
tor-tu-re wasn’t on our me-nu. Not for pay any-way. But the-re was no po-int in di-sap-po-in-ting him.
Cranky vam-pi-resare apain, and I’ d had eno-ugh ass-kic-king for the night.

Des-pi-tewhat I’d sa-id ear-li-er, we did get pa-id. An en-ve-lo-pe thick with cash was pas-sed to
Nik. Li-ving off the radar, we didn’t exactly ha-vethe ID to set up abank ac-co-unt. We co-uld’ ve
got-ten the fa-ke stuff and Pro-mi-se had of-fe-red to ke-ep our sha-re of the pay-mentsfor us, but
on-ce agerin, wefell back on the ways we' d d-ways known. We d bo-ught a sa-fe and stuf-fed what
we ma-dein the-re. Un-for-tu-nartely, it was still pretty damn empty.

Aswe left, we he-ard one sharp scre-am af-ter anot-her. 1t se-emed li-ke tor-tu-rewas on
so-me-on€’ sme-nu. | won-de-red if it so-un-ded li-ke the scre-ams of the pe-op-le that the Black
An-nis had kil-led over the ye-ars, be-ca-use you know they’ d scre-amed too.

Kar-ma, sheisabitch. But in this par-ti-cu-lar in-ci-dent, not my kar-ma, not my prob-lem.

We mo-ved on. We we-re ne-arly to the ed-ge of the park and for afew mo-ments the night was
per-fect. Co-ol and crisp with the rust-le of fal-ling le-aves. Per-fect. Right up un-til we saw what was
han-ging in thelast li-ne of tre-es. He-avy and ri-pe li-ke fru-it, the co-lor of anec-ta-ri-ne...pale
sa-mon blo-oming with red. Lots and lots of red.

Inthetre-es.

Bo-di-es.



We d pul-led off the job. May-be not with comp-le-te suc-cess, but with eno-ugh to get pa-id. We'd
he-ro-ical-ly fo-ught the po-wers of dark-ness. So stal-wart and bra-ve that vir-gins tos-sed ro-se
pe-talsin our path and strong men wept at our co-ura-ge. Did li-fe get any bet-ter than that? Mi-nusthe
de-ad pe-op-lein thetre-es of co-ur-se. Y e-ah, de-fi-ni-tely mi-nusthat.

“Y ou're sca-ring the cus-to-mers agarin.”

It was la-ter that night and | was |e-aning my el-bows on the bar of my cur-rent pla-ce of
emp-loy-ment, al-so known as the Ninth Circ-le. It ca-te-red to the strictly su-per-na-tu-ral crowd.
That’ s not to say a hu-man wo-uldn’t wan-der in on oc-ca-si-on, but one go-od lo-ok at the crowd who
was gi-ving no kind of go-od lo-ok back had them run-ning for the do-or. Ever-yo-nein the bar co-uld
pass for hu-man-they had to walk the stre-ets af-ter al-but they exu-ded eno-ugh bad at-ti-tu-de and
ass-kic-king vi-besto get rid of stray hu-mans wit-ho-ut even trying.

With my chin prop-ped in my hand, | rol-led my eyesin the di-rec-ti-on of the stern vo-ice. With his
pa-leblond harir to the sho-ul-ders, straright dash of dark brows, gray-blue eyes, and whi-te wings
bar-red with gold, the only thing that kept him from be-ing afi-gu-re Sraright out of a starined-glass
win-dow was his we-apon-cal-lo-used hands and along scar dong hisjaw from chin to ear. Is-hi-ah,
who ow-ned the bar, was one kick-ass an-gel if ever the-rewas one. Y ou co-uld al but see the flaming
sword, not to men-ti-on the nonf-la-ming bo-ot he' d be happy to put up yo-ur ass. Of co-ur-se he
wasn't re-a-ly an an-gel. Asfar as| knew, tho-se didn’'t exist. I1s-hi-ah was ape-ri, and no one qu-ite
knew what they we-re. They we-re ru-mo-red to be the of-fsp-ring of an-gels and de-mons, but how
co-uld that be? Thefirst didn’'t exist. Asfor de-mons...open yo-ur eyes. De-mons are everyw-he-re.
They'reus.

“And how am | do-ing that?’ | snor-ted. I’d de-ci-ded aga-inst brin-ging up what Ni-ko and | had
fo-und in the park. He might be my boss, but | didn’t re-al-ly know Is-hi-ah, and | de-fi-ni-tely didn’t
trust Is-hi-ah. Not yet. Not that | had any re-ason not to trust him. Trust smply wasn't an emo-ti-on |
was very go-od at. “By din-ging drinks and ma-king chan-ge be-ca-use the che-gp-ass bas-tards don’t
tip? Y e-ah, that' s scary shit right the-re.”

The wingsfle-xed, shim-me-red with light, then di-sap-pe-ared. It was ane-at trick. | didn’t ask how
he did it or how any of the pe-ri did it, for that mat-ter. We al ha-ve our sec-rets. Ever-yo-nein this bar
had the-ir sec-rets be-ca-use the-re wasn't a hu-man among them. Is-hi-ah, now lo-oking li-ke just a
man, a-be-it an unu-su-a one, sarid in alo-wer to-nefor the two of usonly, “You're be-ing Aup-he.”

Aup-he. The ot-her haf of my ge-ne po-ol-my in-he-ri-tan-ce from go-od old Dad. The Aup-hewe-re
what mytho-lo-gi-ca d-veswo-uld beif they we-re born in the ninth circ-le of hell and pas-sed thro-ugh
the ot-her eight on the-ir way out. Be-ca-use hell co-uldn’t hold them-not-hing co-uld. Most had pa-le,
ne-arly trans-pa-rent skin, po-in-ted ears, mol-ten red eyes, whi-te fi-la-ments mas-qu-era-ding as the
flow of harir, and what se-emed li-ke atho-usand ne-ed-le-fi-ne me-td te-eth. So fi-ne that when they
smi-led, ne-ver ago-od oc-ca-si-on, you co-uld see yo-ur hazy ref-lec-ti-on.

Mir-ror, mir-ror, on the wal, who is the most ma-le-vo-lent of usal?

“And how,” | as-ked, an-no-yed, “am | do-ing that?’

The twi-light eyes stu-di-ed me. “Let us say you don't pre-ci-sely 1o-ok happy. And when you don't
lo-ok happy...” Herarised eyeb-rowsin the di-rec-ti-on of the cli-en-te-le, so-me who knew thro-ugh
the gra-pe-vi-ne and so-me who co-uld smell the Aup-he in me, who we-re eit-her clus-te-red on the far
S-de of the ro-om or at clo-ser ran-ge si-lently snar-ling. “ That hap-pens. It's not go-od for bu-Si-ness.”

“Happy?I’m happy.” | ba-red my te-eth in afi-xed grin. “ See? Happy.”

“Gods save us. | ha-ven't se-en an exp-res-s-on li-ke that sin-ce Me-du-sa went thro-ugh
me-no-pa-use.” Ro-bin Go-od-fel-low drop-ped on asto-ol and sho-ok his he-ad.

“Qu-ick. Brandy be-fo-re you dest-roy my will to li-ve with yo-ur cartast-rop-hi-cal-ly bad tem-per.”

Ishi-ah im-me-di-ately drif-ted off. He and Ro-bin had so-me sort of prob-lem with each ot-her. | had
no ideawhat it was, as both we-re s-lent on the su-bj-ect. But with Ro-bin’s mo-uth, if one of them
didn't le-ave, the-re d belit-tle Ieft of the bar for meto ter-ro-ri-ze with my in-ner Aup-he. They wo-uld
pull the pla-ce down aro-und our ears.



“Catadt-rop-hic tem-per?’ | re-ac-hed for the go-od stuff | kept un-der the bar just for Ro-bin. A
hund-red ye-arsold, it was still ba-rely fe-tal in ageto his po-int of vi-ew. Y et anot-her mystery: why Ish
wo-uld stock it for him. “Co-me on.”

“Kid, everyt-hing abo-ut you is ca-tast-rop-hic. Y o-ur tem-per, yo-ur figh-ting skills, yo-ur at-ti-tu-de,
and let’ s not even dis-cuss yo-ur lo-ok. Smply put on the eye-li-ner and jo-in the rest of the Child-ren of
the Night knoc-kof-fs at the lo-cal Goth bar.”

And that was Ro-bin. Ot-her-wi-se known as Rob Fel-lows-car sa-les-man wit-ho-ut pe-er, Ro-bin
Go-od-fel-low-tricks-ter ext-ra-or-di-na-ire, and, oh ye-ah, our fa-vo-ri-te puck. Con-s-de-ring I'd
kil-led the only ot-her one we d met, it wasn’'t much of a con-test.

“I don't ne-ed the eye-li-ner.” | ga-ve him aglass and the squ-at bot-tle.

“Yes, yes. Child of the Night ison yo-ur birth cer-ti-fi-ca-te. Six-9x-9x istat-to-o-ed on yo-ur in-fant
ass. | be-li-evel’ve he-ard it be-fo-re.” He po-ured adrink as| ga-ve aqu-irk of my lips, but it was
mo-re ge-nu-ine than the grin I" d flas-hed afew mo-ments ago. Ro-bin did ha-ve away of pul-ling me
out of amo-od. It was hard to mo-an and gro-an abo-ut my bo-gey-man he-ri-ta-ge when he tre-ated
me less li-ke amons-ter and mo-re li-ke Bo Pe-ep with agun. | ap-pre-ci-ated it, be-ca-use the-re had
be-en ti-mes he had se-en what | co-uld be. And it didn’t co-me out of any nur-sery rhyme.

“So, did the ca-se not go well?” He held the preg-nant glass-all cur-ves-snif-fed the li-qu-id, clic-ked
histon-gue, and sho-ok hishe-ad, but to-ok a swal-low any-way.

“Eh.” | shrug-ged. “We got pa-id. The la-miagot esten. Re-al-ly awin-win in my bo-ok.”

“And thefact that it was akid-nap-ping ca-se, that do-esn’t even be-ar dis-cus-sing?’

| duc-ked my he-ad, let-ting my lon-gish ha-ir swing for-ward-black to my brot-her’ sdark blond. My
skinfeir to hisoli-ve. All we had that sho-wed our com-mon mot-her was our gray eyes. And | knew
mi-ne, pe-ering thro-ugh the dark strands, we-re now opa-que. “It was months ago. Let it go, okay?’ |
war-ned.

Heto-ok anot-her swa-low. “Months. Mil-len-nia. A ve-ri-tab-le eon. Whate-ver was| thin-king?’

“Youweren't,” | sarid diffly.

A we-re-wolf ca-me din-king up to the bar, earsflat and no-se wrink-led in dis-gust at the Aup-he
tin-ge to my scent. It was hard to ask for abrews-ki with his haf-hu-man fa-ce con-tor-ted aro-und a
mo-uth-ful of te-eth straright out of The Call of the Wild, but he po-in-ted just fi-ne. Hewas
ob-vi-o-udy not afi-ne-bred, but part of the wolf po-pu-la-ti-on bre-eding for re-ces-si-ve wolf ge-nes,
not that | had any pre-j-udi-ces abo-ut that. How co-uld 1?1 ga-ve him his be-er and kept my chew toy
jokesto mysdlf. Is-hi-ah wasright. It re-al-ly wasn't go-od for bu-s-ness, and he' d gi-ven me a bre-ak
with thisjob.

| didn’t know if it was as an uns-po-ken fa-vor to Ro-bin or to piss him off. | had as-ked
Go-od-fe-low on-cewhich it was, and he had dec-la-red smo-othly that if | didn’t want thejob, I'd
make agre-at juni-or car sa-les-man and he had apla-ce for mewariting a hislot. Hell, no. | didn’t
know if | had aso-ul or not, but if | did, | wasn't gi-ving it away that easily. If the-re we-re asu-rer path
to dam-na-ti-on than be-ing a car sa-les-man, | didn’t know what it wo-uld be.

“| d-waysthink. Y ou might not want to he-ar what | say, Carli-ban, but that’ s yo-ur prob-lem.” He
po-ured anot-her glas-sful. “Thin-king and tal-king are what | do best.”

“I'll gi-veyou thelast onedl right,” 1 grun-ted.

He smo-ot-hed hiswavy brown ha-ir, strarigh-te-ned his su-it jac-ket, rich brown over ade-ep gre-en
shirt. Just the fab-ric of one of them pro-bably cost mo-re than awe-ek of my pay. Pic-king up the
bot-tle in pre-pa-ra-ti-on to le-aving, he sa-id so-berly, “Y ou sho-uld try tal-king to her.”

Her be-ing Ge-or-gi-na-Ge-or-ge. She was the one who' d be-en kid-nap-ped. We' d got-ten her
back. She' d sur-vi-ved. Alt-ho-ugh it had be-en avery clo-se thing-for dl of us. Ge-or-ge was the lo-ca
psychic, but shewasthere-a thing...and thisgirl, this spe-ci-d girl, had tho-ught we co-uld be
to-get-her. | had known bet-ter. And alt-ho-ugh she' d pro-ved to be as stub-born and hard-he-aded as
mein her ownway, | ill knew it.

“I tak,” | co-un-te-red de-fen-g-vely.

He sto-od, the am-ber li-qu-id in his bot-tle not dos-hing even amil-li-me-ter. When you' d be-en ai-ve



aslong as he had, you ten-ded to be pretty damn gra-ce-ful and cont-rol-led in yo-ur mo-ve-ments. “|
me-an re-a-ly talk to her as op-po-sed to flap-ping that use-less mo-uth on-ce in a blue mo-on and
saying ab-so-lu-tely not-hing. But | wash my hands. Ple-ase, ru-in any chan-ce of alo-veli-fethat you
ha-ve whi-le | go ex-pand mi-ne.” He win-ked ra-pa-ci-o-udy. “ Do you want to gu-ess? Male or
fe-male? Ot-her? One or three? I’ m wil-ling to gift my know-led-ge to the less for-tu-na-te.”

“Ye-ah, thanks any-way,” | re-fu-sed. “I li-ke be-ing lessfor-tu-na-te.” Alt-ho-ugh la-tely that wasn't
pre-ci-sely true. “ Gi-ves me so-met-hing to bitch abo-ut.”

“Asif you ne-ed an ex-cu-se,” he snor-ted.

“Weait,” | sarid as he star-ted to mo-ve off. “Ni-ko and | ca-me ac-ross so-me bo-di-esin the park.
Fi-ve. Han-ging in the tre-es li-ke god-damn or-na-ments.” And wasn't that cre-epy asfuc-king hell?
“Wo-uld aBlack An-nisdo so-met-hing li-ke that?’

Ni-ko and | had dis-cus-sed it. If they we-re wil-ling to catch the-ir own fo-od, why bot-her with
kid-nap-ping the lamia? We co-uldn’t in-ves-ti-ga-te for mo-re than afew mo-ments-the in-ner ed-ge
of Cent-ral Park wasn't the sa-fest pla-ce to be pa-wing over bo-di-esfor clu-es. “Two men, three
wo-men.” One had be-en mo-reagirl...six-te-en may-be...with long ha-ir that had drip-ped blo-odina
gent-lerainto thegrass. “All we-re...shit...che-wed on, | gu-essyou’ d say. Rip-ped and torn.”

He con-s-de-red it. “ A Black An-nis? It's con-ce-ivab-le. They’ re not much for de-la-yed
grati-fi-cati-on, so ta-king a bi-te or two whi-le wa-iting on you and Ni-ko wo-uld be so-met-hing they
wo-uld do. Han-ging them in atree?’ He se-esa-wed a hand back and forth. “They’re mo-refor ca-ves,
but in apinch?’ He shrug-ged. “ They are adap-tab-le.” Pa-using, he ad-ded so-berly, “Fi-ve pe-op-l€?
Unp-le-asant.” Set-ting the bot-tle back in front of me, he ad-vi-sed, “ Just this on-ce. Bac-chuswas a
doc-tor in hisown right.” He then wa-ved a hand and was go-ne.

L ess than amo-ment lacter, Is-hi-ah re-tur-ned and watc-hed Ro-bin di-sap-pe-ar out the do-or. He
lo-oked exas-pe-ra-ted. Scratch that. Not exas-pe-ra-ted-highly, pro-fo-undly an-no-yed. And in-tent,
very in-tent. It was a pe-cu-li-ar com-bi-na-ti-on. “Oh, hey. | getit.” | grin-ned, po-uring asmall
amo-unt of Ro-bin’sgift in-to aglass. | wasn't adrin-ker, to say the le-ast, but he wasright. One
wo-uldn't hurt; it co-uld only help. “Y ou ha-ve athing for him.”

Hetur-ned his ga-ze to me. It was still an-no-yed. “Inso-lent bas-tard.”

“True eno-ugh, but it do-esn't chan-ge thefact.” | tos-sed the bar to-wel over my sho-ul-der. “You
we-rewatc-hing hisass, don't lie.” | had no ideaiif Go-od-fel-low had ago-od ass or not. That wasn't
theway my bo-at flo-ated, but Ro-bin had told me and ever-yo-ne in the free and not-so-free world that
he did. Co-uld be Is-hi-ah had an opi-ni-on on the su-bj-ect. “By theway, isit ago-od...”

He tur-ned and wal-ked away be-fo-re | had achan-ceto fi-nish. In re-dity, | kind of do-ub-ted that’s
what it was dl abo-ut. If it we-re, Ro-bin wo-uld' ve be-en wal-king out of he-rewith fe-at-hersin his
heir, down his pants, and asmug grin on hisfa-ce.

| shrug-ged. Not my bu-s-ness. At le-ast, aslong as Ro-bin wasn't in tro-ub-le. And he usu-al-ly
wasn't. He' d got-ten very, very go-od at avo-iding that sin-ce be-fo-re the hu-man ra-ce was born. |
wasn't su-re how old he was exactly, but | was gu-es-sing that he had pro-bably ser-ved up one of
man-kind’ s wrig-gling warter-go-ing an-ces-tors on a ni-ce whe-at-ber-ry bre-ad at so-me po-int or
anot-her.

At fo-ur | clo-sed up the bar. Swept up the fe-at-hers, fur, and sca-les, loc-ked the do-or, and he-aded
ho-me. The gpart-ment was re-la-ti-vely clo-seto the Ninth Circ-le on St. Mark’ s Pla-ce, but every
ti-me| had to think | might not markeit...l had every night for the past fo-ur months, but | a-ways had
my do-ubts. Spi-ne ten-se, sho-ul-ders set, | se-arc-hed every dark no-ok and every ro-of for the
Aup-he. | ne-ver saw my re-la-ti-ves du-ring that pe-ri-od, but it was only a mat-ter of ti-me.

They’ d kid-nap-ped me and kept me pri-so-ner for two ye-ars when | was fo-ur-te-en. They’d do-ne
the sssme agarin last ye-ar only with alit-tle mo-re of atwist. They’ d had me pos-ses-sed and plan-ned
to use meto re-ma-ke the world in the-ir ima-ge. When we' d re-tur-ned the fa-vor by dest-ro-ying the
re-ma-ins of ne-arly the-ir en-ti-re ra-ce, they had be-en alit-tle put-out. We' d tho-ught they we-re dll
de-ad, dest-ro-yed by a col-lap-sing wa-re-ho-use, but we' d be-en wrong. And when you we-re wrong
abo-ut the Aup-he, you might aswell cut yo-ur own thro-at and get it over with. It wo-uld be ahel-lu-va



lot lesspain-ful.

The Aup-he had tor-tu-re down to afi-ne art. They’ d ro-amed the earth with the di-no-sa-urs-be-fo-re
the di-no-sa-urs. It had gi-ven them along ti-me to per-fect the-ir tech-ni-que. And the Aup-he had
tech-ni-que out the ass. | 4till didn’t re-mem-ber what they had do-ne to mein the two ye-arsthey’ d had
me. | do-ub-ted | ever wo-uld...not wit-ho-ut en-ding up in a pla-ce whe-re pe-op-le shamb-led in
pa-per dip-pers and con-si-de-red lunch to be a cup-ful of happy pills.

Unfor-tu-na-tely the Aup-he we-re de-ter-mi-ned to ma-ke me pay for bet-ra-ying my own kind.
Months ago when I’ d had the one thing in my hand that wo-uld bring Ge-or-ge back to us, one had
snatc-hed it away and told me in exc-ru-ci-ating de-tail just how | wo-uld pay. They’d ma-kethe
ot-hers pay too, Ni-ko and Ro-bin, who had hel-ped in the-ir dest-ruc-ti-on. They’d a-so tarke
an-yo-nel cared for, smply be-ca-use | did ca-re for them. My fri-ends, my fa-mily, they wo-uld al go
firdt, long be-fo-rel did.

Li-kel sxid, the Aup-he had tor-tu-re down to a sci-en-ce. And that they we-re ta-king the-ir ti-me
abo-ut it only ma-de thingswor-se. The only thing that kept me mo-de-ra-tely sa-ne was the fact that
Ni-ko, Pro-mi-se, and Ro-bin co-uld ta-ke ca-re of them-sel-ves, and | avo-ided Ge-or-ge whe-ne-ver
| co-uld. The Aup-he wo-uld ne-ver know she exis-ted if | had anyt-hing to say abo-ut it.

Of co-ur-sg, dl that sa-nity res-ted on the fact that | was li-ving in de-ni-a abo-ut how ama-zingly
go-od at kil-ling the Aup-he we-re. God knew that they’ d a-most kil-led Nik and me on mo-re than one
oc-ca-Si-on. We we-re go-od. They we-re bet-ter.

Trud-ging up the starirs to the apart-ment, smel-ling of se-cond-hand be-er and wor-se, | un-loc-ked
the do-or, ope-ned it, and drop-ped my jac-ket on the ne-arest sur-fa-ce...the flo-or.

“You may aswell pick it up. We ha-ve so-mep-la-ceto be.”

“Chrigt. It'sfo-ur thirty,” | gro-aned as | to-ok in Ni-ko waiting with arms fol-ded. Hisfa-ce was
amu-sed but se-ri-o-us no-net-he-less. His harir was pul-led back in-to aba-re inch and a half of
pony-taril. On-ce it had be-en abra-id that tra-iled down his back, but | knew he didn’t beg-rud-ge its
sac-ri-fi-ce. It had be-en for me, and he hadn’t ex-pec-ted to sur-vi-ve long eno-ugh to walk aro-und
with the Ko-j-ak lo-ok.

“Yes, itisfo-ur thirty and the lon-ger we stand he-re the later it will get, but I'm su-rethe ba-sic
mec-ha-nics of ti-me are un-ders-to-od even by you.”

“You'reinrareformto-night,” | sni-ped. “ Ra-re shitty form.”

“Y es, ke-eping usin rent pay-ments, how in-con-si-de-ra-te of me.” Hetil-ted his he-ad and frow-ned
dightly.

“How’ sthe sho-ul-der?’

I’d mo-ved only with the digh-test amo-unt of stif-fness, but he'd till no-ti-ced. | ro-ta-ted it and did
my best not to win-ce at the pull of torn flesh. “Be-arab-le.”

“| told you ser-ving drinkswo-uld ag-gra-varteit. Y ou sho-uld ve told Is-hi-ah that you we-reinj-ured
and co-uldn’'t work.” He sta-red po-in-tedly at the jac-ket, and | pic-ked it up with an an-no-yed
gro-an.

“| was af-rarid he' d turn mein-to apil-lar of salt. Be-s-des, he' s pretty iffy abo-ut me wor-king the-re,
pe-ri-od. Ap-pa-rently when I’ m gro-uchy, | exu-de Aup-he.” | snor-ted. “And I’m gu-es-sing they
don't ma-ke aroll-on for that.”

We we-red-re-ady out in the hall and mo-ving as| yaw-ned he-avily. “It'sonly be-ca-use the
cli-en-te-le a-re-ady know thanksto the lo-ose-lip-ped we-re-wol-ves.” Ni-ko fo-cu-sed on the
ban-da-ge, vi-su-a-ly chec-king for blo-od as| pul-led on my jac-ket. Sartisfi-ed that it was
uns-tarined, he con-ti-nu-ed. “If it we-ren’t for them, no one wo-uld know.”

Ni-Kko tri-ed hard, he did, to ma-ke me be-li-eve | re-a-ly wasn't that dif-fe-rent. And even tho-ugh it
wasn't true, | was grarte-ful ashell for the ef-fort. “The pe-ri wo-uld know,” | sarid ab-sently as|
zip-ped thejac-ket. “ They know, shit, everyt-hing asfar as| can tell. At le-ast everyt-hing that hasto do
with who or what pas-ses thro-ugh the-ir bar. Alt-ho-ugh Go-od-fel-low se-emsto ha-ve them
bam-bo-o0z-led.”

“Bam-bo-0z-led?’ Ni-ko's eyeb-rows went up.



“I’'m trying to ex-pand my vo-ca-bu-lary.” | grin-ned.

“Just for you. Now, whe-re the hell are we go-ing?’

“The Met-ro-po-li-tan Mu-se-um. Pro-mi-seis me-eting us the-re. She’' s on the bo-ard of di-rec-tors
thro-ugh one of her la-te hus-bands. The-re' s be-en a dif-fi-culty of so-me sort. The cu-ra-tor isago-od
fri-end of hers, the su-per-na-tu-ral kind, and do-esn’'t want to cal the po-li-ce in on this one. She says
it smo-reup our d-ley.”

“Kic-king ass and tarking na-mes?’ | yaw-ned again, re-ady to let the ima-ges of crazy old wo-men
and de-ad bo-di-es fa-de with de-ep.

“We so ra-rely ask the-ir nasmesthat I’ m not su-re the last co-unts.”

A haf ho-ur and ari-de on the num-ber 6 tra-in la-ter, we we-re at the Met and | was ham-me-ring on
the hu-ge do-ub-le do-ors. No one came. “Don’t get alot of piz-zade-li-ve-ri-es he-re, do they?’ |
grumb-led, be-fo-re po-un-ding agerin.

“How abo-ut | call Pro-mi-seto co-melet usin? It'san auda-ci-o-us plan, | re-ali-ze, but don't
dismissit out of hand,” Ni-ko said dryly. He had his cell pho-nein his hand when Pro-mi-se and
anot-her wo-man ope-ned the do-or. The wo-man, the cu-ra-tor, was afo-ot tal-ler than Pro-mi-se...at
thevery le-ast. She was a-so ta-ler than Ni-ko and me. Her ha-ir was the co-lor of bron-ze and pul-led
back in-to atight French bra-id. Her eyes we-re afi-er-ceice blue, her bre-asts an en-tity un-to
them-sel-ves, and | co-uld prac-ti-cal-ly see the hor-ned hel-met and bre-astp-la-te she sho-uld be
we-aring ins-te-ad of agray su-it.

“Vaky-rie?” | mur-mu-red to Nik.

“Mis-sing her crow fe-at-hers,” he ans-we-red in the sesmelow to-ne, “but yes. Very go-od. You are
le-ar-ning, no mat-ter how re-luc-tantly.”

Along with Ni-ko, | to-ok afew steps clo-ser and lo-oked up at her. | was go-ing to of-fer my hand to
sha-ke, but de-ci-ded | ne-eded it for figh-ting and ot-her...ah...noc-tur-na ac-ti-vi-ti-esand hers
lo-oked asif it we-re ca-pab-le of rip-ping off my arm to use as aback scratc-her. Ni-ko was bra-ver
and held hishand out and sa-id gra-vely, “A fri-end of Pro-mi-seisafri-end of ours.”

The lar-ge hand sho-ok Ni-ko'sfirmly. “ Sang-ri-da Odins-dot-tir.”

“Ni-ko Le-and-ros. My brot-her, Cal.” To thisday, he re-fu-sed to call me Cali-ban. The me-aning
be-hind the na-me gi-ven to me by our ever-ado-ring mot-her had ne-ver es-ca-ped me. Even be-fo-rel
co-uld re-ad See Spot Run, much less Sha-kes-pe-are, she' d be-en all too eager to tell me amons-ter
de-ser-ved amons-ter na-me.

Mom did find waysto get her kicks. | was dowly get-ting used to the ot-hers, who knew the me-aning
of my name but not thein-tent, usng it...just as| was till get-ting used to the-re be-ing ot-hers. For
ye-arsit had only be-en Ni-ko and me on the run. Now the-re we-re fri-ends and | o-vers and god-damn
if that didn’t ill warp my re-aity on oc-ca-s-on.

Pro-mi-se was one of tho-se. Ni-ko and her-hell, they’ d be-en ma-de for each ot-her, the few
hund-red ye-ars age dif-fe-ren-ce asi-de. Des-pi-te the de-ep cho-co-la-te and pa-le blond stri-pes of
hair pul-led back in-to an Ama-zo-ni-an brarid that re-ac-hed the small of her back and eyesthe co-lor
of spring vi-olets, she was a qu-i-et be-a-uty. The exo-tic co-lo-ring didn’'t ma-ke her flashy, and it
didn’t to-uch her in-ner stil-Iness, her in-na-te tran-qu-ility. Of co-ur-se un-der that tran-qu-ility she
co-uld be de-adly. She and my brot-her we-re two of akind that way. Now she cur-ved her lips gently
inasmi-leme-ant only for him. “Thank you for co-ming, Ni-ko. Cal. | re-dli-zeit'sd-re-ady be-ena
long night for you both.” Shela-id her fin-gers on Ni-ko’'sarm for a fle-eting mo-ment, and then
step-ped back in-to the mu-se-um.

Sang-ri-da mo-ved with her aswefol-lo-wed. Thein-s-de of the mu-se-um was pretty much as|
re-mem-be-red it from the last ti-me Ni-ko had drag-ged me the-re for arts and crafts, art edu-carti-on,
his-tory stuff. Wha-te-ver. | li-ked the Na-tu-ral His-tory Mu-se-um bet-ter, myself. Di-no-sa-urs. Who
do-esn't lo-ve di-no-sa-urs? | remem-be-red se-e-ing an ex-hi-bit with are-cre-ati-on of aT. rex
to-we-ring tall. Ro-bin had on-ce sa-id the Aup-he used to hunt them in packs...not so much for the
me-at asfor thefun.



Ye-ah...the fun.

“S0, Pro-mi-se, what' sup?’ | as-ked, my vo-ice ec-ho-ing agarinst the marb-le.

Sang-ri-da ans-we-red ins-te-ad. “ The-re has be-en an in-ci-dent with one of the ex-hi-bits.”

“It co-uldn’t ha-ve be-en sto-len,” Ni-ko com-men-ted. “Pro-mi-se wo-uld know that is not our area
of ex-per-ti-se.”

“No, it was not sto-len.” She wal-ked with long, mus-cu-lar stri-des. “Not exactly.” The-rewasafa-int
glot-tal fla-vor to her words, but ba-rely no-ti-ce-ab-le.

“Best for you to see”

We en-te-red the Arms and Ar-mor sec-ti-on and wal-ked past an ex-hi-bit of su-its of pla-te ar-mor.
One of the gal-le-ri-eswas |a-be-led with ared and black ex-hi-bi-ti-on sgn that re-ad FA-MO-US
SE-RI-AL KIL-LERS THRO-UG-HO-UT HIS-TORY AND LE-GEND.

“Enter-tarining,” Ni-ko sa-id wryly. “It putsimp-res-s-onism to shame.”

Sang-ri-da sig-hed in an-no-yan-ce. “It' satra-ve-ling ex-hi-bit of hor-rors. The bo-ard of di-rec-tors,
cur-se them, are res-pon-sib-le. Not you of co-ur-se, Pro-mi-se,” she ad-ded gruffly. “ Just the vul-tu-res
and hye-nas on the bo-ard. They are of the opi-ni-on that sen-sa-ti-ona-lism ke-eps at-ten-dan-ce high.
Thefirst ex-hi-bit to yo-ur right will be, of co-ur-se, Jack the Rip-per.”

Pro-mi-se ga-ve ahint of a sa-tis-fi-ed smi-le at the men-ti-on of the na-me, and | tho-ught how Jack
had di-sap-pe-ared, ne-ver to be he-ard from aga-in. Not many se-ri-al kil-lers stop, un-lessthey’re
ca-ught or so-me-one do-es the stop-ping for them. In ati-me when vam-pi-res ill re-li-ed on blo-od, it
co-uld be that Pro-mi-se had ta-ken from tho-se who in turn to-ok from ot-hers. As| stop-ped to ta-ke
alo-ok thro-ugh the glass at old let-ters, pho-tos, and pe-ri-od bla-des that co-uld’ ve be-en s-mi-lar to
the ones used, Pro-mi-se to-ok my arm and gently ur-ged me on. “He li-ked at-ten-ti-on then. Let us
deny it to him now.” Con-si-de-ring what I’ d se-en of the pho-tos, | wasn't sorry to mo-veon. I'd se-en
s-mi-lar inli-ving co-lor just ho-urs ago.

A few ex-hi-bits down, Sang-ri-da stop-ped. The glass of thisdisp-lay case was
blac-ke-ned...scorc-hed by what 1o-oked li-ke asmall exp-lo-g-on. Glass shards we-re lying
everyw-he-re.

“The ca-se burst from wit-hin,” Ni-ko po-in-ted out, ob-vi-o-udy int-ri-gu-ed. “The-reis no glass
wit-hin the ex-hi-bit it-self, only on the flo-or.”

Also on the flo-or was a sto-ne box, the lid bro-ken in-to pi-eces and scat-te-red far and wi-de. |
to-ed a pi-ece with my black sne-aker. His-to-ri-cal or not, | damn su-re co-uldn’t do any mo-re harm
toit. “What wasin that?’

“ Ashes. Frag-ments of bo-ne.” Sang-ri-da sho-ok her he-ad, high fo-re-he-ad knit with worry.

“Saw-ney?’ | re-pe-ated cu-ri-o-udy, only to be ins-tantly over-rid-den by Ni-ko.

“Saw-ney Be-ane? The Scot-tish mass mur-de-rer?’ He sat on his he-elsto get a bet-ter lo-ok at the
box. “The can-ni-ba? | knew the wo-men and the child-ren of the clan we-re sup-po-sedly bur-ned, but
the men we-re exe-cu-ted dif-fe-rently.”

“No oneis qu-ite su-re what re-a-ly hap-pe-ned. No one who wasn't the-re.” | ma-de amen-tal no-te
to ask Go-od-fel-low. If he wasn't the-re, he pro-bably knew so-me-one who was. Sang-ri-da went on,
“Of co-ur-se, man-kind do-esn’t know if Saw-ney wasfact or fic-ti-on, but we know bet-ter. And
at-ho-ugh he ate clo-se to atho-usand pe-op-le, he wasn't strictly a can-ni-bal, as he wasn't hu-man.”
She lo-oked at the shat-te-red box and cor-rec-ted him-slf. “I1sn't hu-man.”

Fi-ve words fo-ught to be first out of my mo-uth. A tho-usand pe-op-le and isn’t hu-man. | went with
the one most per-ti-nent to the im-me-di-ate S-tu-ati-on.

“lsn't?” | re-pe-ated. “He ca-me back from as-hes and bo-ne? No god-damn way.”

Sang-ri-dadidn’t blink at that lan-gu-age. | gu-essif you hang aro-und war-ri-ors for afew
cen-tu-ri-es, you get used to it. | had no do-ubt she co-uld cur-se me un-der the tab-le... pro-bably
whi-le bench-pres-sing me with one hand and swil-ling ale with the ot-her. “I’ m not su-re. I’ ve ne-ver
he-ard of such athing in re-gardsto him, but it isachan-cel don’'t wish to ta-ke.”

The exp-lo-s-on from wit-hin, the mis-sing re-marins-| co-uld see her po-int. “Was the-re anyt-hing



e-seinthe ex-hi-bit?’

She frow-ned. “His scythe. Or what was cla-imed to be. It was a hand-held one, his we-apon of
cho-ice. Itismissing aswdl.”

And that was the de-fi-ni-ti-on of didn’t bo-de fuc-king well, now, wasn't it?

3

The-re was no way to se-arch the en-ti-re mu-se-um inc-lu-ding the ro-oms be-low whe-re the
unu-sed col-lec-ti-ons we-re sto-red, not in the two ho-urs be-fo-re the staff wo-uld start ar-ri-ving. We
se-arc-hed thefirst flo-or, fo-und ame-tal exit do-or that was crump-led and as-kew and that sa-id it dll.
At le-ast the Cliff’ s No-tes ver-si-on. Eit-her so-me-one had ta-ken Saw-ney’ s bits and pi-eces out of
the-re or Saw-ney had ta-ken him-sdif.

With that go-od news un-der our belts, we left so Sang-ri-dawo-uld trig-ger the darm that wo-uld
bring the po-li-ce. The se-cu-rity, her spe-ci-a se-cu-rity, had tur-ned off the darm system the ins-tant it
went off, be-ne-fi-ting from the fi-ve-mi-nu-te lag bu-ilt in-to the system that most of the bo-ard of
di-rec-tors de-fi-ni-tely didn’t know abo-ut. The-rewe-realot of old thingsin the pla-ce and not al of
them we-re known to be comp-le-tely “inac-ti-ve,” so to spe-ak. The-re was chec-king to be do-ne
be-fo-re the aut-ho-ri-ti-es sho-wed up. With that now ac-comp-lis-hed, Sang-ri-dawas re-ady to play
the dist-res-sed cu-ra-tor. Well, with Sang-ri-da s back-bo-ne, the mildly con-cer-ned cu-ra-tor.

When Ni-ko and | fi-na-ly got back to our apart-ment on St. Mark’ s Pla-ce, | waswis-hing | had that
iron rod run-ning bol-ted to her spi-ne be-ca-use | was te-ete-ring on the ed-ge of ex-ha-us-ti-on.
So-met-hing to hold me up wo-uld' ve be-en ni-ce. | yaw-ned he-avily. *Y ou think what we saw in the
park co-uld be Saw-ney?’

Ni-ko was strip-ping off hiswe-apons on-to the kitc-hen tab-le. “1 think we don’t know eno-ugh to
ma-ke sup-po-si-ti-ons. The-re are many cre-atu-res that co-uld do what we saw. Per-haps even one
not so po-wer-ful asto be res-pon-sib-le for the de-aths of over atho-usand pe-op-le.” He drop-ped
hislast bla-de on-to the sur-fa-ce. “But to re-in-teg-ra-te from ash and bo-ne, that wo-uld ta-ke
€nor-mo-us energy, enor-mo-us sus-te-nan-ce. And he wo-uldn’t ha-ve had ti-me to ta-ke the bo-di-es
with him, not when hewas on therun.”

“In ot-her words, who the hell knows?’

“In ot-her words,” he con-fir-med with aqu-irk of hislips.

“It'd be ni-ceif the-re was only one mass mur-de-rer to worry abo-ut. Ho-pe sprin-ging eter-na and
al that shit. I'm grab-bing a sho-wer, then bed. I'm ti-red of smel-ling li-ke ale-aky keg.”

“Con-ve-ni-ent. I'm ti-red of smel-ling ale-aky keg.” He he-aded for his own bed-ro-om, ad-ding
casu-a-ly,

“The bath-ro-om ista-ken ca-re of .”

He ne-ver for-got, but he usu-d-ly told me any-way, and it was d-ways sarid asif it we-re per-fectly
na-tu-ral to se-cu-re the bath-ro-om li-ke an enemy en-camp-ment. Asif | didn’t ha-ve one he-lu-va
we-ird pho-bia-even if it we-re adowly re-sol-ving one.

When | went in, the bath-ro-om mir-ror was co-ve-red with ato-wel just ashe' d as-su-red me. | knew
Dark-ling was go-ne. He wasn't co-ming thro-ugh any mir-ror ever aga-in, but the fact that | co-uld
ha-ve amir-ror in the apart-ment, even a co-ve-red one, was an ac-comp-lish-ment. The Aup-he had
sto-len my body and tri-ed to ste-a my mind. Dark-ling had pos-ses-sed me and gob-bled up my so-ul.
Tem-po-rarily, thanks to so-me help from Ni-ko and Ro-bin, but it wasn't an ex-pe-ri-en-ce you
for-got. Or got over, not comp-le-tely.

| knoc-ked the glass thro-ugh the to-wel and mut-te-red, “Rot in hell, you bas-tard.”

After the sho-wer, | dept for abo-ut fi-ve ho-urs and then stag-ge-red up. Ni-ko and | had al-re-ady
dis-cus-sed what our next mo-ve was. Or, rat-her, who it was. And a no-on we hit Ro-bin'spla-cein
Chel-seajust as he wasrol-ling out of bed.

He ans-we-red the do-or we-aring silk pa-j-amabot-toms, an un-ti-ed matc-hing silk ro-be, and a
shit-lo-ad of mor-ning cranky. Blin-king in de-epy ill hu-mor over aste-aming cup of cof-fee, he



mumb-led, “Who...what...” Gi-ving up, he sna-red ahand in histang-led curls and to-ok adrink.
Gre-en eyes cle-aring with the ad-di-ti-on of li-fe-gi-ving caf-fe-ine, he ma-na-ged to get out an en-ti-re
sen-ten-ce. “Why? Why are you wretc-hed cre-atu-res he-re at this ho-ur even Apol-lo him-salf wo-uld
Spit upon?’

“We're he-reto pick yo-ur brarin.” | im-me-di-ately flop-ped on his co-uch, an af-farir so mas-9-ve
that it co-uld host an orgy. Hell, thiswas Ro-bin we we-re tal-king abo-ut. Just go ahe-ad, gi-vethe
be-ne-fit of the do-ubt, and say it had hos-ted an orgy. “And by the way, Bob the do-or-man sa-id the
con-do as-so-ci-ati-on shot down yo-ur idea of acon-dom mac-hi-ne on every flo-or.”

“Pu-ri-tan bas-tards,” he mut-te-red. “Even |, on oc-ca-s-on, run out.” | wasn't su-re why he used
them to be-gin with. He co-uldn’t get an-yo-ne preg-nant. Pucks don't rep-ro-du-ce that way. In fact, |
didn’'t know how they rep-ro-du-ced, and qu-ite frankly, that was fi-ne by me. Asfor the con-dom'’s
ot-her use...l wo-uldn’t ha-ve tho-ught Go-od-fel-low wo-uld be too vul-ne-rab-leto STDs...at le-ast
not the hu-man kind. That tra-in of tho-ught led me to pla-ces my mind had no de-g-reto
go...vam-pi-re go-nor-rhea, glo-wing pi-xie her-pes, who knew what the fuck €l-se. As| has-tily
men-tal-ly kic-ked tho-se tho-ughts to the curb, Ro-bin clo-sed the do-or be-hind Ni-ko and wa-ved a
carelessarm at the kitc-hen. “ Cof-fee. Tea. The-re.” With that e o-qu-ent in-vi-ta-ti-on, he col-lap-sed
on the co-uch next to me and im-me-di-ately do-zed off. Mi-ra-cu-lo-udy, the cof-fee cup remained
firmly up-right and ba-lan-ced.

| sho-ok my he-ad and flic-ked his ear-lo-be. “Ri-se and shi-ne, Se-eping Be-a-uty.”

“Talk abo-ut yo-ur worst lay ever,” he mur-mu-red, and then swat-ted at my hand, le-aving me with
fi-er-cely stin-ging fin-gers. “And I’ ve yet to he-ar why you are ru-ining a per-fectly go-od mor-ning of
post-co-ital la-zing abo-ut.”

“Saw-ney Be-ane,” Ni-ko an-no-un-ced as he le-aned aga-inst the marb-le co-un-ter-top that
se-pa-rated the kitc-hen from the li-ving area. With arms fol-ded, he ig-no-red the burb-ling
cap-puc-ci-no mac-hi-ne and fo-cu-sed on Ro-bin. “He may be back.”

If we we-re ex-pec-ting abig re-ac-ti-on, we we-re di-sap-po-in-ted. Sig-hing, Go-od-fel-low
ope-ned hiseye-lidsto half-mast, grun-ted, and drank mo-re cof-fee. “ So,” | said, re-li-eved, “not such
abad thing, huh? To-tal-ly over-ra-ted, right? No way the son of abitch ate atho-usand pe-op-le.”

“A tho-usand?’ he snor-ted. “Hardly. Six hund-red most li-kely. Se-ven hund-red tops.”

Ah, shit.

| was abo-ut to drop my he-ad in my hands when the-re was arat-tle at the do-or-a very pro-lon-ged
rat-tle. Onethat sa-id “he-re | co-me” ascle-arly asif the per-son had sho-uted it thro-ugh the do-or.

“Ah, my ho-use-ke-eper,” Ro-bin sa-id with amu-se-ment, roc-ke-ting to comp-le-te alert-nessin a
he-art-be-at-the kind of dert-ness that se-emed to spring stra-ight from the son of abitch’s crotch.
“Se-rag-lio isre-luc-tant to be a spec-ta-tor to so-me of my mo-re exo-tic en-ter-ta-in-ments. She
do-esn't se-em to gp-pro-ve of nu-dity eit-her, cer-tarinly not mi-ne any-way.” He put the cof-fee mug
on the dab of rock crystal mas-qu-era-ding as atab-le and sto-od. “ Con-9-de-ring her nasme me-ans
ha-rem, that’ s rat-her cu-ri-o-us, but to each her own. If one can-not ap-pre-ci-ate the mu-se-inspi-red
work of art that ismy body...” Hehdd hisarmsout to in-di-ca-te the glory of it al. “Then | must
res-pect the-ir men-tal pat-ho-logy and get on with my li-fe.”

Heti-ed up hisro-be and flas-hed Se-rag-lio a bril-li-ant smi-le as she ca-me thro-ugh the do-or. It
bo-un-ced off her im-pe-net-rab-le fa-ca-de wit-ho-ut ef-fect. “Y ou'relo-oking...pro-fes-g-ona as
al-ways, ma am. Why, the very air spark-leswith yo-ur un-matc-hed ef-fi-ci-ency.” He ga-ve Ni-ko and
me awink. “Se-rag-lio has d-ways ma-de it very cle-ar that comp-li-ments of a per-so-nd na-tu-re are
not wel-co-me and that she has fo-ur pro-tec-ti-ve brot-hers who wo-uld be ecs-ta-tic to tu-tor me on
the con-cept. So, asdif-fi-cult asitis, | be-ha-ve mysdf.”

| co-uld tell he tho-ught it was a pity, tho-ugh, as he watc-hed her be-gin to work. With her flaw-less
pe-ach-co-lo-red skin, enor-mo-us age-less black eyes, and glossy dark ha-ir that she wo-re pi-led high
on her he-ad, Se-rag-lio was be-a-uti-ful in al the ways the-re we-re to be be-a-uti-ful. | wo-uld've
gu-es-sed her to be thirty-fi-ve, but | co-uld' ve be-en ade-ca-de off in eit-her di-rec-ti-on. She was
al-so alit-tle per-son, but not Go-od-fel-low’ s kind of lit-tle per-son. She was a hu-man one, ba-rely



fo-ur fe-et tall-me-di-cal-ly spe-aking, a per-son with dwar-fism. And if she wasn't pro-of po-s-ti-ve
that on-cein awhi-le Mot-her Na-tu-re got so-met-hing right, | didn’t know what was.

“Why, areyou lo-oking at me, Mr. Fel-lows?’ Her vo-ice re-min-ded me of oran-ge blos-som ho-ney,
Spa-nish moss, and the thorns of awild black-ber-ry bush. Ge-or-gia or so-mew-he-re down that way.
we'dli-ved in atra-iler park the-re on-ce; | re-cog-ni-zed the bro-ad drawl and fa-ded Rs. Her words
drif-ted over her sho-ul-der as she bent over to ret-ri-eve cle-aning sup-pli-es from the bot-tom half of
the pantry. Ro-bin’slips cur-ved in-to awic-ked grin as he watc-hed her uni-form pants pull ta-ut over
her ro-un-ded back-si-de.

“No, maam,” heli-ed gra-vely. “1 wo-uld so-oner pluck my own eye-ba-Is out than show you such
disres-pect.”

Asl rol-led mi-ne, ot-her skep-ti-cal ones pin-ned the puck. “Well, gir, if any as-sis-tan-ceis ne-eded
inthat area, you just let me know. | ha-veice tongsthat wo-uld be just thething,” she of-fe-red
mat-ter-of-factly be-fo-re tur-ning back to her task. “Now, run adong, child-ren. | ha-ve work to do.” A
be-j-ewe-led hand flap-ped im-pa-ti-ently to hurry him and us on our way.

So we went el-sew-he-re for the who-le se-ven-hund-red-tops dis-cus-si-on. Af-ter dres-sing, Ro-bin
de-ci-ded lunch wo-uld be a gre-at fo-rum for can-ni-bal ta-les and pic-ked the res-ta-urant, be-ca-use
af-ter one three-ni-nety-ni-ne buf-fet, he wo-uld ne-ver let me cho-ose aga-in. This pla-ce se-emed
in-te-res-ting, tho-ugh, and | let the tho-ught of atasty twenty-fi-ve-cent eg-groll go. The res-ta-urant
didn’t lo-ok too fancy from the out-s-de, afew dingy win-dows and afa-ded stri-ped aw-ning, but the
in-si-de ma-de up for it. The tab-leswe-re old, dark wo-od with mo-sa-ic ti-le tops, and the
chairs...they we-rejust ugly as hell. With claw fe-et and worn vel-vet se-ats, they lo-oked li-ke props
from Co-unt Dra-cu-la’ s cast-le. From the ce-iling hung se-ve-ral non-matc-hing chan-de-li-ers. So-me
we-re lo-oping me-tal, so-me whim-si-cal blown glass, and so-me lo-oked li-ke they’ d be-en ban-ged
to-get-her by kin-der-gart-nerswith alot of ent-hu-s-asm and ab-so-lu-tely no ta-lent. Everyt-hing in
the pla-ce did ha-ve one thing in com-mon, tho-ugh-it was dl old. An-ti-que, and | co-uld see how
Ro-bin wo-uld li-ke that.

He or-de-red for us, so-me dish cal-led Ta-vuk Gog-su, and then got down to bu-si-ness. “ Tur-kish.”
He waved off the weriter be-fo-re Ni-ko or | co-uld even ta-ke alo-ok at the me-nu. “It's
mag-ni-fi-cent. Trust me. You'll bring of-fe-ringsto my a-tar in thanks. Now, what abo-ut dusty old
Saw-ney? Oh, and by the way, he wasn't acan-ni-bd, as he wasn't-"

“Hu-man. Yes, we're now aware,” Ni-ko in-te-rj-ec-ted.

“Pro-mi-sg’ s ac-qu-a-in-tan-ce at the mu-se-um fil-led usin re-gar-ding that, at le-ast that he wasn't
hu-man. Shedidn’t say pre-ci-saly what he was.”

“A Red-cap,” Ro-bin sa-id ab-sently as he ac-cep-ted adrink from the re-tur-ning wariter. “Try this.
Kah-lua, soy, ho-ney, very much li-keame-ad | had in pre-Ne-ro Ro-me. Qu-ite tasty.”

Ni-ko and | exc-han-ged |o-oks of to-le-rant re-sig-na-ti-on, ga-ve in, and drank. Ro-bin ope-ra-ted
on Go-od-fd-low ti-me and me-re hu-mans, or hu-man-Aup-he hybrids, co-uldn’t chan-ge that. Af-ter a
po-li-te swal-low, Ni-ko put his glass down. “ Saw-ney’ s a Red-cap? | didn’'t know they we-re that
po-wer-ful. And why the hu-man-style na-me?’

My own swal-low ba-rely ma-deit down and | pus-hed my glass away with acur-led lip. Pre-Ne-ro
Ro-me co-uld ke-ep that crap. “What' s a Red-cap? So-me sort of gob-lin, right?’

“A Scot-tish-English le-gend,” Ni-ko elabo-ra-ted.

“They we-re sa-id to mur-der tra-ve-lers and then sta-in the-ir caps with the-ir vic-tims' blo-od, hen-ce
Red-cap.”

“And on-ce aga-in, the folk-lo-re mon-keys got it wrong. Caps sta-ined with blo-od.” Ro-bin ga-ve a
fo-amy snort in-to hisdrink. “Y es, how frigh-te-ning. A ca-pe-ring evil we-aring a hat. May-be he
we-ars sus-pen-ders and short pants aswell. Will the ter-ror ne-ver end?’

“No caps, then?’ Ni-ko sa-id mildly.

“No.” Hefi-nis-hed his glass and promptly re-ac-hed for my dis-car-ded one. “They use the blo-od on
the-ir harir. They ha-ve this mess of twists and tang-les, mat-ted to-get-her with go-re and stin-king to
high he-aven. They’ re unp-le-asant, filthy, nasty cre-atu-res, but only dan-ge-ro-usto the un-wary or



smply stu-pid. Ho-we-ver...” Hetap-ped my now empty glass aga-ingt his and frow-ned. “ Saw-ney
Be-ane was qu-ite adif-fe-rent thing a-to-get-her. Is adif-fe-rent thing, | gu-ess, if what you say istrue
and he has co-me back. That' s qu-ite the trick, and one | wasn't awa-re he was ca-pab-le of. I'm still
do-ubt-ful.” Sig-hing, he le-aned back and lin-ked fin-gers ac-ross his sto-mach.

“Be-s-des, what he was ca-pab-le of was mo-re than eno-ugh to be-gin with. Asfor the hu-man
na-me, who knows? Farmi-li-arity? They de-a with hu-mans. Fo-ol hu-mans. Eat hu-mans.” He
shrug-ged.

“Then thele-gend of Saw-ney Be-ane aswe know it ismostly true?” Ni-ko was flip-ping the ser-ving
kni-fe from wrist to palm and back aga-in. Lunch was no ex-cu-seto let a prac-ti-cing op-por-tu-nity
pass by. “He and hisin-ces-tu-o-us clan rob-bed and mur-de-red tra-ve-lers du-ring the fif-te-enth
cen-tury. They drag-ged the-ir vic-tims back to the-ir ca-ve in Ban-na-ne He-ad, hung them from
ho-oks, diss-mem-be-red them, and ate them. Y ou put the body co-unt afew hund-red lo-wer, but do
the ba-sic facts hold true?’

“Except for the in-cest.” Go-od-fel-low be-amed at the wariter who had cho-sen that par-ti-cu-lar
mo-ment to ap-pe-ar with our fo-od. “They’re brot-hers,” he sarid to the ser-ver, sha-king his he-ad
wo-eful-ly. “1 tell them that clo-seisgo-od, family isgo-od, but don’t be so qu-ick to li-mit yo-ur
op-ti-ons.”

| las-hed out with my fo-ot, but only suc-ce-eded in ban-ging the shit out of my to-eson his cherir leg.
Both Ro-bin and Ni-ko ga-ve me alo-ok of di-sap-po-int-ment-Ro-bin’s mock and Ni-ko’s mo-re
ge-nu-ine. “Later we spar inthe park,” my brot-her or-de-red. “1f we can find you aworthy op-po-nent
from the playg-ro-und.”

By that ti-me the wariter had ma-de his es-ca-pe, the lucky bas-tard, and Ro-bin con-ti-nu-ed.
“Red-caps aren’t in-to in-cest. That was atypi-ca hu-man so-ap ope-ra ad-di-ti-on, be-ca-use mass
mur-der and can-ni-ba-lism smply we-ren’t ju-icy eno-ugh.”

| swir-led afork thro-ugh the pa-le mo-und on my pla-te du-bi-o-udy as he went on. “In re-dlity,
Red-caps don’'t much ca-re for one anot-her’ s com-pany. Lo-at-he each ot-her. The ma-le and the
fe-male even mo-re so. Con-se-qu-ently, they ha-ve the qu-ic-kest ma-ting ha-bits one co-uld pos-sibly
imagi-ne. In, out, hands-ha-ke, see you next ye-ar-thisis how much they ha-te one anot-her. Which is
what ma-de Saw-ney so uni-que. He bro-ught over forty Red-caps to-get-her. They kil-led to-get-her,
dwel-led to-get-her, and didn’t try to eat each ot-her du-ring it dl...asto-un-ding.” He to-ok anot-her
bi-te.

“And what of therest of thele-gend?’ Ni-ko as-ked, ig-no-ring hisfo-od for the mo-ment. “How they
cametothe-ir end.”

“Hadf true. In the ori-gi-nal, the wo-men and child-ren we-re bur-ned and the men bled to de-ath af-ter
ha-ving the-ir hands and fe-et chop-ped off. In re-ality the-re we-re no wo-men or child-ren. They we-re
only ma-le Red-caps and the hu-mans bur-ned them dll. | he-ard that Saw-ney, asthe-ir le-ader, was
gi-ven spe-ci-a at-ten-ti-on and bur-ned se-pa-ra-tely. If hisre-marins we-re gat-he-red and put in a
cask, then | sup-po-sethat wastrue.” Un-fa-zed by the su-bj-ect mat-ter, he con-ti-nu-ed to ma-ke his
way thro-ugh lunch with ent-hu-si-asm.

“How the hell did abunch of hu-mans ma-na-ge to cap-tu-re and kill the-se guys?’ | fi-na-ly bro-ke
down and to-ok abi-te of the we-ird stuff in front of me. It lo-oked and smel-led li-ke chic-ken
pud-ding. That'swhat it tas-ted li-ke aswell, but cin-na-mon swe-et. It wasn't half bad.

“How did they ma-na-ge?’ He ga-ve alit-tle shrug.

“They had an army. Li-te-ra-ly. If you ha-ve so-me bi-zar-re fas-ci-na-ti-on with ta-king up with
whe-rethey left off, you'reafew short.”

“Even co-un-ting you?" Ni-ko had go-ne back to pla-ying with the kni-fe. Palm to the back of the
wrist, back of the wrist to palm. The wariters we-re watc-hing the show from ac-rossthe
res-ta-urant-so-me gi-ving si-lent whist-lesin awe at the sight, so-me lo-oking allit-tle per-tur-bed.

“I’d ad-vi-se you not to get ahe-ad of yo-ur-sdlf,” Ro-bin sa-id with aja-un-di-ced air. “Is an-yo-ne
of-fe-ring to pay you to cha-se af-ter what may end up only be-ing a phan-tom? An-yo-ne? Hd-1o?’ He
cup-ped ahand to his ear. “What? No answer? Qu-el surp-ri-se.”



“Andif thisisre-d?If Saw-ney isback...if heisn’t the phan-tom you ho-pe, what do you ad-vi-se
then?’ Ni-ko co-un-te-red, flip-ping the kni-fe to tap the tab-le lightly with its hand-le.

Ro-bin went back to wor-king on hisme-d. “Per-haps he' |l be di-eting. He is ol-der now. Age wa-ges
hell onthewarigt-li-ne.” Helo-oked up to see Ni-ko's pa-ti-ent eyes on him. “Oh, fi-ne,” he grumb-led.
“I don't ha-ve any furt-her in-for-ma-ti-on on S-re Be-ane, but | ha-ve a fri-end who may-Wa-han-ket.
Wi, fri-end israt-her a strong term...an ac-qu-a-in-tan-ce. He tends to gat-her facts, hasa
de-sic-cated fin-ger in many apie.” He ad-ded smugly, “I do know pe-op-le.”

“Y e-ah, you know pe-op-le,” | com-men-ted so-urly, re-mem-be-ring anot-her of hisin-for-mants,
Ab-ba-gor, who'd tri-ed to kill us...twi-ce. “ Too many god-damn pe-op-le.”

Wa-han-ket, tho-ugh, tur-ned out to not be ne-arly as bad as Ab-ba-gor. Equ-d-ly asfre-aky, but
now-he-re ne-ar as ho-mi-ci-da. And heli-ved in the mu-se-um we d left only ho-urs ago, which ma-de
him mo-re li-kely than an-yo-ne to know abo-ut Saw-ney and his Gre-at Es-ca-pe.

The Eight-sixth Stre-et sta-ti-on was star-ting to se-em aw-ful-ly fami-li-ar. Af-ter exi-ting and
wal-king over to Fifth Ave-nue, we we-re back whe-re we' d star-ted. The Met was pac-ked when we
wal-ked in. The-re we-re drif-ting co-up-les, hor-des of to-urists from every co-untry ima-gi-nab-le,
pe-op-le wan-de-ring do-ne, and a scho-ol gro-up of scre-aming rug ratsfrom hell. They must’ ve left
the-ir in-do-or vo-ices on the bus; even the empty su-its of ar-mor |o-oked parined as they thun-de-red
by. We kept mo-ving past them as Go-od-fel-low mur-mu-red so-met-hing abo-ut the lost art of child
sac-ri-fi-ces. In one wing, he stop-ped be-fo-re abust with blind marb-le eyes and the sne-er of whi-te
so-nelips. “Carli-gu-la, you dumb son of abitch.” He sho-ok hishe-ad. “I told him hor-seswe-ren’t the
mo-no-ga-mo-us kind, but did he listen? No, not for a se-cond. In-sa-nity, tyranny, and one
scre-wed-up lo-ve li-fe, that was Lit-tle Bo-ots for you.” He sig-hed, “ Threw so-me gre-at par-ti-es,
tho-ugh.”

Shrug-ging off the nos-tal-gia, heled usto a cor-ri-dor off the ex-hi-bit hall, and that in turn led to
anot-her cor-ri-dor and aloc-ked do-or mar-ked AUT-HO-RI-ZED PER SON-NEL ONLY'. Ni-ko
of-fe-red, “1’m su-re Sang-ri-da Odins-dot-tir wo-uld be ab-le to pro-vi-de us with akey.”

“Ple-ase. You in-sult me.” Ro-bin did abright gre-en glan-ce back over his sho-ul-der ashe dip-ped a
kit of smal me-tal to-olsfrom his poc-ket. “Not that that can’t be aro-using in cer-ta-in S-tu-ati-ons.”

Ni-ko had |eft the res-ta-urant kni-fe be-hind and wasn't prac-ti-cing with any of hisat the mo-ment,
but the shim-mer of me-tal was em-bo-di-ed in the mi-nu-teri-se of hiseyeb-rowsal the sasme. “No
fun,” Ro-bin mut-te-red and got back to the job at hand. “ An en-ti-re ab-sen-ce of re-velry
what-so-ever.”

Wit-hin se-conds we we-re on sta-irs and he-ading down-ward in-to the glo-om. The stepsen-dedin a
rab-bit war-ren of sto-re-ro-oms. “Wa-han-ket or Hank as| li-ke to call him used to be up top, mi-xing
and ming-ling, so to spe-ak, but even-tu-a-ly he was shuf-fled off down he-re with the ot-her passé
ex-hi-bits. | think he much pre-fersit he-re. Dark, cram-ped, musty...much mo-reli-ke ho-me.”

“Whe-re the hell was ho-me?’ | tur-ned si-de-ways to mo-ve bet-we-en arow of cra-tes. “ A gop-her
ho-le?’

“Not qu-ite.”” Ro-bin had pro-du-ced a small flash-light and switc-hed it on. Eit-her the over-he-ads
didn’t work or hisfri-end wasn’t in-to alot of light. We mo-ved adong and en-te-red an open area
en-circ-led by a Sto-ne-hen-ge of pi-led cra-tes. The-re we-ren’t any signs of ha-bi-ta-ti-on, but that’s
whe-re he stop-ped, vo-ice ec-ho-ing in the empty area, “Hank? Y ou up for avi-sit?" he cal-led
che-er-ful-ly.

The-rewas along stretch of s-len-ce, and then a 5-bi-lant hiss, dry as dust and ab-ra-ding as sand,
ca-me out of the dark-ness. “A long ti-me, Pe-ter Pan. It has be-en along ti-me, long ti-me.”

“Get the guy aVCR and so-me Dis-ney mo-vi-es and thisisthe thanks | re-ce-ive,” Go-od-fel-low
grun-ted.

“I’ve bro-ught fri-ends, Hank. Let’ sre-du-ce my emas-cu-la-ti-on in front of them and call me Pan,
ghdl we?’

A brown fi-gu-re ma-te-ri-ai-zed out of the dark in-to the dim whi-te light of the flash-light. He



se-emed to be ma-de en-ti-rely of stick-li-ke bo-nes and re-sin-har-de-ned ban-da-ges. A ga-ping pit of
ano-se and empty eye soc-kets we-re dl that co-uld be se-en of hisfa-ce. Helo-oked li-ke thettit-le
vil-la-in from every bad mummy mo-vie I’ d watc-hed when | was alit-tle kid, co-meto li-fe. But he
wasn't dow li-ke they we-re. Hewasn't dow at dl. He dip-ped in and out of the thick sha-dows,
scor-pi-on-qu-ick and sna-ke-s-lent. It was the cow-boy hat, tho-ugh, that was the crow-ning to-uch. |
won-de-red if Sang-ri-daknew abo-ut her squ-at-ter. Or knew that he was ra-iding the...

“Thelost and fo-und, eh, Hank?’ Ro-bin set-tled on a cra-te and til-ted hishe-ad. “It'sa go-od lo-ok
for you. Very rug-ged.”

Co-ve-to-usfin-gers of nut-brown bo-ne to-uc-hed the brim of the cow-boy hat. “Itisacrown for a
king.” The-rewasagaping grin of blac-ke-ned stubsthat re-ve-ded ale-at-hery curl of ton-gue and the
ta-ut li-ga-ments of adi-sin-teg-ra-ting jaw.

The thing wasit sho-uld ha-ve be-en funny, amummy cal-led Hank we-aring a cow-boy hat, but we
we-relo-oking at what was ba-si-ca-ly a corp-se ma-de of jerky. Not be-ef, mind you, but hu-man
jerky. Not funny. Y ou co-uld’ ve dres-sed him in drag and it till wo-uldn’t ha-ve be-en funny. Li-ke
ro-ad-kill dres-sed in atu-tu. It was spo-oky and mo-re than alit-tle re-pul-si-ve.

“The clo-sest you got to aking in ye ol-den dynas-ti-es was ste-aling the-ir dusty mum-mi-fi-ed
ge-ni-talsto ma-ke yo-ur po-ti-ons,” the puck scof-fed be-fo-re promptly cont-ra-dic-ting him-sdf. He
was ne-ver oneto let lo-gic in-ter-fe-rewith ago-od in-sult. “Ni-ko, Cd, thisis Hank...Wa-han-ket.
He sascho-lar, li-ke they used to ma-ke them in the day when know-led-ge trans-la-ted to po-wer. He
was the high pri-est of so-me cranky Egyp-ti-an god or anot-her. He was al-so the te-ac-her of ami-nor
pha-ra-oh or two. Or fi-ve or six. May-be even ten or twel-ve. Only Hank knows for su-re how many
dynas-ti-es he pul-led the strings on, and he’ snot tel-ling.” He cluc-ked histon-gue rep-ro-vingly at the
gin-gi-nessof it. “| don’t be-li-eve he was ever hu-man, at-ho-ugh he' snot tel-ling that eit-her. But he's
the only wal-king, tal-king mummy I’ ve co-me ac-rossin my li-fe-ti-me. The hu-man onesjust tend tolie
the-re li-ke abad da-te.”

Wahan-ket' sjaw snap-ped shut ri-gidly and ayel-low glow ro-iled to li-fe in the hol-low eye soc-kets
of the brit-tle skull. It was't asunny light-mo-re li-ke the lu-mi-nes-cen-ce of acre-eping ca-ve
cre-atu-re. Dim, flic-ke-ring, and cold. | co-uld he-ar abuzz vib-ra-ting his thro-at-it co-uld’ ve be-en the
rat-tle of pet-ri-fi-ed vo-ca cords or a pla-gue of en-ra-ged lo-custs swar-ming from wit-hin the hol-low
ca-vity of hischest. | didn’'t ha-ve the digh-test ur-ge to know which.

“What ha-ve you bro-ught me, Pan?’ ca-me the disp-le-ased rasp. “Whe-re are yo-ur of-fe-rings? Lest
| find you most un-worthy, lay them be-fo-reme.”

“Offe-rings, eh? On-ce aga-in, | ste-er the su-bj-ect back to dusty, unu-sed ge-ni-tals.”

Go-od-fel-low’ s he-d kic-ked the cra-te and the be-am of hisflash-light dan-ced over my fa-ce
moc-kingly.

“Shut the fuck up, Lo-man,” | snap-ped. I’ d used the name for him from the be-gin-ning. Alt-ho-ugh
Go-od-fel-low was a much bet-ter sa-les-man than Willy Lo-man had ever be-en, it was ago-od name
for him...mostly be-caruse it pis-sed him off. Much, say, as he was pis-sng me off now.

“We are he-refor are-ason,” Ni-ko re-min-ded us both, his pa-ti-en-ce alit-tle less than it had be-en
intheresta-urant. “And I’'m su-re that Wa-han-ket has bet-ter things to do than en-ter-ta-in us. So let
us mo-vethingsaong. Now.”

“Fi-ne, fi-ne. | wo-uld think re-gu-lar vam-pi-re no-okie wo-uld mel-low you out, but ap-pa-rently
not,” Ro-bin mumb-led as he dof-fed the strap of his sho-ul-der and dug the “ offe-ring” out of its black
le-at-her ca-se. It was alap-top, the very la-test with dl the bells, whist-les, and tech-nop-hi-le crap that
you co-uld pos-sibly want. That'swhat Wa-han-ket was, the puck had sa-id, atech-nop-hi-le of the
hig-hest or-der. If it was bright, shiny, and it plug-ged in, then he wan-ted it, and thanks to the se-ekers
of hisin-fo, had it. “The latest and the gre-atest, O Son of the Sun. Its RAM is as plen-ti-ful asthe
warters of theNi-le,” he pro-mi-sed, flas-hing that blin-ding sa-les-man smi-le. Pu-re shark. No bark, all
bi-te.

Gre-edy claws snatc-hed it up and be-gan to exa-mi-ne it. “ Ahhh, how can one wors-hip gold and
jewels when the know-led-ge wit-hin this ma-kes you un-to agod?”’



“Ye-ah, that'sgre-at,” | sarid dismis-g-vely. “Enj-oy. So, what do you know abo-ut Saw-ney
Be-ane? Ate alot of pe-op-le, was sup-po-sed to be de-ad. He was ups-te-irs, now he’'snot. What's
go-ingon?’

“Saw-ney Be-ane.” The se-et-hing eye soc-kets |o-oked up from the com-pu-ter. “ Six hund-red and
elghty-se-ven hu-mans con-su-med. For a Red-cap, mildly imp-res-9-ve. But re-cons-ti-tu-ting from
bo-ne and ash...ah. That is qu-iteimp-res-s-vein-de-ed. Pity the-re we-re no se-cu-rity gu-ards
bet-we-en him and the way out or it co-uld ha-ve be-en six hund-red and eighty-ni-ne. Craw-ling back
from one' s mo-le-cu-lar sho-re must cre-ate a pro-di-gi-o-us ap-pe-ti-te.” The frag-ments of te-eth
clic-ked to-get-her. “ Unbe-li-evably pro-di-gi-o-us.”

| had afe-dling he was spe-aking from per-so-na ex-pe-ri-en-ce...per-so-na hun-ger. “It was him,
then?” Ni-ko ve-ri-fi-ed. “ Saw-ney hasre-tur-ned?’

“Yessss” Thewhe-eze car-ri-ed with it a scent that drif-ted ac-ross the spa-ce...it wasfull of de-sert
he-at and spi-ce. It so-un-ded ple-asant; it wasn't. It was re-pug-nant, flo-ating over dry rot and out of
the empty ca-ra-pa-ce of along-de-ad cock-ro-ach. The cock-ro-ach might till be wal-king and
tal-king, but the-re was not-hing in the-re but the stink of de-ath. Stuff it to the brim with al the myrrh
and fuc-king ore-ga-no you wan-ted; it wasn't go-ing to chan-ge athing. De-ad was de-ad.

“Saw-ney isgo-ne and Saw-ney is he-re and so-on things will be-co-me mo-re in-te-res-ting in this city
of glo-om.” Li-ga-ments stretc-hed and pop-ped to ac-com-mo-da-te the pre-da-tory ga-pe of jaw.
“Exce-edingly mo-rein-te-res-ting.”

Bo-di-esin tre-es, de-ad girls with empty eyes and mo-uth-fuls snatc-hed from the-ir flesh-if that was
in-te-res-ting, | co-uld do wit-ho-ut it.

4

We sur-vi-ved the mummy wit-ho-ut a scratch. When de-aling with an in-for-mant of Go-od-fel-low’s,
that was an ac-comp-lish-ment. Ro-bin knew pretty much ever-yo-ne, and when you cast anet that
wi-de, you' re go-ing to sco-op up so-me cra-zi-es, so-mekil-lers, and, if you we-rere-a-ly lucky, a
happy com-bo of the two. Com-pa-red to that crowd, Wa-han-ket was prac-ti-cal-ly ser-ving up
sup-per down at the Mis-si-on. He hadn'’t tri-ed to mu-ti-la-te, kill, or eat us. In my bo-ok, that ma-de
him go-od pe-op-le. Cre-epy, de-ad, we-ird as hell with the hat, and not too frag-rant, but go-od
pe-op-le dl the same. Gran-ted, he se-emed an-xi-0-us to see what ha-voc Saw-ney was go-ing to
wre-gk, but, hell, he was a mons-ter, and for amons-ter, that was se-ri-o-us rest-ra-int.

It didn’t ma-ke me any less glad to show him my back-s-de. The-re sonly so much talk of ge-ni-tal
ste-aing you can he-ar be-fo-re, damn, it’ sti-me to go. And this ba-se-ment. . .the-re was so-met-hing
abo-ut it. If you sto-od till and clo-sed yo-ur eyes, New Y ork wo-uld fa-de away. The-re wo-uld be
low gut-tu-ral chan-ting, a cho-king lack of air, and the des-pe-ra-te scra-pe of fin-ger-na-ils agarinst
blo-ody de-sert sto-ne. Wa-han-ket had ma-de this pla-ce his own, and it wasn't apla-cewhe-re|
wan-ted to spend alot of ti-me. Un-for-tu-na-tely, it didn’t work out that way.

We we-re three ro-oms away from the starirs when Ni-ko and Ro-bin stop-ped si-mul-ta-ne-o-udy
with we-gpons drawn. That’swhen | he-ard it too: the farin-test uni-den-ti-fi-ab-le rust-le. | might not
know what it was, but | did know what it wasn’t-it wasn't hu-man. The-re was no af-ters-ha-ve, no
sham-poo or so-ap, o wo-ol or synthe-tics-no pe-op-le smell at al. Not fresh any-way. The-re we-re
tho-usands of ot-her smells down he-re...ani-mal, plant, mi-ne-ral. So-me strong, so-me not, and no
way to tell which was pac-ked away in abox and which was out and mo-ving aro-und.

With the hund-reds of crartes, it was clo-se qu-ar-tersfor my gun and | drew my kni-fe. It wasn't a
sword, but at twel-ve jag-ged inc-hes it was clo-se eno-ugh. “Isthe flash-light just aspe-ci-a ef-fect,” |
as-ked Ro-bin, “or do the lights work down he-re?’

“In this sec-ti-on, no. Wa-han-ket di-sab-les them on aro-uti-ne ba-sis.” Go-od-fel-low had pla-ced
the flash-light on a dust-co-ated, empty disp-lay ca-se and ca-uti-o-udy step-ped away from it to ke-ep
from gi-ving away his po-9-ti-on in the dark-ness. Ni-ko mo-ved se-ve-rd stepsin the ot-her
di-rec-ti-on, and using his free hand on the top ed-ge, va-ul-ted on-to afi-ve-fo-ot-tal cra-te.



And heim-me-di-ately ca-me cras-hing back down un-der se-ve-ral hund-red po-unds of sca-lesand
sur-ging musc-le. For one bri-ef se-cond, | saw the snap-ping of di-no-sa-ur-s-zed jaws, the fla-re of
oran-ge eyesin the glow of the star-ti-onary flash-light. | saw ayd-lo-wed ivory grin.

Thenre-dity did in-to pla-ce, and | did with it, sn-king my bla-de in-to the eye of the writ-hing
mongst-ro-sity on top of Ni-ko. Not adi-no-sa-ur-hell, the Met didn’t even ha-ve di-no-sa-urs-but
so-met-hing just as hor-ri-ficin its own right. It was a ser-pent, the si-ze of aman and half aga-in aslong,
with the po-wer-ful legs and fe-et of ajung-le cat. Theinky black of its un-der-bel-ly was spot-ted with
the pa-lest fin-ger smud-ges of gold, and it blen-ded in-to the dark-ness so ef-fi-ci-ently that on-ceit
flo-wed off Ni-ko, it di-sap-pe-ared ins-tantly. But first, the-re was the gra-te of its bony eye soc-ket
agaring my kni-fe asit rip-ped its mas-9-ve he-ad off the bla-de, the twist of ahe-avy tail that
dam-med me aga-ingt acra-te se-ve-ra fe-et away, and a ste-am-whist-le scre-ech that had my ears
rin-ging.

“Cali-ban?’

| co-uld see only the farin-test sme-ar abo-ve me, apale ova to go with Ro-bin'sdis-tant call of my
na-me. | blin-ked. It didn’t imp-ro-ve things any. If anyt-hing, it ma-de things wor-se. Oran-ge, black,
gold-a hur-ri-ca-ne rush, and then the oval and the vo-ice we-re go-ne. It was just me and the
dark-ness. Shit. | tri-ed rol-ling over. On-ce, twi-ce, three ti-meswas the charm. Threeti-meswas a-s0
aface-ful of flo-or, but it was still prog-ress. | ma-na-ged to get my hands un-der me and push up. |
was haf-way the-re when ahand un-der my arm bo-os-ted me the rest of the way.

Nik. | ste-adi-ed mysdlf with ahand on his sho-ul-der, then pul-led it back when | felt the wet warmth.
“Shit. You okay?’

“It'snot mi-ne. Ha-ve so-mefaith, lit-tle brot-her.” He' d va-nis-hed un-der so-met-hing that co-uld've
be-en ababy T. rex, sho-wed up drip-ping with blo-od, and | was sup-po-sed to ha-ve fa-ith. | lo-oked
at my hand bri-efly be-fo-rewi-ping it on my je-ans. It was hard to tell with only the ref-lec-ted glow of
the flash-light, but the li-qu-id on my skin lo-oked pa-le gold, not red. That, mo-re than Ni-ko's de-ni-a,
hd-ted the twist in my gut.

“Whe-re'sRo-bin?’ My kni-fe was at the ba-se of the cra-te I’ d im-pac-ted and | mo-ved to
ret-ri-eveit.

“I think it to-ok him.” He was d-re-ady mo-ving, fol-lo-wing spat-ters of the mons-ter’ sblo-od, and |
came up hard on hishe-els. We we-re s-lent from that mo-ment on. It wo-uld pro-bably he-ar us
co-ming no-net-he-less, but we didn’t ha-ve to marke it easy for it...be-ca-use we wo-uld find it. We
wo-uld get Go-od-fel-low back. Thiswas not-hing com-pa-red to the shit we' d al go-ne thro-ugh
to-get-her. A big li-zard-a pis-sed-off gi-ant gec-ko. So what? Hell, Ro-bin wo-uld ma-ke a belt out of
it by the ti-me we carught up.

Bo-xes and bo-xes, alaby-rinth of them every which way | tur-ned. | clip-ped se-ve-rd asweran.
We d Ieft the flash-light be-hind. It wo-uld gi-ve us away qu-ic-ker than my no-se wo-uld. The-re was
so-melight now-small emer-gency lights up in the cor-ner junc-tu-re of ce-iling and wall. Hank hadn’t
got-ten to the-se yet, but they we-re dim eno-ugh to do mo-re harm than go-od. They cre-ated
im-pe-net-rab-le pits of black sha-dow that 10-oked as thick and sticky astar and just as ca-pab-le of
suc-king usin-to suf-fo-ca-ting depths. They’ d ma-ke go-od pla-cesfor a ser-pent to hi-de and warit
for its next me-al to wan-der by.

Or to le-ave what was | eft of itslast one.

| saw his sword then, lying on the flo-or haf in and haf out of the sha-dow. Ro-bin didn’'t tre-at his
we-gpons with the re-ve-ren-ce Ni-ko did, but ne-it-her did he dis-card them ca-re-les-dy li-ke trash.
“Ni-ko?’ | sarid grimly.

“| seeit.” He di-sap-pe-ared in-to the black-ness to in-ves-ti-gate, and | kept fol-lo-wing the blo-od.
As| pas-sed a sta-ge-co-ach, farke tre-es, and a mas-si-ve stuf-fed be-ar, the spat-ters tur-ned in-to an
unb-ro-ken trexil.

“Fol-low the Yd-low Brick Ro-ad,” | mut-te-red as| ca-re-ened aro-und a cor-ner in-to the next
ro-om, dip-ped, and ne-arly fell in ala-ke of li-zard flu-id. It stretc-hed a-most se-ven fe-et ac-ross and
was gill flo-wing dug-gishly from the belly of the ser-pent. Mi-nu-te tre-mors ran un-der the sca-led



hi-de, but it lay on its si-de with its mo-uth open and un-mo-ving. The re-marining eye sta-red at not-hing
as aput-rid stench be-gan to se-ep from the hund-reds of di-cesthat bi-sec-ted the sto-mach.

The-rewe-rele-avesin the blo-od, co-ur-tesy of the fa-ke tre-es sto-red ne-arby. A bright and
ar-ti-fi-ci-al gre-en, they flo-ated se-re-nely on the gol-den sur-fa-ce. It was a bi-zar-rely pe-ace-ful and
stran-gely be-a-uti-ful sce-ne, and | ho-ve-red warrily on the ed-ge of it. “Ro-bin?’ The ser-pent was
gill di-ve...dying, ye-ah, but the-rewasli-feinit yet. And it only to-ok an oun-ce of li-fe to ma-ke aton
of mur-de-ro-us pur-po-se ca-pab-le of im-pos-sib-le ven-ge-an-ce. No one li-kes to go out alo-ne, not
even sha-kes. “ Go-od-fel-low?’ He was the-re so-mew-he-re. Had to be. What co-uld pos-sibly kill
that smug, vain, ir-ri-tarting son of abitch?“Ro-bin, whe-rethe fuck are-”

“Here”

He dip-ped out of the night fo-rest of fa-ke tre-esto my right. Li-ke Ni-ko, he was co-ve-red in blo-od
that wasn't hisown. It starined his ex-pen-g-ve clot-hes, dic-ked the equ-al-ly ex-pen-g-ve ha-ir-cut,
and co-ated the bla-de he car-ri-ed. He' d lost the one, but he had ot-hers-which was why he' d li-ved so
long and why hewas dtill he-reright now. “Christ.” | scow-led ins-tantly, sho-ving there-li-ef down. “I
tho-ught yo-ur worth-less ass was afo-ot-no-te. An-ci-ent his-tory.”

“From asdr-rush?’ He du-iced ahand-ful of yd-low flu-id from hisfa-ce and dung it to the flo-or. If
that hand sho-ok, hewo-uld cla-im it was from exer-ti-on. Con-9-de-ring how many das-hes had be-en
ne-eded to ta-ke down the li-zard, it might even be the truth. “Do you mock me? On my best day, |
co-uld ta-ke on an en-ti-re nest of them and ba-rely work up aswe-at. | might even ha-veti-meto
sgu-e-eze in amar-ga-ri-ta and mas-sa-ge, happy en-ding of co-ur-se.”

Hewas gtill tal-king, but I’ d stop-ped lis-te-ning. It wasn’t only mons-ter blo-od &f-ter al. The-rewas
red mi-xed in with the gold. Puck red. “Ro-bin?’

Stop-ping in mid-sen-ten-ce, he met my ga-ze and fol-lo-wed it to the red sta-ining his shirt and pants.
“Ah. Yes” Hissword drop-ped from his hand as he swa-yed dightly. “Not exactly as gent-le asa cat
with her kit-ten, wasit?’

It had car-ri-ed him away, et-her in aclawed grip or in its mas-s-ve mo-uth. De-fi-ni-tely not gent-le.
| didn’t carry thefirst aid sup-pli-es Ni-ko did, and | wasn't as go-od with them eit-her. | to-ok
Go-od-fd-low’sarm to ke-ep him up-right and tur-ned my he-ad to call for my brot-her. | didn’t get the
op-por-tu-nity.

Impos-sib-le ven-ge-an-ce, and he-re it came.

Go-od-fd-low had cd-led it agr-rush. That so-un-ded li-ke so-met-hing that co-uld fly. Thisone
didn’'t ha-vewings, so in re-dity it co-uldn’t. But it so-ared thro-ugh the air re-gard-less. With the sasme
gra-ce and po-wer as a spring-pro-pel-led co-ugar, it ca-ta-pul-ted to-ward us. | only had the ti-meto
get the imp-res-s-on of akale-idos-co-pe of te-eth, claws, and sca-les be-fo-reit wason us. The
wo-un-ded can be dan-ge-ro-us-the dying can be a-most in-vin-cib-le. The-rewas no ti-mefor a
bla-de. No ti-me for agun. The-rewasti-mefor only onething.

| bu-ilt the garte-way. Inthe past, I' d cre-ated them se-ve-ral fe-et away...ma-de for wal-king
thro-ugh. Thisonel bu-ilt aro-und us. I'd ne-ver do-ne that be-fo-re. I'd ba-rely bu-ilt ahand-ful of
gartesin my li-fe, and trying so-met-hing new wasn't the brigh-test thing to do. It was the bol-de<t,
tho-ugh, and bold was dl that co-uld sa-ve us now. Gray light out-li-ned us, atar-nis-hed and ta-in-ted
sl-ver glim-mer. | felt the turn in my sto-mach, the burn at the ba-se of my skull, the twist of re-ality, and
then we we-re one ro-om back. Be-hind Ni-ko. And ahe-ad of him ca-me the so-und of the sir-rush
dam-ming in-to the wall whe-re we had be-en stan-ding a frac-ti-on of a se-cond ago.

“ Ka-ta,” Ro-bin gurg-led a my s-de be-fo-re he hit the flo-or. | wo-uld’ ve held him up, if |
co-uld ve staryed up mysdlf. Asthe ga-te-way pop-ped out of exis-ten-ce, | went down aswell. Whi-le
Go-od-fel-low fdl flat, | ma-na-ged to stop my des-cent a my kne-es. My he-ad was atight ball of
agony and my fa-ce felt warm and wet. | swi-ped at it and ca-me away with a blo-od-co-ated hand. I'd
le-ar-ned so-me cont-rol over the tra-ve-ling se-ve-ral months ago when fa-cing down Ge-or-ge'sand
Ni-ko's kid-nap-per, but | hadn’t ma-de agate sin-ce. It didn’t co-me aseasily as|
re-mem-be-red...not that it had be-en easy be-fo-re, but it hadn’t hurt. It had na-use-ated and
ter-ri-fi-ed but it hadn’t hurt. It hurt now.



| felt the warmth at my earstoo. From no-se and ears, | was ap-pa-rently afa-ucet and that co-uldn’t
be go-od. “Ca.” | lo-oked up from my drip-ping hand to see Ni-ko' sfa-ce be-fo-re mi-ne. It wasa
lit-tle blur-ry-not qu-ite do-ub-le vi-s-on, but d-most. The Sir-rush was blurry aswdll...blur-ry,
en-ra-ged, and co-ming to-ward us. A lit-tle mo-re dowly now, but gill co-ming.

Ni-ko he-ard it be-fo-re | had a chan-ce to open my mo-uth to warn him. Flas-hing a hand un-der my
jac-ket, he pul-led my gun, whir-led, and fi-red. Two shots ca-re-ened off the skull, but se-ven mo-re
went thro-ugh the rema-ining eye with ex-qu-isi-te pre-ci-si-on. Ni-ko wasn't par-ti-cu-larly fond of
guns-hefelt they lac-ked gra-ce and tech-ni-que-but that didn’t me-an he wasn't go-od with one. If it
co-uld kill, Ni-ko knew how to useit and use it well. The sir-rush went down when the bul-lets hit, and
thisti-meit staryed down.

My we-gpon was re-hols-te-red smo-othly, and Ni-ko con-ti-nu-ed camly. “Y ou' re amess.”

The-rewas no ar-gu-ing with that. “Ye-ah,” | ve-ri-fi-ed, and wi-ped at my fa-ce again, thisti-me
using my de-eve. Le-at-her wasn't go-od at sop-ping up blo-od and | co-uld fe-dl it sme-ar thingsto a
much wor-se deg-ree. “Ro-bin'swor-se.” A sick gro-an from the flo-or con-fir-med it.

“Don’t do that agarin.” The puck cur-led on hiss-de and ga-ve anasty dry he-ave. Ap-pa-rently, it
was | ess his wo-unds and mo-re a pro-fo-und ca-se of mo-ti-on sick-ness. “Don’'t ever, ever do that
again.”

“Right. Be-ing eaten wo-uld’ ve be-en bet-ter. What was | thin-king?’ My kne-es de-ci-ded eno-ugh
was eno-ugh and | sat hard on my ass. Drop-ping my he-ad in my hands, | clenc-hed my fin-gersat my
temp-les and aimed a muf-fled qu-ery at Ni-ko. “Tyle-nol? As-pi-rin? Morp-hi-ne?’

“He-ad?’ | fet hisfin-gers be-low my ears, chec-king the flow of blo-od. | didn’t nod. | co-uldn’t
be-gin to ima-gi-ne what that wo-uld fe- li-ke, but it wo-uldn’t be ple-asant. Luc-kily, Ni-ko didn’t
ne-ed the con-fir-mati-on. Whi-le one hand res-ted lightly on the back of my neck, he used the ot-her to
pull out his cell pho-ne. Wit-hin se-conds he was in-for-ming Sang-ri-da Odins-dét-tir that she had a
de-ad sir-rush in her ba-se-ment as well as two wo-un-ded war-ri-ors and he wo-uld ap-pre-ci-ate
whate-ver help she co-uld of-fer that fell short of atrip to Va-hd-la

A haf ho-ur la-ter we we-re back at Ni-ko’ s and my apart-ment co-ur-tesy of Sang-ri-da’ s pri-va-te
car. By that ti-me, Go-od-fel-low co-uld walk, mo-re or less, and I’ d stop-ped ble-eding. The
he-adac-he hadn’t eased any, tho-ugh, and | let Ni-ko le-ad me dong as| co-ve-red my eyes with my
hand. Thethin glow of the hal-lway light was sud-denly a hund-red ti-mes wor-se than sta-ring di-rectly
at the sun, and it felt li-ke mol-ten la-va po-uring di-rectly in-to my eyesto fry my bra-in with la-ser
tho-ro-ugh-ness.

Insi-de our pla-ce, Ni-ko ste-ered me to the co-uch, pul-led the blinds, and tur-ned off the lights. “I’ll
dress Ro-bin’ swo-unds in my bed-ro-om. Rest.”

Asasign of how truly mi-se-rab-le he felt, Go-od-fel-low didn’t ha-ve aword, ra-pa-ci-o-usy
se-xu-a or ot-her-wi-se, to say abo-ut be-ing in Ni-ko's bed-ro-om. Fif-te-en mi-nu-tesla-ter Nik was
back to set-tle on-to the co-uch be-si-de me. I'd dlid and s o-uc-hed down eno-ugh that my he-ad
res-ted aga-inst the back of the so-faand my legs spraw-led wi-de. “Ro-bin?’ | as-ked, tur-ning my
he-ad ca-uti-o-udy to lo-ok at him.

“It wasn't as bad asit ap-pe-ared at first glan-ce. Se-ve-ral pe-net-ra-ting claw wo-unds to hisarms
and legs, but they'refa-irly cle-an. No rip-ping. | be-li-eve tra-ve-ling with you thro-ugh yo-ur ga-te-way
af-fec-ted him mo-re. Pucks don’t tacke well to itismy gu-ess.” He han-ded me a wet washc-loth for
my face. I'd cle-aned it up asbest | co-uld in the car using the front of my shirt....just eno-ugh to get me
in-to our bu-il-ding wit-ho-ut pe-op-le stop-ping to do-na-te mo-ney to the axe-ma-ni-ac sur-vi-vor
fund.

“Pro-bably no onedo-es.” | scrub-bed a my fa-ce, ca-re-ful not to jost-le my he-ad too much. If it
we-ren’'t for my Aup-he hdf, the naruseal felt when ope-ning and tra-ve-ling thro-ugh the ga-te wo-uld
be a hel-lu-valot mo-re de-bi-li-ta-ting. “No one nor-mal.”

Ni-ko frow-ned, adight down-turn of tigh-te-ned lips. “Y ou know bet-ter.” He' d spent ali-fe-ti-me,
mi-ne a le-as, tel-ling methat | was nor-md, that | wasn't Aup-he, wasn't amons-ter. Tho-ugh he
co-uld sa=ve my li-fe, my sa-nity, and everyt-hing in bet-we-en, it was the one thing he co-uldn’t fix,



co-uldn’t chan-ge. But I’ d fi-nal-ly co-meto re-di-ze that aslong as| co-uld remain who | was, |
co-uld sur-vi-vewhat | was. It was only bad ge-nes. Al-co-ho-lism ge-ne, can-cer ge-ne, mons-ter
ge-ne, cho-ose yo-ur po-ison and work aro-und it. Thanksto Ni-ko, | was do-ing that. And when |
fa-te-red in that be-li-ef, he was the-re to kick my butt back on the path.

| drop-ped the washc-loth on my leg. In the past ope-ning a ga-te wo-uld dra-in me, ex-ha-ust me.
Go-od-fel-low had on-ce sa-id that he tho-ught that wo-uld pass with prac-ti-ce. He wasright. | was
ti-red, damn ti-red, but not li-ke | had be-en in the past. But the he-adac-he. .. shit. What the hell was
with that? And the blo-od? Thelast ti-me I’ d used the abi-lity months ago, I’ d ope-ned aga-te and kept
it open for ne-arly ahalf ho-ur. May-be afull-blo-oded Aup-he co-uld do that with ease, but | didn’t
think so. Rip-ping aho-lein the world or bet-we-en worlds-it wasn't so-met-hing me-ant to be
long-term. “| think | bro-ke so-met-hing.” | gri-ma-ced, mas-sa-ging my fo-re-he-ad with the he-dl of
my hand.

Ni-ko pic-ked up the cloth and pul-led my hand back down to fold my fin-gers aro-und the damp
matte-ri-al. Ste-ering it to the areaon my jaw by my ear, he re-le-ased me and ag-re-ed, “1 think you
may ha-ve.” He wearited un-til I’d wi-ped at my skin agerin for afew se-conds, then to-ok the blo-ody
cloth from me and put it asi-de. “Or stra-ined it. How isthe he-adac-he? Imp-ro-ved any?”’

We d thrown so-me Tyle-nadl at it. We may aswell ha-ve thrown it down the to-ilet and flus-hed. “I1t'll
pass,” | eva-ded. “Onthe plussi-de, | can till he-ar.” Thro-ugh the open do-or inthe hall camea
na-sal sno-re mo-re su-ited to a cons-i-pa-ted mo-ose than a puck. “But on the down-si-de, | can il
he-ar.”

“You didn’t rup-tu-re yo-ur eard-rums, then. Do they till hurt aswell?’

“Let’ swri-te off the en-ti-re area abo-ve the neck. I1t'll sa-ve so-meti-me.” | knew what he was
thin-king. CAT scans, MRIs, dl the things that we-ren’t pos-sib-le for me. Our mot-her, Sop-hia, had
ne-ver be-en one for doc-tors or anyt-hing that cost mo-ney. We got our shots at wha-te-ver lo-cal
cli-nic wewe-reli-ving ne-ar at the ti-me, but only be-ca-use the scho-ols de-man-dediit. If | got hurt or
Ni-ko got sick, we to-ug-hed it out. And when we we-re ol-der, Ni-ko and | had co-me to the
re-ali-zarti-on that hos-pi-tas...any pla-ce with ima-ging equ-ip-ment, any pla-ce that wo-uld want
blo-od tests...we-re out. | was hu-man on the out-si-de, but it might not be the sa-me on the in-g-de.
WEe d even-tu-ad-ly met ahe-der and when he' d fo-und out the truth abo-ut me, he' d con-fir-mediit. |
was dif-fe-rent. Subtly, but no-ti-ce-ably dif-fe-rent. | didn’'t ask how. | didn’t want to know.

The bot-tom li-ne was, no hos-pi-tasfor me. And as our he-aler hadn’t ans-we-red his pho-neina
whi-le, we had to ma-ke do. Thiswas anot-her ma-ke-do S-tu-ati-on.

“No mo-re gates, Cal,” Ni-ko sa-id un-comp-ro-mi-singly. “No-ne.”

“May-beif | gi-veit afew months” | hed-ged. | didn’t li-ke ope-ning them. It only remin-ded me of a
part of mysdlf I'd so-oner for-get. But the-re was no den-ying that if you had yo-ur back to awall with a
gi-ant ser-pent le-gping at you, it camein handy.

“It' sbe-en se-ve-ral months d-re-ady.” He sto-od and he-aded in-to the kitc-hen. “Next ti-meit might
be yo-ur bra-in that co-mes out of yo-ur ears. I'd li-ke to avo-id that.” Re-tur-ning, he han-ded me a
soft pack from the fre-ezer. “ Altho-ugh it wo-uld be pro-of the-re was so-met-hing in yo-ur skull
be-g-deslazi-ness and inept swords-mans-hip skills.”

With the pack co-ve-ring my eyes and the cold se-eping thro-ugh, | re-la-xed mi-nu-tely. “Y ou for-got
my blin-ding cha-ris-maand stun-ning po-pu-la-rity.”

Thisti-me hedidn’t play dong. “No mo-rega-tes, Cd. | me-anit.”

| ga-vein for the mo-ment, pe-ering out from un-der the pack at him, but | had afe-eling | was ma-king
apro-mi-se | co-uldn’'t ke-ep. Mo-re ho-nestly, didn’t in-tend to ke-ep. “Okay. No mo-re ga-tes.” I'd
sur-vi-ved ne-arly my who-le li-fe wit-ho-ut them, but the-re was no den-ying that an emer-gency exit
li-ke that co-uld sa-ve my li-fe. So-met-hing to think abo-ut...may-be la-ter when Nik wasn't stud-ying
me S0 sus-pi-ci-o-udy. Sli-ding down anot-her few inc-hes, | pul-led the pack back in pla-ce and
weited for the cold to kick in and les-sen the he-adac-he. “ Ro-bin sa-id it was a sir-rush, wha-te-ver
the hell that is. So, what wasit do-ing in the ba-se-ment trying to eat us? Do you think Warhan-ket sent
it af-ter us? That' d be abo-ut par for the fuc-king co-ur-se with Go-od-fel-low’ s bud-di-es.”



“| as-ked him whi-le dres-sing the punc-tu-re wo-unds. He sa-id no, that it wasn't Wa-han-ket's
‘gyle’”

“But did the wi-ze-ned son of abitch know it wasthe-re?’ | pres-sed.

“That, Ro-bin sarid, wo-uld be en-ti-rely hisstyle,” Ni-ko sa-id sar-do-ni-cd-ly. “And asir-rushisa
Baby-lo-ni-an cre-atu-re-part sna-ke, part cat. Why it was hun-ting in the ba-se-ment of the Met is
an-yo-ne’ sgu-ess.”

“Ever-yo-ne markesit to the Big Ap-ple so-oner or later, huh? See the sights.” The cold was
be-gin-ning to work, easing the pa-in so-mew-hat, and | yaw-ned.

“The Vaky-rie go-ing to pay usfor the ex-ter-mi-na-ti-on on the s-de?’

“I’ve a-ways enj-oyed yo-ur sunny op-ti-mism, lit-tle brot-her.”

| was glad so-me-one did.
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Asmuch as| ha-ted kid-nap-ping ca-ses, | wasn't awho-le lot fon-der of the ex-ter-mi-na-ti-on ones,
but work was work, and mo-ney was mo-ney. And truth-ful-ly, ex-ter-mi-na-ti-on ca-me up abo-ut as
of-ten as kid-nap-ping did. Whe-re' sthe co-ol fac-tor in that? No-damn-whe-re. We' d al-so do-ne
baby-sit-ting, and baby-sit-ting so-met-hing that can et you if you try to gi-veit ati-me-o-ut ma-kes
ex-ter-mi-nating afun gig by com-pa-ri-son. Usu-al-ly. Mostly. On the who-le.

Other ti-mesyou just get scre-wed.

And that mor-ning we en-ded up so very, very scre-wed. Af-ter three ho-urs out on Sta-ten Is-land,
we' d ta-ken the ferry back to Man-hat-tan and ma-de our way ho-me with clot-hes sin-ged and haxir
co-ve-red in bird shit al co-ur-tesy of an Ait-varas, ot-her-wi-se known as a de-mo-nic chic-ken from
hell. A fi-re-bre-at-hing, crap-din-ging half ro-os-ter, half ser-pent that we-ig-hed dl of sixty po-unds
had ne-arly ser-ved our as-sesto us on asil-ver plat-ter. It d a-so bur-ned down one-third of the
ho-use of our lessthan comp-le-tely sa-tis-fi-ed cli-ent. And aless than comp-le-tely satisfi-ed
gar-goy-leisn't apretty sight. A satis-fi-ed oneisn't eit-her for that mat-ter, but they hawk up less
gra-ni-te-sprink-led phlegm when parying the bill.

After cle-aning up and chan-ging, we jum-ped on the 6 tra-in and he-aded up to Pro-mi-sg's
pent-ho-use for so-me bra-ins-tor-ming. | ten-ded to not be so go-od at that type of thing, but | suc-ked
it up. And the-rewasfo-od the-re. That a-ways hel-ped. Pro-mi-se had a tur-key and ba-con club
sand-wich for me and so-me sort of ve-ge-tab-le soy che-ese thing for Ni-ko along with an
an-ti-oxi-dant car-rot-cran-ber-ry ju-ice mix-tu-re. I co-uld smell the he-alt-hi-ness of it from ac-rossthe
tab-le and ga-ve an in-ter-na blech. Ta-king a hu-ge bi-te of my sand-wich, | won-de-red who ma-de
thefo-od. | ne-ver saw aco-ok the-re, but the tho-ught of avam-pi-re da-ving over askil-let wasn’t an
image | co-uld wrap my mind aro-und. Es-pe-ci-a-ly an ext-re-mely we-althy vam-pi-re. They did eat
fo-od, tho-ugh ap-pa-rently not very much, along with mas-s-ve do-ses of iron and so-me kind of ot-her
sup-ple-ments, but Pro-mi-se ma-king a cas-se-ro-le? No-pe, co-uldn’t seeit.

Ni-ko to-ok adrink of hisred-oran-ge stuff, ig-no-red the fa-ce | ma-de, and then sa-id, “ Saw-ney
can’t go on the way he has. He's go-ing to be no-ti-ced. The po-li-ce will cer-ta-inly sus-pect ase-ri-a
kil-ler at so-me po-int. Alt-ho-ugh the-re’ s be-en not-hing in the pa-per abo-ut the bo-di-esin the park.”
He frow-ned, puz-zled. Ni-ko didn’t li-ke to be puz-zled eit-her. It ten-ded to in-ter-fe-re with things
li-ke sur-vi-ving. “ They’ ve di-sap-pe-ared, ap-pa-rently.” Puz-zle-ment co-uld a-so le-ad to
an-no-yan-ce when you we-re as and-re-ten-ti-ve as my brot-her, but he tuc-ked it out of sight and
went on. “But that’samystery for anot-her ti-me. It's not the fif-te-enth cen-tury any-mo-re and
even-tu-a-ly Saw-ney will re-ali-ze he can't just kill who-ever he wants. On-ce he set-tleson a
ter-ri-tory, he'll be even mo-rewary. He won't want that ho-me to be fo-und and | think he'll start to go
af-ter vic-timswho won't be mis-sed.”

“Li-ke tho-sethat don't ha-ve fa-mi-li-esto ra-ise a stink with the po-li-ce.” | cha-sed a bi-te of
sand-wich with Co-ke. Abo-ut as un-anti-oxi-dant as you co-uld get and | was damn happy abo-ut that.

“Such asthe ho-me-less.” Pro-mi-se sat down next to Nik at the po-lis-hed di-ning ro-om tab-le. An



ac-tu-a di-ning roomin NY C, co-uld you be-li-eveit?*“But how wo-uld we track so-met-hing such as
that?’

“Go-od-fel-low wo-uld say | had the clot-hes for the un-der-co-ver work,” | snor-ted. “But tho-se
guysaren’'t o trus-ting of stran-gers, I'll bet. And, hell, it'sNew Y ork. How wo-uld we co-ver dl of the
city as-king if any of them had di-sap-pe-ared? The-re'sno way.”

“True.” Ni-ko pus-hed his pla-te away, fi-nis-hed.

“The-re’ sthe shd-ters, the en-camp-ments, the stre-ets them-sdl-ves. The-re’ sbo-und to be gos-sip
among them if the-re ha-ve be-en di-sap-pe-aran-ces, but as you say, they’re not go-ing to talk to us.”

“A big was-te of our ti-meand for na-da.” | was still hungry and eyed what was|eft on Ni-ko's pla-te.
Nah, I wasn't that hungry. Then | had anidea...it hap-pe-ned oc-ca-g-ona-ly...and it wasn’t from any
an-ti-oxi-dant crap ma-king my brarin cells it up and ta-ke no-ti-ce eit-her.

“Hey, | know aguy.” | le-aned back in my chair.

“Ham. He co-mesin-to the bar so-me-ti-mes and plays the sax. Just for kicks. He do-esn't get pa-id
or anyt-hing, but he's damn go-od. He says he plays the sub-ways and stre-ets too. Not that he ne-eds
to from the lo-oks of him. We-ars so-me pretty flashy clot-hes.”

“And if he plays the sub-ways and the stre-ets, he may be fa-mi-li-ar with so-me of the ho-me-less.”
Pro-mi-se ga-ve anod of ap-pro-val, wrap-ping astring of dusk-co-lo-red pe-arls aro-und afin-ger.

“If he' same-nab-leto hel-ping us. Not too many are.” Hewasright. A hu-man and ahaf Aup-he
we-ren’'t go-ing to ever win any po-pu-larity con-tests.

“What exactly ishe?’ Ni-ko as-ked.

| frow-ned. “1 don’'t ha-ve a clue. He lo-oks hu-man. Do-esn’'t smell hu-man, but he se-ems okay.
Drinkswhis-key, playsthe sax, has athing for pretty wo-men, es-pe-ci-al-ly vam-pi-res...se-emsfairly
larid-back to me.” And con-s-de-ring what I’ d do-neto afew cus-to-mersthat had pis-sed me off, that
was saying so-met-hing, not to men-ti-on my auto-martic sus-pi-ci-on of an-yo-nel first met. “1 don't
know how the hell we' d get in to-uch with him, tho-ugh. He co-mes and go-es at the bar. So-me-ti-mes
| won't see him for we-eks. The-re sno pre-dic-ting it.”

“Per-haps Is-hi-ah knows hislast na-me,” Ni-ko sug-ges-ted.

Non-hu-mans didn’t ha-ve last nasmes or if they did | hadn’t runin-to one. “Y ou' re kid-ding. And so
wheat if he did?’

Nik sho-ok his he-ad. “ Oneideaand yo-ur brarin shuts down for the day. It isa pity.” He went on to
exp-larin, “If heisthat go-od asax pla-yer, he pro-bably playsat clubsaswell. And if he playsat clubs,
| ima-gi-ne he' d want to be ava-ilab-lefor gigs.” He ga-ve that fa-int smi-le of his. “In ot-her words,
he'd bein the bo-ok.”

Je-ez, the pho-ne bo-ok. May-be the-re was so-met-hing to that car-rot-cran-ber-ry ju-ice af-ter all.
“I'll gi-velshacdl.”

Luc-kily he was at the bar, and he did know Ham’slast name. | didn’t ne-ed any bra-in cdls at al to
think it was may-be mo-re than co-in-ci-den-ce. “Pi-per,” | sarid af-ter shut-ting off the pho-ne. “Now, |
know I’m no ge-ni-us, Einste-in.” | ga-ve Ni-ko amock gla-re. “But even | can gu-essthat one.”

“The Pi-ed Pi-per of Ha-me-lin.” Ni-ko sto-od and be-gan to cle-ar hisdis-hes. “If not-hing €-se, this
sho-uld bein-te-resting.”

Ham wasin the bo-ok and ho-mewhen | cal-led. He re-mem-be-red me fi-ne and said in ade-ep,
mel-low vo-ice to co-me on over. If | wor-ked for Is-hi-ah, then | was go-od in his bo-ok. He ga-ve me
the ad-dress: Park Slo-pein Bro-oklyn. | win-ced, kno-wing we had atrans-fer at Fifty-third Stre-et
and ari-de on the F tra-in to lo-ok for-ward to.

When we ar-ri-ved, he ope-ned the do-or and im-me-di-ately ga-ve ablin-ding smi-le...to Pro-mi-se.
Ni-ko and | we-rewarved in ab-sently. “If I’d known you we-re brin-ging such afi-ne lady with you,”
he sa-id che-er-ful-ly, “I’ d ha-ve cle-aned up so-me.”

The pla-ce wasn't that messy. The-re we-re afew ingt-ru-ments lying aro-und, two sa-xesand a
gu-itar, and a co-up-le of flashy su-it jac-kets tos-sed over achair and the co-uch. Dark red, bright
blue, and the most subt-le one, brown with fin-ger-width ne-on yel-low stri-pes. | lo-oked away



be-fo-re my re-ti-nas we-re bur-ned out of my eyes and to-ok alo-ok at the rest of the pla-ce. It wasa
loft, big-ger than a mu-9-ci-an sho-uld’ ve be-en ab-le to af-ford, and pa-in-ted. ..ne-ver mind how it
was parin-ted. It ma-de the su-itslo-ok li-ke pas-telsin com-pa-ri-son.

“Pull up acus-hi-on.” Hetos-sed one jac-ket to jo-in the ot-hers, his eyes ill on Pro-mi-se. Hewasa
tall, thin black man with unu-su-a-ly pa-le brown eyes. He kept hishair in short dreds and was
dres-sed ca-su-a-ly in ashirt pat-ter-ned in amix-tu-re of black and dark gre-en and black pants. It
was ni-ce to gi-ve my eyes abre-ak from the rest of the pla-ce and | kept them on him.

“Hey, Ham, thanksfor tal-king to us.”

He pat-ted the co-uch for Pro-mi-se, gi-ving her anot-her wi-de smi-le be-fo-re tur-ning to Nik and
me. “No prob-lem. Li-ke | said, if Is-hi-ah lets you work in the Circ-le, then you' re go-od by me. He's
not one for dac-kers or tro-ub-le-ma-kers.”

Unless you hap-pe-ned to be afri-end of Ro-bin’s, be-caruse | fell in both of tho-se ca-te-go-ri-es.
But | kept my mo-uth shut on that and got to the po-int. “ The-re' sthisthing in town.” It damn su-re
didn’t qu-alify asanyt-hing €-se. “ A Red-cap. Saw-ney Be-ane. He' s be-en kil-ling so-me pe-op-le and
we' d li-ke to chat the bas-tard up.” Chat with asword, agun, acan-non...wha-te-ver it to-ok.

“With his his-tory, ‘ so-me pe-op-l€" will so-on be-co-me many pe-op-le and we' d li-ke to stop that
be-fo-reit hap-pens,” Ni-ko ad-ded.

It was atricky su-bj-ect. The-re we-re mons-ters and then the-re we-re non-hu-mans. Mons-ters ate
pe-op-le and non-hu-mans didn’t-they just li-ved the-ir li-ves. The-re we-re cros-so-vers so-me-ti-mes.
A wolf co-uld be eit-her or. | knew both kinds. So-me ot-hers qu-ali-fi-ed aswell. No mat-ter what
Pro-mi-se sarid abo-ut vamps and the-ir vi-ta-mins, you co-uldn’t tell me the-re wasn't the oc-ca-s-onad
ro-gue out the-re ble-eding pe-op-le for all they we-re worth. But the tricky part was that so-me
non-hu-mans had a po-licy of ke-eping the-ir mo-uths shut. The way they saw it, they we-ren’'t go-ing to
get bet-we-en amons-ter and his me-a. That was dan-ge-ro-us, may-be de-adly, and not the-ir job.

It was ours, tho-ugh.

The smi-lefa-ded as he sat down be-9-de Pro-mi-se, din-ging aca-su-a arm on the top of the co-uch
be-hind her. Gre-at. Anot-her Go-od-fel-low. | didn’t check to seeif Ni-ko wasje-ado-us. If he was, he
wo-uldn’t show it any-way, but | do-ub-ted he was. He trus-ted Pro-mi-sg, fi-ve de-ad hus-bands
as-de. And if hetrus-ted her, then she de-ser-ved it. Ni-ko didn’t of-ten ma-ke mis-ta-kes when it
cameto trust. “Saw-ney Be-ane. | he-ard that son of a bitch was de-ad along ti-me ago.”

“Hewas. He' sback. And if you do not re-mo-ve that arm, | will. Per-ma-nently,” Pro-mi-se said
co-ol-ly.

It wasn’'t the type of thing to bu-ild up go-od-will and use-ful con-ver-sa-ti-on, but | didn’t much
bla-me her. Ham only flas-hed asmi-le and pul-led the arm back. “No harm in trying. Didn’t know one
of the-se pups was yo-urs.” No harm, no fo-ul. If he was the Pi-ed Pi-per, we we-re pupsto him.
“That' d bethe only thing that’ d ha-ve you re-dsting my skills.”

“Yes, of co-ur-sethat’ sthere-ason,” she sa-id dryly.

Ni-ko ste-ered the su-bj-ect back. “We we-re thin-king that so-on eno-ugh Saw-ney will be-ginto
prey on the ho-me-less. They’ re mo-re vul-ne-rab-le in that they’ |l belessli-kely to be mis-sed. Hewas
bur-ned at the sta-ke on-ce. | do-ubt he' | want to risk get-ting ca-ught age-in.”

“We tho-ught you might know afew of the guys from the sub-ways and the stre-ets. All kinds of
pe-op-le hang aro-und to he-ar you play at the bar. | fi-gu-red it wo-uldn’t be much dif-fe-rent on the
Stre-ets.”

“Y e-ah, pe-op-le ha-ve al-ways li-ned up to he-ar me play.” The smi-le was mo-re dy than fri-endly
now.

“And for pro-fes-s-ona jobs| a-ways get pa-id. Oneway or anot-her.”

Such as ha-ving child-ren fol-low his pi-ping out of atown so-me six or se-ven hund-red ye-ars ago
when he got tif-fed on ajob he’ d do-ne on the-ir rat prob-lem. But he did gi-ve the kids back on-ce he
got pa-id. So the story went at le-ast. That kept him off the mons-ter list. Ba-rely.

“But, ye-ah, | know so-me guys and tho-se guys know so-me guys. So-me of them are co-ol
eno-ugh-for hu-mans. Just fell on hard ti-mes.” His smi-le di-sap-pe-ared thisti-me. “And if they ha-ve a



nic-kel, hell, even a qu-ar-ter, they a-waystossit in my ca-se. Go-od guys who ap-pre-ci-ate alit-tle
en-ter-tarin-ment.” He drum-med long fin-gers on hisknee. “Let me ask aro-und. Seewhat | can find
out. The-se guys do co-me and go, so it may ta-ke me afew days, may-be mo-re. Di-sap-pe-aring for a
whi-leisn’'t so unu-su-al for them and Saw-ney’ s not the only one who thinksthey’ re easy prey.”

That was true eno-ugh. I’d se-en the Kin try to ta-ke an en-ti-re bus-lo-ad of them on-ce. That to-ok
balls. Furry ones, but bals al the sasme. Y e-ah, the ho-me-lesswe-re easy prey dl right, but if Saw-ney
was till shop-ping aro-und for hisnew “ca-ve,” he might not be as ca-re-ful abo-ut not ta-king alot from
one pla-ce. Most mons-ters know bet-ter than to hunt in the-ir own back-yard. Saw-ney wo-uld too,
but if hewas till hun-ting aro-und for a pla-ce, he might not be so ca-uti-o-us. | do-ub-ted he'd set-tle
on thefirst one hefo-und. It'd ha-ve to be just right. De-ep, hid-den, sa-fe to eat yo-ur hu-man pork
chops. Y ou know what they say: It'sall abo-ut lo-carti-on, lo-ca-ti-on, lo-ca-ti-on.
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The next mor-ning | cal-led the car lot lo-oking for Go-od-fel-low only to find out he'd ca-led in sick.
Su-re, he' d be-en inj-ured, but too hurt to lie, che-at, and ste-al from the mas-ses of clu-eless
con-su-mers? Kno-wing Ro-bin, that fre-aked me out alit-tle and had me at his pla-ce chec-king on
him. From the way he was go-ing on abo-ut our vi-Sit to Ham, | might’ ve be-en was-ting my ti-me. Then
aga-in, hewasin bed. Un-lessit wasfor se-xu-al ac-ro-ba-tics, se-e-ing Ro-bin in bed was damn ra-re.
So many or-gi-es, S0 lit-tleti-me.

“Ah, he wan-ted to be Pro-mi-se's spe-ci-al fri-end, en?’ Ro-bin sa-id gle-eful-ly. “Tell me mo-re. Did
Ni-ko ac-tu-a-ly emo-te? Did righ-te-o-us je-alo-usy ca-use adight twitch of one eyel-row? 1 can-not
wait to... ska-ta.” Hisfa-ce graryed as Se-rag-lio ef-fi-ci-ently rip-ped the ban-da-ge from his up-per
arm. The re-ve-aed punc-tu-re was knit-ting but sill puffy and red-de-ned. It lo-oked pa-in-ful as hell.

“I’'mno nur-se, Mr. Fel-lows,” the ho-use-ke-eper sa-id as she swab-bed the wo-und with amix-tu-re
of haf pe-ro-xi-de, half ste-ri-lewarter. “And | ne-ver cla-imed to be, now, did I”?But it’s eit-her me or
thista-le-car-rying yo-ung man.”

“Sorry, maam,” | draw-led. “He-ading’ s not exactly whe-remy ta-lentslie.”

“Mdam, isit? Don't you ha-ve the su-gary ton-gue.” She ap-pli-ed an an-ti-bac-te-ri-al oint-ment with
adightly gent-ler to-uch than the one used to re-mo-ve the ban-da-ge. “ At le-ast yo-ur mot-her ta-ught
yOu pro-per man-ners.”

No, but my brot-her had. | warited un-til shefi-nis-hed up dres-sing all the wo-unds, hel-ped cle-an up
the lef-to-ver sup-pli-es, and then clo-sed the bed-ro-om do-or be-hind her. “ She ma-kes me fe-d li-ke
akid.” Which in away wasrat-her ni-ce. It wasafe-eling | hadn’t had too of-tenin my li-fe.

“She do-es ha-ve the es-sen-ce of the Earth Mot-her abo-ut her.” The-rewas awe-ary qu-dity to the
satyr qu-irk of hislips. “ Soft hands, sharp ton-gue, and bre-asts li-ke sun-war-med vel-vet.”

“Li-keyou'll ever know.” | grin-ned. “Y ou’ ve fi-nd-ly fo-und the one wo-man who' stoo much for
you.” | watc-hed as he dowly pul-led the pa-j-amaleg down to co-ver the last ban-da-ge ap-pli-ed. |
was torn bet-we-en moc-king his cho-ice of de-ep-we-ar and as-king a qu-es-ti-on. | went with the
qu-es-ti-on. “Why are you lying aro-und in bed any-way? Why aren’t you at work ste-aling so-me po-or
guy'slast di-me?’

“I li-ke be-ing werited on hand and fo-ot. It isonly my due.” He pul-led the co-vers back up to his
warist and le-aned back aga-ingt the pil-lows.

That was true eno-ugh...asfar asit went. But with hisfa-ce still the co-lor of clay, the-re was
ob-vi-o-udly furt-her to go on the su-bj-ect. “Ni-ko sa-id it wasn't that bad,” | sa-id, oddly ir-ri-ta-ted,
at-ho-ugh | wasn't su-reif it was at my brot-her for not be-ing right or at Ro-bin for pro-ving him
wrong. Not that | was wor-ri-ed.

Ah, shit.

| shot a bri-ef lo-ok at the do-or and es-ca-pe. .. esca-pe from con-cern and emo-ti-onal
en-tang-le-ment. Ap-plying the-se thingsto ot-hers out-s-de of Ni-ko was still new and scary as hell to
me. | didn’t know if | even knew how to do it.



But, in the end, that was not-hing but piss-po-or co-war-di-ce. Go-od-fel-low, who' d sa-ved my li-fe
a le-ast twi-ce, de-ser-ved bet-ter. | lo-oked away from the do-or, sho-ved handsin je-an poc-kets,
and scow-led. “So-met-hing’swrong. Tell me” And qu-ick be-fo-rel bol-ted.

“It'snot-hing.” He clo-sed his eyes and la-ced hisfin-gers ac-ross the mo-und of co-vers.

“If it' s not-hing, then tell me, god-damnit,” | de-man-ded, “be-fo-rel kick yo-ur horny ass.”

He crac-ked an eye. “Can you fe-el my waves of una-dul-te-ra-ted ter-ror from the-re? I’m do-ing
my best to sup-pressthem, but | fe-ar I’'m wholly un-suc-ces-sful.”

“F-ne.” | garve him thefin-ger and he-aded for the do-or, ma-king my es-ca-pe. “ Screw you.”

He sig-hed and un-tang-led his hands to push up to a mo-re up-right po-g-ti-on. “Waerit.”

| d-re-ady had one hand on the do-ork-nob, brass and cold, and | co-uld’ ve kept go-ing. An obj-ect
in mo-ti-on tends to rema-in in mo-ti-on. It' s physics, that’sal. It can’t be co-war-di-ce or the easy
way out if it's physics, right? | let mysalf be-li-eve that for se-ve-ral se-conds be-fo-re | drop-ped my
hand to my 3-de and tur-ned, ex-ha-ling, “Damnit.”

“I do ha-ve that ef-fect on many, many pe-op-le. And I’m not used to any of them was-ting worry on
me. I’ve not bu-ilt up aha-bit of gra-ci-o-us ac-cep-tan-ce.” He ga-ve ati-red grin. “Altho-ughin al
ot-her as-pects of eti-qu-et-te, | am wit-ho-ut pa-ra-lel. The Don Ju-an of de-co-rum.”

“Ye-ah, right, and I’'m not wor-ri-ed. Just...gat-he-ring al thefacts,” | said with obs-ti-na-te
warri-ness.

“Now gi-vethem to me d-re-ady.”

Hedid. It was po-ison. The sir-rush was ve-no-mo-us with to-xic claws and fangs. It co-uld befatal,
but pucks we-re ext-re-mely re-ss-tant to po-ison, so for Ro-bin it was only pa-in-ful and do-wed
re-co-very by afew days. Now, the-re we-re so-me ni-ce mu-ta-ted su-per-ge-nesfor you. What'd |
get? Su-per-smel-ling. No won-der | didn’t ha-ve my own co-mic bo-ok.

“And it' sarare ex-cu-se to ha-ve Se-rag-lio mot-her me and to catch a glimp-se down her
pol-yes-ter shirt at the Pro-mi-sed Land. That’ sworth alit-tle pa-in.” He re-ac-hed for a half-empty
glass of wi-ne on the nights-tand and ad-ded smugly, “1 told her | wasinj-ured sa-ving anun from be-ing
mug-ged. The-re we-re orp-hansin-vol-ved aswdll. I’'m qu-ite the he-ro.”

“I'll bet.” Se-rag-lio was far too sharp to swal-low that, | knew, but it was pos-sib-le she had a soft
spot for her emp-lo-yer. “Y ou're okay, then? A few daysin bed and you'll be an-no-ying the hell out of
usasusu-a?’ Thereli-ef was sharp. Thiswho-le ha-ving afri-end thing, damn, it was work.

“It'smy cd-linginli-fe, and, yes, | will.” Af-ter drarining the glass, herol-led it bet-we-en his hands.

“Now that you' re do-ne not wor-rying, shal we hug? Isn't that what one do-esin emo-ti-ond-ly
fraught S-tu-ati-ons asthis? I’ [l ke-ep my hands abo-ve the belt. | am gtill mo-oning af-ter yo-ur
brot-her af-ter dl. Blonds, they a-ways bre-ak my he-art.”

He se-emed ri-di-cu-lo-udy ple-ased with him-sdlf, grin-ning des-pi-te the li-nes of pa-in cre-asing his
fo-re-he-ad. | strongly con-si-de-red grab-bing hand-fuls of she-et and blan-ket and yan-king his ass
on-to theflo-or, but that was be-fo-re | fi-gu-red it out. Ro-bin had sa-id it him-self: He wasn't used to
pe-op-le wor-rying abo-ut him. Con-cern-I wasn't in the ha-bit of gi-ving it and he wasn't
ac-cus-to-med to re-ce-iving it. He wan-ted to be, tho-ugh. That was pla-in to seein the grin, the
hu-mor-ligh-te-ned eyes, and the qu-irk of eyeb-rows un-der wildly curly bed hair.

“I’'m not hug-ging you. So shut up. Jesus.” But | did stay and fil-led him in abo-ut Ham and how he was
go-ing to in-ves-ti-gate the ho-me-less S-tu-ati-on for us. Na-tu-rd-ly, it wasn't the ho-me-less the-ory
that he con-cent-ra-ted on.

“A mu-9-ci-an,” he sarid with in-te-rest. “Wild and wil-ling gro-upi-es, how can one go wrong?’

“Abo-ut that...” | was spraw-led in acha-ir by the win-dow. “Re-mem-ber what we tal-ked abo-ut
be-fo-re Ge-or-ge wasta-ken?’ It se-emed fo-re-ver and it se-emed li-ke only yes-ter-day. And wasn't
that atrick?"“ Abo-ut me not pas-sing on the family name?’

The Aup-he might not ha-ve afa-mily na-me-I’d ne-ver bot-he-red to ask-but they did ha-ve ge-nes.
They’ d gi-ven them to me, but that’ swhe-re it stop-ped. | wasn't ta-king a chan-ce of ma-king any
mo-re li-ke me...or wor-se than me. And wor-se than me was de-fi-ni-tely a pos-s-bi-lity. It was one
re-ason Ge-or-ge and | we-ren’t for each ot-her. Ro-bin had gi-ven me the usu-a op-ti-ons-rub-bers,



the big snip-but | didn’t ha-ve the farith in them that | had in the Aup-he will to be born.

“I reemem-ber.” Hele-aned to-ward me. “Don’'t tell me. Y ou'refi-nd-ly cas-ting as-de ce-li-bacy and
emb-ra-cing the nasty, oily arts. Thank the Mi-no-ta-ur’ s mas-si-ve mem-ber. It's abo-ut
thri-ce-dam-ned ti-me.”

Fa-cing down a sir-rush was not-hing com-pa-red to the le-vel of pre-da-tory at-ten-ti-on now aimed
my way. “Hold up. | don’t want or-gi-es or sa-do-ma-soc-his-tic ro-le-playing we-ird-ness,” | sa-id
cauti-o-udy. “I just want to get la-id, pu-re and smp-le. Be-ing half Aup-he do-esn’t me-an | want to
spend my who-le li-fe not get-ting any.” No one with adick, wor-king or not, wan-ted that. And | was
twenty. Y ou co-uld ma-ke lit-tle blue pills out of what was run-ning thro-ugh me. | wan-ted Ge-or-ge
mo-re than I’ d ever wan-ted an-yo-ne, but | co-uldn’t ha-ve her. May-be, tho-ugh, | co-uld ha-ve
so-me-one d-sg, even if they me-ant so much less. And if an-yo-ne knew so-me-oneit wo-uld be
im-pos-sib-le for a hu-man-Aup-he hybrid to rep-ro-du-ce with, it wo-uld be Go-od-fel-low.

Ro-bin nod-ded and la-ced fin-gersto crack his knuck-lesin pre-para-ti-on-the men-tal kind, |
fer-vently ho-ped. “Actu-d-ly, I’ ve be-en con-temp-la-ting yo-ur hor-rif-ying, nay, ca-tast-rop-hic
S-tu-ati-on for awhi-le now and Il be happy to-”

| in-ter-rup-ted has-ily, “Y e-ah, thanks, but no, thanks.”

He snor-ted, * Y ou sho-uld be so pri-vi-le-ged. No, you bra-ying ass. As| was sa-ying, I’ d be happy
to int-ro-du-ce you to so-me open-min-ded fe-ma-les.” Le-aning back, here-la-xed. “Let me think onit.
The-re are tho-se out the-re who wo-uld fit yo-ur si-tu-ati-on. Ho-we-ver...” He pa-used and the dy
che-er fa-ded. “ So-me wo-uld know abo-ut you and so-me wo-uldn’t. Both co-mewith is-su-es.”

| ans-we-red the uns-po-ken qu-es-ti-on. “I’ll stay in the Aup-he clo-set if | ha-veto.” So-mewo-uld
know and so-me wo-uldn’t, he'd sa-id. The onesthat did know wo-uldn’t fuck me on abet. The ones
that didn’t know we-re my only chan-ce, and if | we-re stub-born abo-ut hi-ding what | was, Ro-bin
wo-uld ha-ve are-a chal-len-ge ahe-ad of him. Stub-born and stu-pid, | knew the dif-fe-ren-ce
bet-we-en the two.

“Then ta-ke yo-ur vi-ta-mins and get re-ady, For-rest Hump,” he or-de-red, che-er re-ig-ni-ted.
“You'reinfor awildri-de.”

| was't thin-king abo-ut that wild ri-de when | left. Okay, that was alie and ahalf. | wasthin-king
abo-ut it al right, but | was thin-king abo-ut so-met-hing d-se too. | was thin-king abo-ut how the
gr-rush came out of now-he-re, and what if pucks we-ren’t re-sis-tant to po-ison? | was al-so thin-king
abo-ut al the ti-mesthings co-uld’ ve go-ne very dif-fe-rently for Ni-ko and me. The clo-se cdlls, the
ne-ar mis-ses...we we-re go-od but we' d had them. And how one day ane-ar miss might not be amiss
at all. Ni-ko was one of the best out the-re, and | was go-od eno-ugh. But | tho-ught abo-ut the
re-ve-nants. The best, the go-od eno-ugh, so-me-day that wasn't go-ing to get it. Get thirty or so re-a-ly
pis-sed-off re-ve-nants or fif-te-en wol-ves or just one ne-arly un-de-fe-atab-le troll, get cor-ne-red by
that, get bo-xed in and that very well co-uld be al she wro-te.

Unless we had an emer-gency exit, away out.

And wedid ha-veit. If my Aup-he abi-lity sa-ved Ni-ko or Ro-bin, if it co-uld sa-ve usdl, | didn’t
care abo-ut he-adac-hes or if | bled li-ke astuck pig. It wasworth it, and if Ni-ko was right and my
bra-in did go down for the co-unt, hell, it was till worthiit.

Ro-bin's starir-well was empty. Not surp-ri-sing. It was day-ti-me; most we-re at work. | to-ok
ad-van-ta-ge of it, and sat on the lan-ding off Ro-bin’sflo-or and | et the do-or clo-se be-hind me. When
I’d bu-ilt the garte aro-und Ro-bin and me to es-ca-pe the sir-rush, I'd do-neit in amix-tu-re of ef-fort
and ins-tinct. | didn’t ha-ve amons-ter char-ging me now, so | was go-ing to ha-ve to de-pend on
ef-fort. Every gateI’d ever se-en or bu-ilt had be-en big eno-ugh to walk thro-ugh. But may-beif |
star-ted small the-re' d be fe-wer nasty s-de ef-fects.

| held out ahand, tri-ed not to think abo-ut the parin from last ti-me, and fo-cu-sed. It carme, alit-tle
dowly, but it came. It was small li-ke I’ d con-cent-ra-ted on-the Si-ze of an oran-ge. Gun-me-tal gray,
thelight of it was adug-gish whirl-po-ol-spin-ning asif it wan-ted to suck you in. It was an ugly thing.
Ugly and re-pul-g-ve. And it li-ved in me. Hard to co-me to terms with that, but | was go-ing to ha-ve
to.



Gate-ways had to le-ad so-mew-he-re, so this one went to thetiny clo-set in my ro-om. No one
wo-uld seeit the-re. Not Nik, who wo-uld be highly un-hap-py abo-ut my bre-aking my word...even if
I’d ne-ver me-ant to ke-ep it in thefirst pla-ce.

| felt the to-uch of li-qu-id warmth on my up-per lip, but the he-adac-he that be-gan to throb was
be-arab-le. So, okay, the big-ger the garte, the wor-se the S-de ef-fects. May-be easing up to asi-ze
we co-uld get thro-ugh wo-uld help. A dow and ste-ady prog-ress.

And think what | co-uld do with it be-si-des es-ca-pe. | co-uld do what I’ d do-ne to Hob, the puck
kid-nap-per who' d ta-ken Ni-ko and Ge-or-ge. | co-uld bu-ild one bet-we-en us and our at-tac-kers
and let them rush in-to the Aup-he ho-me away from ho-me. Tu-mu-lus. Hell. They’d berip-ped to
shredsthe-re. Tur-ned to api-le of blo-od and gutsand | ima-gi-ned they’ d li-ve for awhi-le asit
hap-pe-ned. Strang-led with the-ir own in-tes-ti-nes. The Aup-he did li-ke to play with the-ir fo-od.
Why not get them to do the dirty work? Why not let them mur-der and ma-im? Why not let them
mu-ti-late. ..

| blin-ked and let the ga-te go. Now, whe-re the hell had that co-me from? If you we-re at-tac-ked, if
so-me-one wan-ted you de-ad, you did what you had to do. But ma-im? Mu-ti-la-te? | wo-uldn’t do
that. Wo-uldn't send so-me-one to that god-awful fa-te. That wasn't me.

Ne-ver mind that I’d do-neit to Hob. That was dif-fe-rent. He' d de-fe-ated Ni-ko and hung him up
li-ke an ani-mal to be da-ugh-te-red. He had Ge-or-ge ti-ed up ac-rossthero-om. | co-uldn’t get to
them both to get us out of the-re, and Hob wo-uld' ve de-fe-ated me. Was de-fe-ating me, di-cing meto
rib-bons. Ni-ko, one of the best. Me dightly less. I’d had no cho-ice. But to do that when | did ha-ve a
cho-ice...no.

No.

| felt the blo-od drip down my chin, catc-hing it at the last mi-nu-te with awad full of pa-per to-wels!’d
sho-ved in my poc-ket be-fo-rel left Ro-bin’s pla-ce. I’d known then what I’ d plan-ned to do. |
mop-ped up the blo-od and held the sta-ined to-wels to my no-se un-til the ble-eding stop-ped. With the
pa-per satu-rarted, | pul-led off my jac-ket and ca-re-ful-ly scrub-bed my lo-wer fa-ce with my
de-eve. It wasblack; any lef-to-ver blo-od wo-uldn't show, which in turn wo-uld ke-ep mefrom a
Ni-ko ass-kic-king of righ-te-o-us pro-por-ti-ons.

Half of metho-ught | de-ser-ved it. Half of me knew | was do-ing what | had to. All of me tho-ught the
samething over and over.

That wasn't me.

Not me.

Ne-ver.
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Whi-le Ro-bin re-cu-pe-ra-ted, plot-ting and plan-ning things for me that wo-uld ma-ke Hugh Hef-ner
cry for hismommy, | en-ded up in an aban-do-ned warre-ho-use. I'll say it aga-in... It so-un-ded tri-te,
and, hdll, it was, but one pho-ne call from Pro-mi-se had sent Ni-ko and meto one. Ac-cor-ding to any
mystery or cop show, the-se rat-infes-ted, ec-ho-ing pla-ces are adi-me ado-zen. They’re not, but you
can find oneif you put yo-ur mind to it. Saw-ney had. How did | know?

Bo-nes.

Cha-ins and blo-ody bo-nes.

Li-kewind chi-mes, they hung high from the raf-ters. But no wind wo-uld ma-ke them sing. The
ske-le-tons we-re held to-get-her with li-ga-ments and thin stretc-hes of over-lo-oked flesh, just enc-ugh
me-at to ke-ep them in-tact. Eit-her Saw-ney had plan-ned it that way or he hadn’t be-en as hungry as
he' d tho-ught. And they we-ren’t bo-di-es of the ho-me-less. Hewasn't be-ing ca-re-ful. Not yet. He
was il enj-oying him-sdf way too god-damn much.

| lo-oked up to see asta-ined bi-ke that hung be-si-de asmall ske-le-ton. The-rewas asil-ver spark-le
ba-na-na se-at, a bas-ket blo-oming with bright plas-tic flo-wers, and shiny brown hair ti-ed aro-und
the hand-lesli-ke stre-amers.



That had had not-hing to do with hun-ger. That was evil, pu-re and smp-le.

“How did Pro-mi-se know thiswas he-re?’ | drop-ped my eyesto the flo-or and the lar-ge dri-ed
patc-hes of brown onit. It had be-en ho-urs a the very le-ast, thismor-ning or last night. Three sets of
re-mains, two adults and one child. A family...abi-ke. It had pro-bably be-en the pre-vi-o-us
eve-ning. A mom and dad ta-king the-ir lit-tle girl for abi-keri-dein one of the parks. Kattie, Sa-rah,
Mad-die...Katie Ye-ah, Katie atom-boy with freck-les and brown ha-ir in along pony-te-il.

“A fri-end of afri-end.” Ni-ko had knelt to to-uch alight fin-ger to the lar-gest po-ol of dri-ed blo-od
as | wrenc-hed my tho-ughts back to the he-re and now.

“A re-lati-ve of afri-end rat-her. Flay’ s Sis-ter told her.”

Hay was awe-re-wolf ac-qu-a-in-tan-ce of ours. On-ce an enemy, hewasnow...hell, | had noidea
what he was now. Not an enemy, but not pre-ci-sely afri-end eit-her. He was long go-ne from New
Y ork any-way, s0 it didn’t much mat-ter what la-bel you dap-ped on him. He was on the run from the
Kin, the we-re-wolf ver-s-on of the Mafia. If he sho-wed hisfurry assin the city aga-in, he was
de-ad-the kind of de-ad that wo-uld ha-ve the hu-man La Co-sa Nost-ra sit-ting up in ad-mi-ra-ti-on
and ta-king no-tes li-ke a de-di-ca-ted col-le-ge fresh-man.

“Flay hasasister?’ | drif-ted away as | be-gan to |o-ok for mo-re bo-di-es. Saw-ney might not ha-ve
hung them dl up. He might’ ve got-ten ti-red of pla-ying hisfes-ti-velit-tle games. “A scary
pro-po-s-ti-on.” Flay was many things-unbe-li-evably strong, mur-de-ro-udy qu-ick, ata-len-ted
figh-ter-but he was one ho-mely son of abitch. No, that wasn't true. He wasn't ugly, but he was
unu-su-a, damn unu-su-al. Exo-ti-cd-ly stran-ge eno-ugh to draw an-yo-ne' seye.

“Do not jud-ge.” Gray eyes moc-ked. “We can-not al be thevi-g-on you are.” He sto-od. “They’ve
be-en de-ad aw-hi-le, that iscle-ar. What isn't as cle-ar iswhe-re they ca-me from.”

The wa-re-ho-use was ne-ar the pi-ers. It wasn’t the most li-kely pla-cefor lit-tle girlsto ri-de the-ir
bi-kes. And trans-por-ting three bo-di-es so-me dis-tan-ce in the city wo-uld be atrick for even a
ho-mi-ci-da-ly cle-ver bas-tard li-ke Saw-ney. He co-uldn’t put them un-der hisarm and shamb-le
aong. Eveninthiscity, that wo-uld be no-ti-ced. | sho-ok my he-ad. “Notd-ling.” The-rewe-re
se-ve-ral islands of stac-ked cra-tes, but no ot-her bo-di-esthat I'd se-en yet. “Why isFHlay’ ssister
hel-ping us? For that mat-ter how’ d she know we ne-eded help?’

“Pro-mi-se put out the word in the com-mu-nity with Sang-ri-da put-ting up so-me of the mu-se-um’s
mo-ney as are-ward for in-for-matti-on. They can’t jus-tify afeefor trac-king down a su-per-na-tu-ra
se-ri-al kil-ler of co-ur-se, but can of-fer reewards for the da-ma-ge do-ne to the ex-hi-bit. Cre-ati-ve
ac-co-un-ting.” Nik kept scan-ning the area. “ So-me wol-ves stumb-led ac-ross the bo-di-es afew
ho-urs ago. Kin wol-ves. ThisisaKin warre-ho-use, at-ho-ugh they only useit off and on. De-li-lah is
Kinin go-od stan-ding, un-li-ke her brot-her. On-ce she he-ard what had be-en fo-und, she con-tac-ted
Pro-mi-se. Asto why?’ He he-aded to-ward the ot-her S-de of thein-te-ri-or. “Mo-ney, and we did
sa-ve her nep-hew’sli-fe or did you for-get?’

Not li-kdly. | fill had the lit-tle fuzz-butt’ s bi-te marks scar-ring my calf to remem-ber him by. It did
surp-ri-se me that this De-li-lah wo-uld be gra-te-ful eno-ugh to act on it, but the-re was the mo-ney.
TheKin did lo-ve the-ir mo-ney. It was till risky for her, tho-ugh. We we-ren’t lo-ved by the Kin any
mo-re than Flay was, but whi-le Nik and | we-re con-s-de-red ene-mi-es of the Kin, we didn’t hold the
spe-ci-a pla-cein the-ir ven-ge-ful he-artsthat Fay did. Flay had bet-ra-yed his Alp-hato out-g-ders.
If the-re we-re awor-se cri-meto awolf, | didn’t know what it was.

“Kin will be back to cle-an up the area so-on eno-ugh, so we ne-ed to be qu-ick.” The Kin didn’t li-ke
the-ir ter-ri-tory vi-ola-ted or cons-pi-cu-o-us. And it didn’t get much mo-re cons-pi-cu-o-us than
bo-di-es han-ging from the ce-iling. Ni-ko had mo-ved out of sight be-hind afar to-wer of cra-tes, and
se-conds la-ter he rap-ped out my na-me, “Cal.”

The to-ne was eno-ugh to let me know he’ d fo-und so-met-hing in-te-resting. My gun was d-re-ady in
my hand and had be-en sin-ce |’ d en-te-red the bu-il-ding. | lo-ped af-ter Nik, se-e-ing what he'd
fo-und so int-ri-gu-ing the mo-ment | ro-un-ded the cra-tes. It was avan. With its si-de do-or open and
dri-ed blo-od wit-hin and wit-ho-ut, we' d dis-co-ve-red how Saw-ney had trans-por-ted the bo-di-es.
It was so mun-da-ne, not to men-ti-on inexp-li-cab-le. “ Okay, Cyra-no, rid-dle methis,” | said. “How



the hell do-es a Red-cap from the fo-ur-te-en hund-reds know how to dri-ve a god-damn van?’

He frow-ned un-der his haw-kish no-se. “ That is an ex-cdl-lent qu-es-ti-on.” Ashe clam-be-red in-to
the back, | ope-ned the pas-sen-ger do-or and le-aned in the front for awhiff. Huh. Now, that was
dam-ned pe-cu-li-ar. “Re-ve-nant,” | an-no-un-ced alo-ud. Re-ve-nants we-ren’'t what le-gend ma-de
them out to be...le-gend ne-ver got it right, but | co-uld see how eadily it had be-en to go wrong with
the-se dimy pi-eces of shit. They we-ren’t the de-ad re-tur-ned to li-fe-unple-asant, rot-ting li-fe-but
they did gi-ve an ama-zing imi-ta-ti-on. Re-ve-nants we-ren’t hu-man and had ne-ver be-en, but they
lo-oked damn clo-seto aman...if that man had be-en dug from a not-so-fresh gra-ve. It wasn't
dif-fi-cult to see how so-me-one had ma-de the mis-ta-ke. With milky whi-te eyes, clammy dick flesh,
and a black ton-gue, they we-ren’t na-tu-re' s pret-ti-est or pro-udest mo-ment.

“It se-ems Saw-ney isrec-ru-iting anew family.” Ni-ko fi-nis-hed exa-mi-ning the van and va-ul-ted
back out.

“Lo-gi-cd. The-reare no ot-her Red-capsin New Y ork, and re-ve-nants, li-ke Saw-ney, do not
par-ti-cu-larly carreif the-ir me-as are adi-ve, de-ad, or de-com-po-sing.”

“And re-ve-nants can dri-ve.” They’d be-en aro-und New Y ork ne-arly aslong asthe-re had be-en
pe-op-le. With a co-at and a hat or a ho-oded swe-ats-hirt, they co-uld passto the ca-su-al glan-ce
thro-ugh acar win-dow. I'd se-en them do it, and it was the last cab ri-de you we-reli-kely to ta-ke.
Fin-ding not-hing in the front, | step-ped back and shut the do-or. “1 won-der why they didn't stick
aro-und he-re. It snot aca-ve, but it's empty and the-re's plenty of ro-om to ke-ep lef-to-vers.” To
ke-ep mo-relit-tle girlsand the-ir mom-mi-es and dad-di-es. “ Even if the re-ve-nant knew it wasKin, |
can't see Saw-ney gi-ving ashit. A few wol-ves wo-uld be a snack and rug com-bo to him. Di-ne and
de-co-ratein one shot.” So-met-hing glit-te-red by my fo-ot and | cro-uc-hed to pick it up with my left
hand. It was a bar-ret-te, gold and yel-low. Thelit-tle girl’ slast to-uch of sun. It had the carus-tic
hu-mor lying li-ke le-ad on my ton-gue.

“The re-ve-nants may ha-ve known. And they wo-uld've known that if afew Kin wol-ves went
mis-sing he-re, the rest wo-uld co-me en mas-se,” Ni-ko co-nj-ec-tu-red as he watc-hed me put the
bar-ret-tein my poc-ket.

“Toomuchlight.”

It came from abo-ve. The words.

“Whe-reis so-ot-hing dark-ness?’

In the sha-dows whe-re the stray rays of sun-light didn’t pe-net-ra-te.

“Whe-re are the shel-te-ring arms of sto-ne?’

A bright di-ce of win-ter, sharp asice and whi-te asafa-td bliz-zard, blo-omed.

“Whe-reis Saw-ney Be-ane's ho-me? Not he-re.”

Asmy eyesadj-usted | saw mo-re...up in theraf-ters. An un-na-tu-ral-ly wi-dekil-ler grin. Tang-led
ro-pes of hair, whi-te sta-ined with red and brown. The-re was the imp-res-si-on of a swe-eping bulk
of aclo-ak or co-at, but fa-ce and hands...they we-re not-hing but black-ness. Inky sha-dow co-meto
li-fe.

The im-pos-sib-le stretch of smi-lewi-de-ned. “1 seeyou.” Tiny em-bers spar-ked to li-fe, the che-ery
red of an autumn fi-re. “Tra-ve-lers”

Trave-lers. And we knew what Saw-ney Be-ane did with tra-ve-lers.

| fi-red ins-tantly. The bul-lets hit. | knew that dt-ho-ugh the mons-ter didn’t mo-ve. The-rewasno
at-tempt at eva-si-on, only the ec-ho of gun-fi-re and that ever-pre-sent le-er. The bas-tard didn’t flinch,
didn’t shift un-der theim-pact, didn’t re-gis-ter the blowsat dl. If | didn’'t ha-ve the con-fi-den-ce of my
am, | wo-uld' vewon-de-red. But | hit him... It Smply didn’t mat-ter one damn bit.

“Edu-carti-ond,” Ni-ko mu-sed.

“Glad you think so,” | grun-ted as| dam-med anot-her clip ho-me. Just anot-her day at the
of-fi-ce...until the la-te af-ter-no-on sun cho-se that mo-ment to shift to twi-light, plun-ging the
warre-ho-usein-to adusky purp-le glo-om. What few lights had be-en on jo-ined thesuniin
di-sap-pe-aring, de-epe-ning the glo-om to the im-pe-net-rab-le.

And then it be-gan to ra-in blo-od.



The co-lor wasim-pos-sib-le to dis-cern in the thick murk, but | knew the smell, knew the dick
con-sstency aga-ing my skin. “What the fuck?’

The-re was the so-und of rus-hing air and then ame-aty thump inc-hes from me. Anot-her body, and
from the so-und asiit hit, this one had most of itsflesh in-tact. The-re was anot-her thump and anot-her
asthe char-nel ho-use abo-ve con-ti-nu-ed to fal. | didn’t know how Saw-ney had kept them up, and |
didn’t care. | only wan-ted to get my hands on the son of a bitch.

“I’'mgo-ing up,” Nik sa-id grimly. “Y ou co-ver him he-reif hetri-esto es-ca-pe.” The-rewasno
so-und of de-par-ting fo-ots-teps-thiswas my brot-her af-ter al-but he was go-ne.

I mo-ved my own fo-ot afew inc-hesto one si-de to pla-ce thefirst body. Asmy eyes adj-us-ted |
co-uld ma-ke out a va-gue out-li-ne, acrump-led form...arms, legs, amo-und. Preg-nant. She’' d be-en
preg-nant. | co-uldn’t ma-ke out any mo-re than that and | didn’t want to. She’ d be-en di-ve; now she
wasn't.

When the next body fell, | tho-ught | wasre-ady for it. How much fuc-king wor-se co-uld it be?
Stu-pid god-damn qu-es-ti-on. Saw-ney was the ste-aler of mot-hers, child-ren, and ba-bi-es. The
tarker of li-ves, flesh, and ho-pe, be-ca-usein New Y ork ever-yo-ne was tra-ve-ling. From pla-ce to
pla-ce, ever-yo-ne was on the mo-ve. And to so-me-one who pre-yed on tra-ve-lers, that me-ant
ever-yo-newasfair game.

Saw-ney hit me from abo-ve...the one body that wasn't de-ad, but we we-ren’t do-ne yet. Not by a
long shot. He hit hard and with awe-ight | wo-uldn’t ha-ve gu-es-sed. He was an ava-lanc-he-not one
of rock, but of ice. Cold, whe-re-ver he to-uc-hed me. The burn of dry ice on my neck and jaw ashe
tasted me. | felt the di-de of the ton-gue over my ca-ro-tid ar-tery as hands pin-ned my he-ad.
“Dif-fe-rent, trarve-ler. You tas-te dif-fe-rent.”

| strug-gled to pull bre-ath back in-to my lungsthat cur-led abu-sed and be-aten be-ne-ath bru-ised
ribs. But | didn't ne-ed to bre-at-he to pull atrig-ger. | jam-med the muz-zle of the 9mm in-to the mass
that squ-at-ted on top of me and emp-ti-ed the clip | had just put in. Li-ke be-fo-re, | got jack shit for
my tro-ub-le.

“Full of sul-fur spi-ce and an-ci-ent earth and aworld far from he-re.”

Aup-he, hewastasting it in me. That stut-te-red my lungsto pa-in-ful li-fe. | whe-ezed and used the
oxy-gen to pro-pel my body in-to mo-ti-on un-der him. | tri-ed to roll, drop-ping my gun and pul-ling a
kni-fefrom the calf she-ath. My fin-gers pas-sed thro-ugh the dit in the de-nim and fas-te-ned aro-und
the rub-ber hilt. My roll wasless suc-ces-sful. Flic-kers of scar-let light till bur-ned in-to mi-ne. Hanks
of knot-ted ha-ir smdl-led li-ke a da-ugh-ter-ho-use and felt li-ke ro-pe aga-inst my skin. And that grin,
that god-dam-ned grin, was gill inc-hesfrom me.

Thenitwasinme.

Te-eth went thro-ugh jac-ket and shirt, in-to my chest, and rip-ped a pi-ece of me away. Saw-ney had
suc-ce-eded whe-re the Black An-nis had fariled, and he had do-ne it so easily. Had ma-de me fo-od,
and | hadn’t be-en ab-le to do adamn thing abo-ut it. Fo-od. The-re'saspe-ci-a hor-ror in that, a
par-ti-cu-lar twis-ted ter-ror in apart of you be-ing eaten.

It hurt, but not as badly asit sho-uld. The shock of it muf-fled the parin, wrap-ped it in cot-ton, and let
me plun-ge the kni-fein-to his back wit-ho-ut he-si-ta-ti-on. What it co-uld do that the gun co-uldn’t |
didn’t know, and when his grin wi-de-ned, | got my ans-wer. And with that ans-wer ca-me ot-her things.
The-re was blo-od on my fa-ce-my own blo-od-and the so-und of a pur-ring swal-low.

“Soft and swe-€t, yo-ur flesh, trave-ler.” The cold ton-gue lap-ped blo-od from the wo-und. “ Swe-et
and spi-ced with mad-ness.” He la-ug-hed then. It wasn't dark or de-ran-ged, de-ep or de-mo-nic. It
was happy as a child with ice cre-am, and that was wor-se. So much fuc-king wor-se.

If ever the-re we-re ati-mefor aga-te, pro-mi-se or not, thiswasit. But even if | co-uld ha-ve
ma-na-ged one the si-ze | ne-eded, and | had he-ad-split-ting do-ubts that | co-uld, Saw-ney wo-uld
only ha-ve go-ne with me. Eat me he-re, eat me so-mew-he-red-se, | didn’t know the dif-fe-ren-ce. |
did know pa-nic, tho-ugh. She-er, kick-in-the-gut pa-nic, and | used it. | twis-ted the fe-ar in-to energy
and mo-men-tum and | tri-ed aga-in to throw the bas-tard off. Thisti-me, | did it. | didn’'t ta-ke the ti-me
to get to my fe-et. It wasti-me | didn't ha-ve. | got to al fo-urs and scramb-led back-ward with dl the



spe-ed | co-uld mus-ter. When you can smell yo-ur blo-od on so-me-one' s bre-ath, that’ s pretty damn
fadt.

Hewasfast too. Fas-ter than | was. Fas-ter than an-yo-ne |’ d se-en. He was ten fe-et away and he
was di-rectly in front of me, yan-king me up with ahand on my thro-at. Up, not to my fe-et-my fe-et
we-ren't to-uc-hing the flo-or and ne-it-her we-re his. We hung in the air, the god-damn air, three fe-et
of empty spa-ce be-ne-ath us. He had two smi-les now, one she-ened with my blo-od and onethe
gle-am of me-tal. It was the scythe from the mu-se-um. Sang-ri-da had ta-ken go-od ca-re of it. It was
as ca-pab-le now of car-ving hu-man flesh asit had be-en six hund-red ye-arsago. I'd se-en that in
Saw-ney’ sre-cent vic-timsand | was abo-ut to fe-el it aswell.

“Trave-ler, abi-de with me.” Red light bla-zed to blo-ody suns. “ Abi-de in me. Spe-ci-a boy with the
gpe-ci-a tas-te. The tas-te of mad-ness, the tas-te of me.” The che-er, the hor-ri-fi-cal-ly
af-fec-ti-ona-te che-er, was the sil-ken to-uch of a spi-der’ sfatal web, and | wis-hed he wo-uld shut
the hell up. | wis-hed | we-ren’'t so su-reit was Aup-he magd-ness he was tas-ting in me. | a-so wis-hed
| had bro-ught my De-sert Eag-le with the exp-lo-g-ve ro-unds. Wish in one hand and shit in the ot-her
and ho-pe you aren't fa-cing Saw-ney fuc-king Be-ane when you doit.

| was re-ac-hing for anot-her bla-de, kno-wing it pro-bably wo-uldn’t do any go-od, but do-ing it
any-way. Be-ca-use you don't gi-ve up and you don't gi-vein. Ni-ko ta-ught me that. If they’re go-ing
to ta-ke you down, you ma-ke them pay. It was go-od ad-vi-ce. I’ d be-en ta-ken down be-fo-re; I’'d
a-ways ma-de them sorry as hell. This bas-tard wasn't go-ing to be any dif-fe-rent.

And | wasn't a boy-spe-ci-al or ot-her-wi-se. | wasn't alost lit-tle girl or ter-ri-fi-ed preg-nant wo-man
elt-her. When he di-ced me up with his scythe, pi-ece by pi-ece, | wo-uld ta-ke the sasme from him. It
might not kill him and it might not even hurt him, but | wo-uld tacke it any-way. | damn su-re ga-veit my
best shot. My kni-fe punc-hed thro-ugh cloth that felt li-ke flesh. ..co-uld ha-ve be-en flesh for dll |
knew. Thisthing had co-me back from bo-ne and ash. He re-ma-de him-sdif; who knew theli-mitsto
that remaking? The bla-de did in-to flesh, scra-ped bo-ne, and kept go-ing. Thisti-me | twis-ted it,
vi-ci-o-udy and with all thefor-cel co-uld ma-na-ge. And he let me. Gu-ests go firgt, right? It swhen
you'rethe gu-est and din-ner dl in onethat you runin-to tro-ub-le.

| twis-ted aga-in. The bas-tard was cold, li-keice, and | co-uld fe-dl cold cre-eping up the me-tal to
the hilt and in-to my hand. My knuck-les cram-ped, but | wrenc-hed the bla-de one last ti-me.
Saw-ney’ s pa-ti-en-ce had run out, ho-we-ver, and so had that of his scythe. It flas-hed to-ward me.
They we-reli-ke tho-se parin-tings-Saw-ney and the scythe-the ones from the mu-se-um, the abst-ract
kind. A me-tal-lic glit-ter of iron, scar-let light, ajet gloss of flesh, al fog-ged by thick dark-ness-a
jumb-led bit of art in mo-ti-on asthe scythe das-hed. | co-uldn’t see the who-le, but it co-uld see me.

Too bad it didn’'t see Nik.

The bla-de of the scythe mis-sed my sto-mach by mil-li-me-ters. It to-re thro-ugh my le-at-her jac-ket
asif it we-re no mo-re subs-tan-ti-a than an il-lu-si-on as Ni-ko hit Saw-ney from the s-de and
car-ri-ed him away from me. Theicy clamp pe-eled from my thro-at and | fell. Lan-ding in acro-uch, |
co-ug-hed agaringt the air that had curd-led in my fro-zen thro-at. Ni-ko and Saw-ney had lan-ded ten
fe-et away: Ni-ko on hisfe-et and Saw-ney on his back with asword pin-ning him to awo-oden pal-let.
De-ad cen-ter thro-ugh hisgut...or what | gu-es-sed to be his gut. The sword bla-de di-sap-pe-ared
in-to the dark-ness that was Saw-ney, but Nik didn’t stop the-re. His hand a blur of mo-ti-on, he
dam-med adag-ger in-to the Red-cap’ s neck to pin him furt-her. Then, be-ca-use he was |o-aded for
be-ar, he drew his se-cond big bla-de. He' d se-en how much ef-fect my gun and my kni-fe had had, but
he swung the mac-he-te any-way. When | saw whe-re he aimed, | knew what he wasthin-king. If you
can'tkill it...

Di-sas-semb-leit.

My brot-her in ac-ti-on; it was so-met-hing to see. When he lif-ted his bla-de, he had the gra-ce and
ele-gan-ce of Lan-ce-lot on the fi-eld of ho-nor, and when he bro-ught it down, he had the ef-fi-ci-ency
of the fa-mily butc-her down the stre-et. The me-tal bit thro-ugh the sho-ul-der jo-int of the arm that
cont-rol-led the scythe and then Nik kic-ked it away. Not the we-apon-the en-ti-rearm. Y e-ah, sa-feto
say that when Ni-ko di-sar-med so-me-one, he didn’t fuck aro-und. Pro-of po-si-ti-ve was in the next



blow. He' d se-en how qu-ick Saw-ney was with that scythe, and he' d ta-ken ca-re of that first. Now the
se-cond step was to end it. Saw-ney’ s he-ad was the next thing to be kic-ked ac-ross the flo-or or it
sho-uld' ve be-en, but things we-re ne-ver that easy.

Be-fo-re Nik co-uld ta-ke that next blow, Saw-ney exp-lo-ded up-ward in-to the air abo-ve us,
sud-denly up-right and with hisfe-et at le-ast three fe-et abo-ve the flo-or. The sur-ge tos-sed Ni-ko
back-ward with the for-ce of avi-ci-o-us, storm-dri-ven wa-ve. Im-pa-led by a sword and dag-ger, the
le-gend hung sus-pen-ded. Hung and gurg-led. It was only when he pul-led the dag-ger from histhro-at
that | re-cog-ni-zed the gurg-le for what it was. La-ugh-ter.

I lun-ged a him as his hand, the one he had |eft, mo-ved to the hilt of Ni-ko's sword to pull it free. |
re-ac-hed him as the bla-de ca-me lo-ose and the wo-oden pal-let clat-te-red to the flo-or. “Pretty.”
Saw-ney held the sword high. “A fetc-hing bla-de. Bonny. Bon-nybon-nybon-ny.” Thela-ugh-ter
ratc-he-ted hig-her and hig-her in-to the cra-zed cack-le of a hye-na-blo-ody-mo-ut-hed, full-bel-li-ed,
and happy. Two of akind, be-ca-use Saw-ney was that, thro-ugh and thro-ugh. When | jum-ped up and
hit him, the la-ugh-ter didn’t stop. It kept on and on, al | co-uld he-ar.

My tack-le didn’t mo-ve him, not an inch. How he ma-na-ged to flo-at the-re, | didn’t know. Or care.
| just wan-ted him de-ad, down, or both. With my arms wrap-ped aro-und histor-so, he and | hung
sus-pen-ded intheair, li-kefli-esin am-ber...until Ni-ko jo-ined us. He didn’t add the we-ight of his
body, tho-ugh. He was smar-ter the-re than | had be-en. He used a mo-re ef-fec-ti-ve we-ight, that of a
ba-se-bal bat. At le-ast that’ swhat it felt li-ke, even from the ot-her S-de of it. A mas-si-ve blow was
dam-med ac-ross Saw-ney’ s back. It did what | hadn’t. We tumb-led thro-ugh the air and hit the front
of the van, the ho-od, and then the winds-hi-eld. It crac-ked un-der-ne-ath us, but held-just ba-rely. |
grab-bed for the sword in Saw-ney’ s hand, but he was al-re-ady go-ne, di-sap-pe-aring up-ward in-to
the dark-ness. Ni-ko wasin his pla-ce al-most ins-tantly, ablack me-ta rod in his hand. Te-les-co-ping
and two fe-et long, it wasn't aba-se-ball bat. It was an il-le-gal ver-si-on of apo-li-ce ba-ton and a
hel-lu-valot mo-re vi-ci-o-us than yo-ur ave-ra-ge Lo-u-is-vil-le Sug-ger.

“New toy?’ | as-ked ho-ar-sely.

“I li-keto tre-at myself on-cein awhi-le.”” He held out ahand and pul-led me out of the hol-low my
im-pact had for-med in the sa-fety glass. | ma-deit to my kne-es, con-s-de-red trying for my fe-et, and
de-ci-ded agaringt it. Bra-cing mysalf on the ho-od of the van, | lo-oked up and saw not-hing. Not a
damnthing.

“Shit.” | had hissmell now, up clo-se and per-so-ndl. Ice, bo-ne, and in-sa-nity. | hadn’'t known the
lat-ter had a spe-ci-fic scent. It did. “He' sgo-ne.” It wastrue. Thetaint intheair had fa-ded a
frac-ti-on, from pre-sent to past.

“I"m not surp-ri-sed.” Nik dip-ped off the ho-od and away to re-turn se-conds la-ter. “Heto-ok his
arm and scythe with him.”

“So much for so-uve-nirs.” My chest was be-gin-ning to hurt, the cot-ton wo-ol ac-he mig-rartingto a
raw acid se-ar. It bur-ned so sa-va-gely that | didn’t want to lo-ok at the da-ma-ge Saw-ney had |eft
be-hind. Set-ting my te-eth aga-inst the pa-in, | eased my way from the ho-od down to the flo-or. It
wasn't gra-ce-ful, but it wasn't adrun-ken stumb-le eit-her. It didn’t mat-ter; Ni-ko spot-ted the
he-s-ta-ti-on im-me-di-ately.

Hedidn't was-teti-me as-king if | was hurt; he went stra-ight to the he-art of the mat-ter. “Whe-re?’

“He...” | gaveare-luc-tant dark laugh as| la-id the flat of my hand on my chest. It wastoo stran-ge,
too god-damn we-ird. And ter-rif-ying. It ma-de it hard to find the words and har-der to put them out
the-re.

“Jesus. Heateme.”

Ni-ko didn’t la-ugh in turn. He didn't see the hu-mor, dark or ot-her-wi-se. Truth-ful-ly ne-it-her did I.
With a pen flash-light from his poc-ket for the exa-mi-na-ti-on, he pus-hed asi-de my hand and spre-ad
my jac-ket. He didn't ha-veto lift my shirt. | gu-es-sed the ho-lein it matc-hed the onein me.
Stra-ight-shot vi-ewing. For him...l didn’t bot-her to lo-ok, not yet. Nik’sfa-ce, cam, be-ca-me even
mo-re so. It wasn't ago-od sign. “1 sup-po-se | get to be the pretty one now,” he sarid lightly. Mi-nu-tes
later, | had athick bulk of ga-uze ta-ped to my up-per chest. The-re wasn’'t much blo-od so-aking



thro-ugh and that didn’t ne-ces-sa-rily se-em a po-s-ti-ve. And when Ni-ko's hand fas-te-ned on-to the
back of my jac-ket to ur-ge mein-to awalk, that didn’t se-em li-ke one eit-her.

“I’'mokay,” | in-gsted. | was. It hurt li-ke hell, but | wasal right. | cer-ta-inly co-uld walk. Onefo-ot
in front of the ot-her-it’ s not that dif-fi-cult.

“I know,” he said ag-re-e-ably. Far too ag-re-e-ably, and he didn’t let go as we wal-ked out-si-de
and ha-iled acab.

“You lost yo-ur sword.” He d logt it only on-ce be-fo-re...to Hob. Hob the kid-nap-per. Hob the
me-ga-lo-ma-ni-ac. Hob the shit-he-ad. It wasn't ago-od me-mory. The ho-mi-ci-da puck had ne-arly
kil-led Nik, and I’ d used Nik’ s sword to re-turn the fa-vor. “ Y ou lost yo-ur sword,” | sa-id aga-in,
oddly sho-ok-up over it. Mo-rethan | sho-uld’ ve be-en. Af-ter al, Saw-ney wasn't Hob and Ni-ko was
right he-re.

“I'll getit back or I'll get anew one. It do-esn’'t mat-ter.” Hisgrip on metigh-te-ned as my legswent a
lit-tle rub-bery...de-ve-lo-ped amind of the-ir own. Y et one mo-re thing to add to the “not go-od” lit.

“You know,” | sa-id with a sud-den daw-ning of truth, “Mr. Golds-te-in wo-uld’ ve kic-ked
Lan-ce-lot’sass”

“The butc-her?” He ga-ve it the so-lemn con-s-de-ra-ti-on it de-ser-ved. 1 be-li-eve you'reright.”
Damn gtraright | was, but the-re was no den-ying | had a new em-pathy for the cowsthat Mr.
Golds-te-in chop-ped in-to ste-aks and rump ro-asts.

Be-ing the cow wasn't much fun.

8

We ma-de it ho-mein re-cord ti-mefor New Y ork traf-fic, which was ni-ce. | li-ked ho-me. Ho-me
was go-od. Saw-ney wasn't the-re and mas-s-ve pa-in-kil-lerswe-re. It was awin-win.

“We ne-ed ahe-aer. Now.”

“Yes, | know we ne-ed ahe-der, Ni-ko,” Go-od-fel-low sa-id with a stra-ined pa-ti-en-ce. “But we
don't ha-ve one.”

We d had ahe-aler. Raf-ferty Jef-tic-hew. He' d sa-ved my li-fe on-ce upon ati-me. Twi-ce upon a
ti-me ac-tu-al-ly. But he' d di-sap-pe-ared in the past month. Clo-sed up his ho-use and va-nis-hed.
When yo-ur he-aler to-ok off, it was bad news, es-pe-ci-a-ly if you didn’t know if yo-ur in-g-des
matc-hed yo-ur hu-man out-s-des. And ahos-pi-tal wo-uld know, Raf-ferty had told us, eit-her from
ima-ging or blo-od work.

“A doc-tor, then.” It was sa-id with de-ter-mi-na-ti-on at-ho-ugh Ni-ko knew bet-ter...knew it wasn't
pos-sib-le.

“And what?’ Ro-bin shot back. “Tell them Ca-li-ban was at-tac-ked by asmall be-ar in the park or
per-haps alar-ge ho-me-less man with a vo-ra-ci-o-us ap-pe-ti-te and a tas-te for the ot-her whi-te
me-at?’

| ope-ned my eyes. “It’snot that bad.”

Go-od-fd-low sta-red at me inc-re-du-lo-udly whi-le Ni-ko po-in-ted out, “Y ou ha-ven't lo-oked at it
yet, Ca.” His mo-uth tigh-te-ned. “ Re-ser-ve judg-ment.”

“Igno-ran-ceishliss” | clo-sed my eyes aga-in and let the fuzz of co-de-ine carry me dong asthe
dis-cus-9-on went on wit-ho-ut me. Af-ter the cab had drop-ped us off, we still had to get up to the
gpart-ment. | al-most hadn’t ma-de it. On-ce he'd half car-ri-ed me ups-tarirs, Ni-ko had cal-led in
re-in-for-ce-ments and then tur-ned to cle-aning my wo-und. Or at-temp-ting to. It didn’t so-und asif it
had go-ne well. When Ro-bin had ar-ri-ved, the-re had be-en talk of pos-sib-le musc-le da-ma-ge,
sur-gery, skin grafts. All im-pos-sib-le for me. Whi-le the dis-cus-s-on went on, | lay in bed and
drif-ted; the-re wasn't much el-seto do. | sug-ges-ted on-ce that Ro-bin and Nik help them-sdl-vesto a
few pa-in pillstoo. It re-a-ly to-ok the ur-gency out of things. They didn’t tacke me up on it. The-ir loss.

“Hecan't he-d li-kethis,” Ni-ko dec-la-red emp-hati-cal-ly. “ Infec-ti-on do-ne wo-uld kill him. We'll
get adoc-tor, asur-ge-on if ne-ces-sary.”

“And by ‘get’ you me-an...?" Ro-bin as-ked du-bi-o-udly.



“You know what | me-an,” Ni-ko sa-id flatly.

That cut thro-ugh the hap-py-pill ho-edown. “Jesus, Nik.” Thisti-me| strug-gled to St up. The parin
swel-led for se-ve-ral exc-ru-ci-ating mo-ments, then re-ce-ded as | ma-de it up-right and stop-ped
mo-ving. | suc-ked in abre-ath and held it un-til | co-uld spe-ak wit-ho-ut arag-ged ed-ge sha-king my
vo-ice. “You can't kid-nap adoc-tor. That'sthe kind of tro-ub-le we can't de-a with.” Mons-ter
tro-ub-le, ye-ah. That we co-uld do. Hu-man tro-ub-le was to be avo-ided at all cost. At best, we'd
ha-veto le-ave New Y ork. We had li-ves he-re. Ni-ko and Pro-mi-se had ali-fe. | wasn't go-ing to
cost them that.

“It' stro-ub-le I'll de-a with. Lie back down.” It was sa-id in ato-ne that bro-oked no ar-gu-ment. |
ar-gu-ed any-way-go fi-gu-re.

“Noway.” It was cold. Our land-lord wasn't abo-ve skim-ping on the he-at. What land-lord was?|
grab-bed a hand-ful of blan-ket and pul-led it up to-ward the lar-ge ban-da-ge on my ba-re chest. Or
rat-her | tri-ed. My left arm was we-ak, func-ti-ona but only ba-rely. They’d sarid it and | hadn't
liste-ned. Musc-le da-ma-ge. Nik’ s eyes dar-ke-ned as he watc-hed my dow prog-ress. “No
god-damn way,” | re-pe-ated stub-bornly as| fi-na-ly got the blan-ket up. “Lo-man, you ha-ve to know
adoc-tor. One who' d ke-ep his mo-uth shut. Y ou know ever-yo-ne, right?’ The co-de-ine hel-ped with
the dis-com-fort, but it didn’t do anyt-hing for the we-ari-ness, the bo-ne-de-ep ex-ha-us-ti-on. |
dum-ped back aga-ingt the he-ad-bo-ard des-pi-te mysdf, ta-king the blan-ket with me.

“Onewo-uld think.” He was il pa-le from his own wo-unds, but he lo-oked bet-ter than he had. The
po-ison was pas-sing out of his system. That was so-me go-od news any-way. “| met Hip-poc-ra-tes
on-ce. | wo-uldn’t ha-ve let him tre-at apig. Cross-eyed, fond of the bot-tle, and des-pe-ra-tely
se-arc-hing for acu-refor hisown per-so-na crotch rot.” That bre-ezy, cocky smi-le hewas so very
go-od at fa-ded. “I’m sorry.”

Knuck-les res-ted on my fo-re-he-ad and then my jaw. “ Gi-ve him mo-re Tyle-nol in an ho-ur.”
Ni-ko'shand was asicy asthero-om, asicy as| felt. It didn’t ta-ke a ge-ni-usto know that me-ant |
was run-ning a pretty go-od fe-ver. And co-de-ine, as help-ful asit wasin ot-her are-as, wasn't go-ing
to bring it down. “I’ll be back,” he went on, un-ben-ding in hisgo-d. It was easy to trans-la-te. Ni-ko
was go-ing so-mep-la-ce whe-re he co-uld snatch a doc-tor. Hos-pi-tal, pro-bably. And that wo-uld be
the be-gin-ning of the end.

I’d do-ne the se=me for him on-ce. I' d strug-gled aga-inst that sa-me damn di-lem-ma. Alt-ho-ugh at
theti-me, | do-ubt | knew di-lem-mawas even aword. I’ d be-en se-ven and Ni-ko ele-ven, back
be-fo-re the Aup-he had snatc-hed me and I’ d lost two ye-arsin the-ir di-men-s-on whi-le only two
days had pas-sed in ours.

| didn’'t get sck much when | wasakid...only on-cein my li-fethat | reemem-be-red and it had be-en
Ni-ko who' d tarken ca-re of me. I’ d ha-ve di-ed long be-fo-re Sop-hia ever no-ti-ced | wasill.
Bo-ur-bon and whis-key are gre-at for glos-sing over the an-no-ying events of apa-rent’sdaily li-fe.
When Ni-ko got sick, it wasn't any dif-fe-rent.

What star-ted out as a cold be-ca-me bronc-hi-tis and fi-nal-ly pne-umo-nia. With that ca-me the
di-lem-ma. We didn’t ha-ve in-su-ran-ce, and we didn’t ha-ve amot-her wil-ling to ta-ke Nik to the
doc-tor. If you show up at the doc-tor sick as adog and wit-ho-ut a pa-rent, they no-ti-ce. They
no-ti-ce eno-ugh to get So-ci-a Ser-vi-cesin-vol-ved. May-be fos-ter ca-re wo-uld’ ve be-en bet-ter
than what we had. It co-uldn’t ha-ve be-en much wor-se, but the-re we-re no gu-aran-te-es they
wo-uldn’'t split us up. Ni-ko was old eno-ugh to know that and he ma-de su-re | knew it too.

Wewe-ren't go-ing to be split up. Pe-ri-od.

But when you' re se-ven and the brot-her who' s yo-ur who-le damn world istoo sick to get out of bed,
you ha-ve to do so-met-hing. Anyt-hing. | wastoo yo-ung for kid-nap-ping, but the-re we-re ot-her
things| co-uld do. Weli-ved in atrailer park then and we had afew €-derly ne-igh-bors. Old pe-op-le
had me-di-ci-ne, lots of it. But tho-se sa-me old pe-op-le ha-ted to le-ave the-ir tra-ilers. Ha-ted it li-ke
po-ison. I'd wan-ted Nik to tell me what to do, but he was so des-pe-ra-tely sick and even mo-re
stub-born. He didn’t want me do-ing anyt-hing stu-pid. At se-ven ye-ars old, that was abo-ut al | co-uld
do.



Old pe-op-le ma-ke an ex-cep-ti-on abo-ut le-aving the-ir ho-mes when the-re’ safi-re. I’d torc-hed
an empty tra-iler two rows over with Sop-hia sligh-ter and a haf-empty bot-tle of Old Crow. When
ever-yo-ne had run or hob-bled over to watch the bon-fi-re, I’ d ra-ided me-di-ci-ne ca-bi-nets. |
wo-uldn’t ha-ve known an an-ti-bi-otic from blo-od pres-su-re me-di-ci-ne, so I'd ta-ken it all. Sho-ved
bot-tle af-ter bot-tle in my back-pack, and af-ter hit-ting fo-ur tra-ilers, I'd run ho-meto po-ur themin
Ni-ko'slap. They had cas-ca-ded down on-to the blan-ket, bright and shi-ning plas-tic re-ams of them.

“Which one?’ I’d de-man-ded des-pe-rately. “Which one?’

It had wor-ked out then. | didn’t ha-ve fa-ith that the sa-me wo-uld hold true now.

| ma-de agrab for hisarm, usng my right hand thisti-me. Bet-we-en the drugs and the fe-ver, it lill
wasn't much of an at-tempt. | mis-sed. Pro-mi-se didn’t. She’ d en-te-red the ro-om as qu-i-etly as she
en-te-red dl ro-oms. Laying ahand on hisarm, she did it down to curl aro-und hisown hand. “I’ve
bro-ught as-sistan-ce.” She re-le-ased Ni-ko to mo-ve clo-ser and rest ahand on the blan-kets over
my leg. “ She' s not adoc-tor, but she can help.” Glan-cing over her sho-ul-der, she cd-led, “ De-li-lah?’

She ap-pe-ared in the do-or-way. Flay’ s Sis-ter. | co-uld see the re-semb-lan-ce ins-tantly, alt-ho-ugh
they we-re mo-re dif-fe-rent than di-ke. She was of bet-ter bre-eding, which wo-uld ma-ke her Flay’s
half sster. Flay co-uld ba-rdy ma-na-ge a half-hu-man form. He was pla-inly awe-re-wolf for
an-yo-ne who had the eyes and the in-tel-li-gen-ce to lo-ok. With De-li-lah you wo-uld ne-ver know.
Shed-so had ahint of Ag-an fe-atu-resin her al-mond-sha-ped am-ber eyes. Whe-re Flay had a-bi-no
whi-te hexir, herswas sl-ver-blond, very ne-arly as pa-le. It was pul-led in-to a high pony-tail at the
crown of her he-ad and hung ru-ler straright to mid-back. A styli-zed neck-la-ce was tat-to-o0-ed
cho-ker-style aro-und her neck. Thejewels set in Cel-tic swirlswe-re eyes, wolf, al of them. Gold, red,
gre-en, brown, pump-kin oran-ge. ..and the sof-ter am-ber of her own eyes. An un-be-li-evably
tarlen-ted ar-tist had im-bu-ed them with emo-ti-on. So-me we-refull of la-ugh-ter, so-me cu-ri-osity,
so-me hun-ger, dl of them as-to-nis-hingly re-al.

She wo-relow-dung black je-ans, amatc-hing jac-ket, and a snug am-ber-co-lo-red shirt. Both
jac-ket and shirt we-re crop-ped to re-ve-a ago-od se-ven or eight inc-hes of mid-riff, whichwas as
de-co-ra-ted as her neck. But whe-re the one de-co-ra-ti-on had be-en ma-de of ink, the ones on her
sto-mach we-re com-po-sed of scar tis-sue. Mul-tip-le das-hes, thick and cru-el. Asawolf she d beas
pro-ud of tho-se as she was of her tat-too, may-be mo-re so. Ink was ink, but scars we-re bad-ges of
sur-vi-va. They said, “I’'m he-re. I'm di-ve. And | bu-ri-ed the son of abitch who did this.”

“Y ou can help? How?’ Ni-ko sa-id with ri-gid cont-rol.

Fi-ne blond eyeb-rows qu-ir-ked and she rarised a hand, palm to her mo-uth, to bi-te the he-el of it
hard. Then shelic-ked the wo-und and tur-ned the hand to-ward us. The bi-te was he-aling a-re-ady.
The blo-od had stop-ped flo-wing and the flesh was knit-ting dowly.

“Of co-ur-se,” Go-od-fdl-low sa-id. “We-re-wol-ves ha-ve a na-tu-ral pro-pen-sity for he-aling, but
the-ir sa-li-va spe-eds the pro-cess.”

De-li-lah ga-ve asing-le re-gal nod, then mo-ved over to me and re-mo-ved my ban-da-ge. Light
fla-red be-hind her eyes, tur-ning am-ber to bril-li-ant cop-per. “ Ahhh.” She so-un-ded imp-res-sed.
When awo-und imp-res-sesawolf, it do-esn’'t bo-de well for the guy spor-ting it.

For thefirst ti-me | lo-oked. Imp-res-si-ve was one word for it. Hor-ri-fic was anot-her. A hunk of
flesh ne-arly asro-und as a child’ sfist was go-ne from my up-per chest, just...go-ne. Left be-hind wasa
rag-ged red crarter de-ep eno-ugh that | co-uld ima-gi-ne | co-uld see the shi-ne of musc-le. “You
we-reright.” | swal-lo-wed, lo-oked up at Ni-ko, and ga-ve him a cro-oked smi-le. “Y ou get to be the
pretty one now.”

“Newsflash, lit-tle brot-her, | a-ways ha-ve be-en,” here-tor-ted as he res-ted his hand on my
sho-ul-der to squ-e-ezelightly.

From De-li-lah’ s snort, we we-re both fo-oling our-sdl-ves. In that mo-ment | co-uld seethe
im-pa-ti-ent Flay in her cle-arly. Clim-bing on-to the bed, she strad-died my thighs and strip-ped off her
jac-ket. “Go,” she or-de-red to thero-om in ge-ne-ral. “Now.” It was mo-re of Flay. I’d be-en wrong
abo-ut De-li-lah; she wasn't what the old-scho-ol wol-ves con-s-de-red pu-re bre-eding af-ter al.

The com-mu-nity was di-vi-ded among the wol-ves who che-ris-hed the old ways. .. pu-re hu-man to



pu-re wolf and back aga-in, and the ones who tho-ught the mo-re wolf you we-re, the bet-ter. And they
me-ant al wolf dl the ti-me with no ta-int of hu-man. Tho-se we-re the ones who bred for the
re-ces-s-ve qu-ai-ti-es. Flay and De-li-lah had co-me from a pack who had emb-ra-ced that.

She had the nor-mad te-eth of hu-man form, whi-te, even, and stra-ight, un-li-ke Flay’ s mass of wolf
te-eth cram-med in-to a hu-man mo-uth. But whi-le her te-eth we-re nor-mal, her vo-cal cordswe-ren't.
Ta-king was dif-fi-cult, not garb-led or co-ar-se, but raspy li-ke the ton-gue of acat and thick as
but-ters-cotch pud-ding. Y o-ur ave-ra-ge per-son wo-uld’ ve pin-ned it on ahe-avy ac-cent. Tho-sein
the know wo-uld he-ar it for what it was-a she-wolf from the wild do-ing her best to talk.

“G0o?’ Ni-ko sho-ok his he-ad and re-fu-sed ada-mantly, “No.”

“Imagi-neit, Ni-ko,” Pro-mi-se sa-id smply. “It will berat-her...inti-mate.”

On that no-te, Go-od-fel-low promptly of-fe-red to stay. Pro-mi-se marc-hed him out wit-ho-ut any
ap-pa-rent sympathy, but she did pla-ce a sup-por-ti-ve hand on his back. They might ha-ve the-ir
dif-fe-ren-ces, Ro-bin’ sthing for Ni-ko be-ing abig one, but Pro-mi-se did ca-re for the puck, which
se-emed to shock the hell out of him.

“Cdl if you ne-ed me.”

| rarised my ga-ze to Ni-ko and qu-ir-ked my lips. “1f be-ing lic-ked getsto be too much, I'll yell.”

“Smart-ass.” A last firm clasp of my sho-ul-der and helft.

De-li-lah tur-ned her he-ad to watch him go, then lo-oked down a me. “ Still nur-sng?’ Rusty and
dow, but un-ders-tan-dab-le-the ca-ni-ne ver-si-on of apurr. It was so-ot-hing in its own way.

“He sago-od mom,” | res-pon-ded, unof-fen-ded.

“Oh,” | ad-ded dif-fi-dently, “sorry abo-ut my scent.” Wol-ves we-ren’t wild abo-ut the Aup-he smell,
and, con-s-de-ring the re-ac-ti-on I’ d got-ten from Flay and the Kin, | had my fa-ir sha-re of it.

“Aup-he? You?' Her mo-uth cur-ved, dis-mis-sing me as an Aup-he cub-let at best. “ Cocky pup.
Clo-seyo-ur eyes.”

| star-ted to pro-test, but bet-we-en the anc-hor of nar-co-tics and alack of de-si-reto see the ga-ping
pit in my chest any lon-ger, | went ahe-ad and obe-yed. | felt the to-uch of her ton-gue agarinst the
wo-und. It was warm, mo-ist, and gently met-ho-di-cal asit mo-ved. It was a-so odd as hell, and, as
Pro-mi-se had said, in-ti-mate.

It hurt aswell, but only in the be-gin-ning. Her sa-li-vamust ha-ve num-bed asit he-aded, be-ca-use the
pa-in fa-ded, even the re-s-du-a pa-in that had bro-ken thro-ugh the pills. It wasn’t long be-fo-re
drif-ted, not as-le-ep and not awa-ke. The-re was an inc-re-dib-le he-at gro-wing in my chest, cha-sing
away the chill of fe-ver. The-re pro-bably wo-uld' ve be-en an inc-re-dib-le he-at in alo-wer lo-ca-ti-on
too, but it had be-en along, hard day. Even twenty-ye-ar-old hor-mo-nes co-uldn’t fight agaringt this
day. So-on enc-ugh, half de-ep be-camethe ge-nu-inede-a and | dre-amed. Long sil-ver he-ir tur-ned
to short red wa-ves, am-ber eyes to de-ep brown. The warm we-ight on top of me-De-li-lah to
Ge-or-gi-na.

It was ani-ce dre-am. Hot as hell and very ni-ce in-de-ed. And then the dre-am chan-ged. The-re
we-re clot-hesin-vol-ved thisti-me,

It wasn't the only dif-fe-ren-ce. When | tho-ught of Ge-or-ge, | usu-al-ly pic-tu-red her, de-pen-ding
on the sta-te of my wil-Ipo-wer, in the sasme dress. A brown silk sund-ress...cher-ry cho-co-late. I'd
se-en her on-cein it and ne-ver for-got-ten the ima-ge or thefe-eling I’d had. So it didn’t mat-ter that it
wasfdl and far too co-ol for that dress, | till tho-ught it, dre-amed it. Ex-cept thisti-me. Thisti-me
Ge-or-ge was we-aring afi-nely knit swe-ater, de-ep crim-son, and filmy skirt of gold, bron-ze, and
cop-per. She a-so0 had atiny ruby pi-er-cing in her no-se. It ma-de her lo-ok exo-tic, apri-es-tessof a
far-go-neti-me and pla-ce. A prop-het, and wasn't that what she was?

“Aruby,” | saridinavo-icethick with de-ep. “Li-ke yo-ur hair.”

“It'sagar-net,” she cor-rec-ted with asmi-le. “ A prac-ti-cal gem for a prac-ti-cal girl.”

Her hand was hol-ding mi-ne, our fin-gerslin-ked. “1 missyou, Ge-or-ge.” It was so-met-hing | co-uld
only say in adre-am, be-ca-use ad-mit-ting it in the wa-king world wo-uldn’t do eit-her of usany go-od.
“Youdon't harveto.” Shele-aned to kissme. We' d kis-sed be-fo-re, but not li-ke this. Our first had

be-en with the re-li-ef of res-cue, the se-cond a bit-ters-we-et go-od-bye. Thiswasthekissof a



dif-fe-rent li-fe. He-at and ho-pe and dl the ti-mein the world. The-re we-re only the two of us. No
mons-ters, wit-ho-ut or wit-hin. Dre-ams can be that way, the go-od ones. Then you wa-ke up. Y ou
al-ways wake up.

Be-ca-use they are only dre-ams.

“Stub-born.”

| ope-ned my eyes as Ge-or-ge' svo-ice till lin-ge-red intheair. | ac-tu-a-ly he-ard it-he-ard her. She
wasn't the-re, yet | knew if | saw her...if she sho-wed up a my do-or a that mo-ment, she wo-uld be
we-aring crim-son, gold, and agar-net.

But that was so-met-hing | wasn't go-ing to think abo-ut. Co-uldn’t think abo-ut. | to-uc-hed the small
plarit of cop-per hair ti-ed aro-und my wrist, ame-men-to of ti-mes past. Of do-ubts pre-sent.

No, I'd ma-de my de-ci-s-on, and it was theright one. | knew it. In my gut, | knew it, evenif no one
e-sedid. | sat up and werited for the pa-in to dist-ract me from use-lesstho-ughts. It didn’t co-me. |
lo-oked down. The ban-da-ge was still go-ne; it hadn’t be-en rep-la-ced. The-rewas no ne-ed to. The
raw cra-ter was go-ne. In its pla-ce was an in-den-ta-ti-on, still fist-si-zed, but mo-re sha-low, abo-ut a
gu-ar-ter of an inch de-ep-asif that fist had be-en gently pres-sed agaringt soft clay. The scar tissue was
purp-le and thick and ugly as hell. | co-uldn’t ha-ve ca-red less. When | was akid, Sop-hiahad on-ce
told methat, whi-le | wasamons-ter, | was abe-a-uti-ful one. I'd known from that mo-ment on that
what was on the out-s-de didn’t co-unt for anyt-hing. Our mot-her had be-en be-a-uti-ful too,
physi-cal-ly, but in-s-de she was as ugly as any An-nisor re-ve-nant. Ug-li-er in so-meways. They had
the-ir ex-cu-se. She' d had no-ne.

The-rewas arust-le of pa-per as| pus-hed the co-vers as-de. A no-te star-ted to fall to the flo-or and
| ca-ught it be-fo-reit co-uld...with my left hand. The we-ak-ness was go-ne, the musc-le da-ma-ge
re-parired. Un-fol-ding the pa-per, | re-ad words in an un-fa-mi-li-ar hand. Now you are pretty.

Y e-ah, the wol-ves did ap-pre-ci-ate a go-od scar. De-li-lah was no ex-cep-ti-on.

9

Ni-ko had fi-xed the kind of fo-od for bre-ak-fast that was nor-mal-ly ban-ned from the apart-ment.
Pan-ca-kes, ba-con, gre-asy po-ta-to-es. Go-od, go-od fo-od-not the soy, whe-at, egg-subs-ti-tu-te
crap he nor-mal-ly tri-ed to con-vin-ce meto egt. “I sho-uld be din-ner for a su-per-na-tu-ra pit bull
mo-re of-ten,” | sarid aro-und a mo-uth-ful of syrup and blu-eber-ri-es.

“Or not,” he sa-id mat-ter-of-factly, tur-ning a glass of ju-ice back and forth bet-we-en long,
ca-lo-used fin-gers.

“Or not,” | sarid apo-lo-ge-ti-cal-ly. | didn’'t see the evi-den-ce of ade-ep-lessnight in hisfa-ce, but |
knew it was the-re no-net-he-less. | sho-ve-led in anot-her fork-ful of po-ta-to-es. “Y ou tell the ot-hers
abo-ut Saw-ney’ snew farmily?’

“There-ve-nants? Y es. No one was pre-ci-sdly thril-led.” It wasn’t a surp-ri-se. Re-ve-nants we-ren't
po-pu-lar with an-yo-ne or anyt-hing. Dumb, smelly, and me-an.

Le-aning back with my belly full, I con-s-de-red bur-ping, but my knee ga-ve a phan-tom twin-ge with
the me-mory of thelast ti-me |’ d had that idea. Nik enj-oyed go-od man-ners and he enj-oyed themin
ot-hers...with gre-at and oc-ca-9-ond-ly parin-ful ent-hu-si-asm. Pa-in-ful for me any-way. Pat-ting my
chest lightly thro-ugh the T-shirt I'd dip-ped on, | sa-id, “De-li-lah did go-od work.”

“Ama-zing work.” He drank the ju-icein se-ve-ral smo-oth swal-lows and then pus-hed the glass
away.

“Shewas he-re ne-arly the en-ti-re night, but what she ac-comp-lis-hed...” He sho-ok hishe-ad. “ She
wasworth every penny.”

“| tho-ught she was hdl-ping us be-ca-use of Flay.” | de-ci-ded | co-uld fit in one mo-re pi-ece of
ba-con and sat back up to re-ach for the pla-te.

“Yes, but she isKin. Fa-mily isim-por-tant, mo-ney isim-por-tant. The-re’ s no re-ason she can't
ho-nor both. | ad-mi-re her ini-ti-ati-ve. Y o-ur ini-ti-ati-ve, ho-we-ver, isadif-fe-rent story.” A fo-ot
rap-ped my ank-le briskly. “I co-oked. You cle-ar.”



“Hey, I'mwo-un-ded,” | pro-tes-ted. “Have ahe-art.”

“Y ou we-re wo-un-ded.” Hisfo-ot im-pac-ted aga-in, thisti-me with alit-tle mo-re Eng-lish onit.
“You are lazy. Let uswork on ma-king that past ten-se aswell.” He sto-od. “| te-ach three clas-ses
to-day. I'll be ho-me by six. We'll go hun-ting then.”

The-re was a bar-ret-te on the dres-ser in my ro-om, dl that was |eft of one of Saw-ney’ svic-tims.
Katiethe tom-boy’s sunny hair clip. “I’'mre-ady for alit-tle hun-ting trip,” | sa-id with
de-ter-mi-nati-on. | co-uld call Is-hi-ah and ask to get my shift switc-hed from to-night to this
af-ter-no-on. Hewo-uldn’'t ha-ve a prob-lem with it, and if he did, I'd sic Go-od-fel-low on him.

Asit tur-ned out, Is-hi-ah wan-ted to spe-ak to me, the so-oner the bet-ter. | sho-wed up at the Ninth
Circ-le an ho-ur la-ter, won-de-ring, not for thefirst ti-me, if it was Is-hi-ah’ s dark sen-se of hu-mor or if
the-re was mo-re to pe-ris than Ro-bin knew.

“Go-od. You're he-re”

| con-ti-nu-ed to wrap the bar ap-ron aro-und my warist and nod-ded. “He-rel am,” | con-fir-med,
puz-zled. Is-hi-ah wasn't usu-al-ly one for be-ra-ting the ob-vi-o-us. “ Altho-ugh, trust me, | de-ser-ved
asick day.”

“Y ou fo-und the elu-s-ve Saw-ney Be-ane, then?’ Hiswingswe-re out in for-ce and rust-ling
im-pati-ently.

“Ru-mor mill’ sa-re-ady wor-king over-ti-me, huh?’ The bar was mostly empty, but last night it
wo-uld ve be-en full, and mons-tersli-ke to gos-sip the sasme as an-yo-ne e -se. “ Y e-ah, we fo-und
him, and he pretty much kic-ked our as-ses.” | po-ured myself aglass of to-ma-to ju-ice. Not as manly
asadug of whis-key, but bet-ter a rep-la-cing iron from blo-od loss. * So, what' d you want to talk to
me abo-ut? Am | go-ing to be emp-lo-yee of the month? Isthe-re a pla-que in-vol-ved?’

“After im-pa-ling that Gu-lon with abe-er tap? It se-ems un-li-kely,” he sa-id with an-no-yan-ce.

“He bro-ught in out-s-de ap-pe-ti-zers. It' saga-inst the ru-les.” Not to men-ti-on that the ap-pe-ti-zer
had be-en adog. A big play-ful mutt who hadn’t had a clue what wasin sto-re for him. The be-er tap
had cle-aned right up when I’ d fi-nis-hed with it. No harm do-ne, dt-ho-ugh the Gu-lon pro-bably
wo-uldn’'t ag-ree with that as-ses-sment. “How is Ro-ver do-ing, by theway?’

“That isbe-si-dethe po-int,” he sa-id, eyes stony. | wasn't bu-ying it. One of the ot-her bar-ten-ders, a
pe-ri named Dan-ye-a-Dan-ny to me-sa-id Is-hi-ah had kept the dog, which was now fat, happy, and
ave-ri-tab-lefo-un-ta-in of uri-ne whe-ne-ver his mas-ter’ s back was tur-ned.

“And what wasthe po-int aga-in?’ | as-ked in-no-cently.

“Ne-ver mind.” He got out whi-le the get-ting was go-od and fol-ded hisarms. “I want to talk to you
abo-ut Ro-bin.”

“Go-od-fd-low?’ | sarid cu-ri-o-udy. “Y ou’ re not go-ing to ban him from the bar, are you? He'll only
show up mo-re of-ten if you do. Pro-bably mo-vethe hell in.”

“No.” Thewings we-re spre-ading now. It was the un-cons-ci-o-us re-ac-ti-on of pe-risto stressor
dan-ger. Danny flarred hiswings a even the hint of abar fight, but as the ste-dly Is-hi-ah was abo-ut the
furt-hest thing from high-strung as you co-uld get, | was bet-ting that dan-ger of the big and bad kind was
the op-ti-on he-re.

“I'm he-aring things,” he an-no-un-ced qu-i-etly.

“What kind of things?’ | prod-ded.

“The-re' sword that Ro-bin isbe-ing tar-ge-ted. | he-ard it just to-day.” Catc-hing aglimp-se of
fe-at-hers from the cor-ner of hiseye, he his-sed in exas-pe-ra-ti-on and the wings wa-ve-red li-ke a
he-at mi-ra-ge and di-sap-pe-ared. “| don’'t know who’ sbe-hind it. | don’t know if it’ strue, but the
ru-mor isout the-re. | wo-uld tell him myself, but his har-ri-dan ho-use-ke-eper won't put my calls
thro-ugh. And if | sho-wed up at hisho-mein per-son, | might ha-veto tell him over cros-sed swords.”

| still wan-ted to know what had led to the pe-cu-li-ar ani-mo-sity on Ro-bin’ s Si-de ver-sus the ve-xed
watch-ful-ness on Is-hi-ah's, but now wasn't the ti-me. “ Tar-ge-ted?’ The mu-se-um. “He was
at-tac-ked two days ago by a sir-rush. We tho-ught it was aran-dom thing. Shit.” | grab-bed my cell
pho-ne. “Y ou don’t know anyt-hing? Who' s be-hind it? Why?’

“No. Not-hing. It' sthe flim-g-est of he-ar-say, the so-ur-ce of which | can’t de-ter-mi-ne.” Hisjaw set



as hiseyes nar-ro-wed. “And I’ ve ma-de the ef-fort.” His hand clenc-hed in-to afidt. “An ex-ten-9-ve
ef-fort.”

Damn. If Is-hi-ah co-uldn’t get to the bot-tom of it, it was go-ing to be ahard nut to crack.
Go-od-fe-low’ s ans-we-ring mac-hi-ne pic-ked up and | swo-re agerin. “I’ve got to go.” | rip-ped off
the ap-ron as| came aro-und the bar and tos-sed it on the co-un-ter.

“Marke su-re the son of abitch watc-hes hisback,” he com-man-ded.

“I’ll do one bet-ter,” | res-pon-ded as| hit the do-or.

“I'll watchit for him.”

When | ar-ri-ved, | was swe-aty and bre-at-hing hard from my run up twenty-fi-ve flights. | didn’t tacke
ele-va-tors. A go-od fight was abo-ut de-fen-se and of-fen-se. It was hard to get a go-od de-fen-se
go-ing in aste-el box-a gi-ant mo-uset-rap, for al in-tents and pur-po-ses. And | wasn't fond of
anyt-hing with theword “trgp” init.

After I’d po-un-ded my fist aga-ingt the do-or, Se-rag-lio ope-ned it and |o-oked up at mewith
di-sap-pro-val. “Y ou most su-rely are alo-ud yo-ung man.”

“Sorry, ma am. | ne-ed to talk to Rob.” | felt asif | we-re six and asking if my fri-end co-uld co-me
out and play.

Smd-ling of cin-na-mon and ho-ney, she pur-sed full lips parin-ted a glossy bur-gundy and sho-ok her
he-ad. Her long, cas-ca-ding sil-ver ear-rings rang li-ke church bells. “He' s not he-re.” But she step-ped
as-deto let mein. “He may be at work or he may be out de-ba-uc-hing the in-no-cent. Lord abo-ve, |
can-not ke-ep up with that man’s sche-du-le.”

“Who can?’ | mut-te-red. Ro-bin had kept his non-hu-man ori-gins from the wo-man, but the-re was
no way he co-uld con-ce-a his se-xu-a and a-co-ho-lic exp-lo-its. He didn’'t even try. Hell, why
wo-uld he? Hewas as pro-ud asif the-re we-re aNo-bel ca-te-gory for high li-ving and he was up for
con-si-de-ra-ti-on. Se-du-cing, swil-ling and just pro-ud to be no-mi-na-ted. | tri-ed hiscdll aga-in.
Not-hing. “Do you know his of-fi-ce num-ber?’

Cluc-king her ton-gue, she went to the kitc-hen and ope-ned adra-wer to pull out ale-at-her
no-te-bo-ok. She then po-in-ted out anum-ber with along na-il the sasme co-lor as her lips-tick. It was
ama-zingly pris-ti-nefor her pro-fes-g-on, | tho-ught as| ca-led the pro-vi-ded di-gits. Hewasn't
the-re eit-her. “ God-damn it.”

Fat-hom-less black eyes pin-ned me di-sap-pro-vingly astho-se start-lingly im-ma-cu-la-te neils
tap-ped aga-inst the co-un-ter. “ Sorry, ma am,” | sa-id agerin. In the past ye-ar I’ d fo-ught aga-inst an
army of Aup-he and amas-si-ve two-he-aded we-re-wolf and yet this wo-man had me bob-bing and
we-aving. “| just ne-ed to find Rob.” | re-mem-be-red to use his*“hu-man” na-me with ease. What
Sop-hiahadn’t tarught us abo-ut lying and dis-semb-ling, ali-fe on the run had fil-led in.

Thetro-ub-lewas| co-uldn’'t tell her that | was wor-ri-ed abo-ut him. She wo-uld ask why and Ro-bin
wasn't he-re to co-me up with one of the bril-li-ant and ut-terly fal-se sto-ri-es he was so go-od at
spin-ning. | ten-ded to go with the “What’ sit to you, as-sho-1e?’ res-pon-seto qu-es-ti-ons | didn’t
want to ans-wer. And | co-uld only pic-tu-re which of the ho-use-hold ap-pli-an-ces aro-und us wo-uld
bein-ser-ted in meif | used that li-ne with Se-rag-lio.

Her eyes we-re sill mar-ked with mater-nal di-sap-po-int-ment at my po-or eti-qu-et-te, but she
re-len-ted eno-ugh to say, “I can’'t help you, su-gar. | am not psychic, and, in this ho-use, thank the
he-avens abo-vefor that.”

No, shewasn't, but | knew so-me-one who was. This“god-damnit” | kept si-lent and wit-hin.

Ge-or-gedidn’t carry acell pho-ne, so | ne-eded to show up with the rest of the sup-pli-cants at the
ice cre-am shop ne-ar Pi-er 17 on the East Ri-ver. Asusu-d, | was fresh out of cash for cab farreand it
to-ok two tra-ins and a hi-ke to ma-ke it the-re from Ro-bin’ s pla-ce.

Ge-or-ge used to hold co-urt at the ice cre-am shop af-ter scho-ol. On-ce she had gra-du-ated, she
kept the sa-me sche-du-le. Pe-op-le ne-eded to be ab-le to find her, to de-pend on her, she sa-id. She
hadn’t yet de-ci-ded whet-her col-le-ge wasfor her or not. Ser-vi-ceto ot-hers camefirst. Of



co-ur-sg, if she'd lo-ok in-to her own fu-tu-re, she’ d know if col-le-ge was the-re. But she didn’t lo-ok
and shewo-uldn’t. That wo-uld be che-ating and Ge-or-ge didn’t che-at. Things hap-pe-ned asthey
we-re me-ant to, and whi-le the lit-tle events co-uld be chan-ged, the big ones ne-ver co-uld. Trying
wo-uld be not only awas-te of ti-me, but a-so an in-sult to existen-ce it-self. She co-uld tell tho-se who
cameto her the smal things and ke-ep to her-self the unc-han-ge-ab-le, but she didn’t see any re-ason
to tempt her-saf by lo-oking past the dis-tant tur-nings of her own path. Be-si-des, she’'d on-ce sa-id
with che-eky smi-le and ear-nest he-art, it wo-uld ru-in the surp-ri-se.

Theice cre-am shop was run by a par-ti-al-ly blind, mostly de-af cod-ger who-se namel
re-mem-be-red only half theti-me. Ge-or-ge kept him in bu-s-ness. She didn’t tarke anyt-hing from the
pe-op-le who ca-me to her, but she did gently sug-gest pe-op-le buy anice-cre-am co-ne or so-daas
thanksfor ha-ving apla-ce out of the we-at-her. I’d yet to see a per-son say no to her.

Except for me.

| didn’t ha-ve ti-meto messwithice cre-am and | dap-ped afew bucks on the co-un-ter. “ Tre-at the
next co-up-le of kids,” | or-de-red to the old guy half do-zing be-hind it on a high-bac-ked sto-ol, and
he-aded for Ge-or-g€' stab-le. She sat se-re-nely, hands fol-ded on For-mi-ca. The Orac-le of Pe-arl
Stre-et. Brown eyes warm, wi-de mo-uth softly cur-ved, she was crim-son, gold, and gar-net...just li-ke
my dre-am, just li-ke | knew she wo-uld be. “Cal.” Shere-ac-hed out as | sat op-po-si-te her and to-ok
my hand as easlly asif she'd do-neit ahund-red ti-mes be-fo-re. “Mr. Ge-ever has mis-sed you.”

“I'll bet.” He was comp-le-tely as-le-ep now, he-ad pil-lo-wed on the co-un-ter by my mo-ney. |
lo-oked down at her skin aga-ingt mi-ne, sun-set am-ber aga-inst mo-on pa-le.

Mons-ter pa-le.

| did my hand from be-ne-ath hers, mis-sing the warmth of it ins-tantly. | didn’t lo-ok at her eyesor her
short cap of wavy red hair or the farint freck-les that spil-led ac-ross her no-se and the tops of her
gold-brown che-eks. | didn’t ha-ve to-I had them me-mo-ri-zed. “I ne-ed to find Ro-bin,” | sa-id
ab-ruptly. “He sintro-ub-le”

“Tro-ub-1€?” Her brow wrink-led. Ne-ver one to back down, she left her re-j-ec-ted hand on the
tab-leasif it we-re only amat-ter of ti-me be-fo-rel chan-ged my mind.

“Ye-ah. So-met-hing is af-ter him. | ha-ve no ideawho or what, and now | can’'t find him.” My own
hands | drop-ped in-to my lap to rest on my thighs. Get thee be-hind me, Sa-tan, or get thee un-der the
tab-le. Wha-te-ver.

“Ro-bin.” She szrid it asif shewe-re ca-ling him, asif he we-re aro-und the cor-ner. Out of sight, but
gtill wit-hin ears-hot. Clo-sing her eyes, she frow-ned, eyes mo-ving be-hind the cop-per-brus-hed lids
as tho-ugh scan-ning the pa-ge of abo-ok. Se-ve-ral se-conds pas-sed and then her eyesflew open. |
tho-ught it was with digt-ress or fe-ar, but then she flus-hed. “Oh.”

| got it im-me-di-ately. This was Go-od-fel-low shewastrying for ape-ek at. “Oh,” | ec-ho-ed
she-epishly be-fo-re apo-lo-gi-zing. “ Shit. Sorry. | didn’t think abo-ut that.”

“He' svery...lim-ber.” She par-ted her lips, sho-wing small te-eth in aga-min smi-le. “I’'m imp-res-sed
and edu-ca-ted.”

“He' sokay, then?’ | le-aned back in my chair, tri-ed not to think abo-ut the word “lim-ber” and that
kno-wing smi-le she'd flas-hed, and ex-ha-led in re-li-€f.

“He' sfi-ne.” Eyeshbright, shetil-ted her he-ad. “ And very happy right now. Among fri-ends-the
fri-end-li-est of fri-ends.”

“You'rela-ug-hing at me,” | snor-ted. “ Go ahe-ad. So-me-one sho-uld get so-me enj-oy-ment out of
this be-s-des Go-od-fel-low. Can you gi-ve me his ad-dress? He' s sa-fe now. He might not be af-ter he
le-aves.” Shewo-uld know if he wo-uld be or not, but | wasn't go-ing to ask. If she'd be-en wil-ling to
lo-ok that far, shewo-uld' ve told me. Be-si-des, | re-fu-sed to be-li-eve in that who-le “ everyt-hing
hap-pensfor are-ason” bul-Ishit. Any uni-ver-se that wo-uld ac-tu-a-ly plan my be-ing born of an
Aup-hewasn't auni-ver-se | wan-ted any part of. Des-tiny and fa-te co-uld kissmy ass.

“Yes. | can gi-veyou the ad-dress.” She did and watc-hed as | sto-od up. “Y ou are stub-born, you
know.”

Just as she' d sarid that mor-ning in my dre-am. “So-methingsareworth it,” | sa-id qu-i-etly. And they



we-re...worth be-ing stub-born, worth the sac-ri-fi-ce. Li-ke ke-eping her sa-fe. Li-ke |et-ting the
Aup-heli-nediewith me.

| sho-ok my he-ad and sto-od. “ Thanks for the help, Ge-or-gie.” | ma-de it to the do-or be-fo-re she
Spo-ke again.

“You'verunal yo-ur li-fe, Ca-li-ban. Y ou ha-ve to stop. So-oner or later, you ha-veto.” The bell
over-he-ad rang as | ope-ned the do-or, but it didn’t drown out the next words. “Ple-ase make it
so-oner.”

Sig-ni-fi-cant words. They de-ser-ved to be tho-ught abo-ut, to be con-si-de-red ca-re-ful-ly. |
pus-hed them out of my he-ad the mo-ment | pas-sed thro-ugh the do-or. | ne-eded my re-sol-ve, which
wo-uldn’t be hel-ped by mul-ling over what she had sa-id. Or by the fact that every ti-me| tur-ned my
back on her felt li-ke | was tur-ning my back on ago-od por-ti-on of my li-fe. Tho-se things co-uldn’t
mat-ter. Not if | wan-ted to ke-ep her sa-fe, and in my li-fe she ne-ver co-uld be.

It was the way it had to be.

The ad-dresswas in the East Vil-la-ge, not too far from the fifth-flo-or walk-up Ni-ko and | used to
li-vein that ba-rely de-ser-ved to be cal-led an apart-ment. Go-od ti-mes. | had afe-eling the-re wo-uld
bewildly co-lo-red ha-ir, tat-to-os, and lots of black in the ne-ar fu-tu-re. Go-od-fel-low had a-ways
li-ked ar-tists-they we-re open-min-ded, ad-ven-tu-ro-us, and wil-ling to wors-hip him in many
me-di-ums, and what bet-ter pla-ce to find them than the East Vil-la-ge?

Ro-bin even had afres-co of him-sdf han-ging on his apart-ment wall, tho-ugh the ar-tist who' d
parin-ted that had do-ne that for thelo-ve of abe-a-uti-ful form in ge-ne-ra, not for the lo-ve of
Ro-bin’ sform spe-ci-fi-cd-ly. He d be-en the brot-her of the wo-man Ro-bin was go-ing to marry.
Go-od-fel-low wasn't one for tal-king abo-ut his past-a sta-te-ment not as ri-di-cu-lo-us as it se-emed.
Hewo-uld talk wit-ho-ut end abo-ut every ca-su-a en-co-un-ter, every histo-ri-cd fi-gu-re he'd ever
met or scre-wed from the birth of ti-meon.

The key word was* ca-su-a.” Ro-bin wasn't qu-ick to sha-re the things that truly to-uc-hed him. |
tho-ught in the be-gin-ning that it was be-ca-use not-hing did to-uch him. When Ni-ko and | had first met
him, | didn’t think the-re co-uld be a cre-atu-re mo-re su-per-fi-ci-a, shal-low, or self-absor-bed. I'd
be-en wrong.

The puck had the depth of along-aban-do-ned well, and if tho-se depths we-re de-so-la-te and murky,
that was the re-sult of out-li-ving ever-yo-ne you ca-red for. Ro-bin was a hu-man-lo-ver, not ani-ce
turn of phra-se among mons-ters. So not only was he des-pi-sed for a puck’ s na-tu-ral tric-kery and
thi-eving ways, he was scor-ned aswell for the com-pany he kept. His hu-man com-pa-ni-ons wo-uld
die, and the non-hu-man wo-uld ha-ve lit-tle to do with him. Ro-bin bo-as-ted of hisvast circ-le of
ac-qu-ain-tan-ces-how many he knew-but kno-wing and be-ing ac-cep-ted are far dif-fe-rent things.

| didn’t know when Ro-bin ga-ve up on hu-mans, when let-ting them go. . .when watc-hing them die got
to be too much, but | sus-pec-ted it was aro-und the ti-me of that pa-in-ting. It had be-en cre-ated in
Pom-pe-ii days be-fo-re helost his cho-sen fa-mily, and now that hunk of an-ci-ent wall hung ona
mo-dern-day one-a cons-tant re-min-der.

Why he' d ma-de an ef-fort to con-nect with Ni-ko and me, I’ d not yet fi-gu-red out. Why he pic-ked
that mo-ment to bre-ak a so-li-tary pat-tern of al-most two tho-usand ye-ars was till amystery. | wasn't
su-re | co-uld' ve be-en bra-ve eno-ugh to ta-ke that chan-ce. Hell, | knew | wo-uldn’t ha-ve be-en.

| was bra-ve eno-ugh, tho-ugh, to knock at the do-or whe-re Ge-or-ge sa-id he wo-uld be, but only
just barrely. | co-uldn’t be-gin to gu-ess what might be be-hind the do-or, but if | saw one don-key, |
was go-ne. Ro-bin co-uld fa-ce cer-tarin de-ath on his own. Two girls, na-ked ex-cept for the-ir body
art, ope-ned the do-or, hu-man fe-ma-le, and from the twi-ning of arms and pres-sing of flesh, they
we-re very clo-se. | swal-lo-wed thickly and to-ok aclo-ser [o-ok. | me-an, Jesus, who wo-uldn’t?

Onewas pa-in-ted in blu-es and gre-ens with wa-ves and le-aping fish. The ot-her was all over ra-ging
flaameswith the yd-low sca-les of pho-eni-xes shi-ning thro-ugh the red fi-re. As art went, it was pretty
co-ol. Asfor the nu-dity, that was damn co-ol too.

“Is...ah...Ro-bin he-re?’ | as-ked, for-get-ting his na-me for a se-cond as my bra-in de-ci-ded to send



my blo-od so-uth for the win-ter.

Thered girl lo-oked blank and the blue one wrap-ped her arms aro-und the ot-her’ s scar-let neck and
her legs aro-und awarist parin-ted with the eter-nal fi-reli-zard. Her lipswe-re busy suc-king lightly at
an ear-lo-be and nip-ping the soft skin be-hind. It was dist-rac-ting. | did ne-ed to find Ro-bin, but how
of-ten did you get ashow li-ke thisand not ha-ve to pay a big-ass cab-lebill for it?

“Bo-om chi-ka bow wow.”

Ro-bin did up, pat-ter-ned he-ad to toe in gre-en le-aves. He was afo-rest and in the fo-rest we-re
eyes-the ca-gey, wi-se ones of fo-xes pe-ering thro-ugh the fo-li-age. “ So-me-one has you down pat,” |
snor-ted. “Who' s run-ning aro-und he-re pa-in-ted li-ke a hen-ho-use?’

“They'reresting.” He grin-ned sha-me-les-dy. “They’re very, very ti-red.” The grin wi-de-ned. “But
you, on the ot-her hand, are wi-de-awa-ke. Ca-re to help yo-ur-sef?” He wa-ved an arm to-ward the
in-si-de of the agpart-ment. The-re we-re thirty pe-op-le a le-ast, al brightly co-lo-red and most of them
ho-ri-zon-tal.

“Arethey al hu-man?’ | as-ked.

“Yes”

“Thenno.” | to-ok hisarm and pul-led him in-to the hall. “I ne-ed to talk to you. The-re' stro-ub-le.”

“lsn't the-re d-ways? It' s ex-ha-us-ting. Per-haps | sho-uld dressfirst?” he sug-ges-ted dryly. “I'm
per-fectly com-for-tab-le as Ze-us ma-de me, but not ever-yo-neis as ame-nab-le.”

With the two na-ked girls hol-ding my at-ten-ti-on, | hadn’t even re-ali-zed Go-od-fel-low was
we-aring the sa-me party at-ti-re as ever-yo-ne d-se...abso-lu-tely not-hing. “Crap,” | gro-aned,
blin-ked, then lo-oked away hur-ri-edly. “ God-damn, Go-od-fel-low. Y ou ha-ve a per-mit for that?’
Tak abo-ut yo-ur we-apons of mass dest-ruc-ti-on. Jesus.

“Now you know pre-ci-sdly why I’'m so smug,” he sa-id with mock ha-ute-ur. “Gi-ve me ten
mi-nu-tes.” He di-sap-pe-ared back in-to the in-te-ri-or of the apart-ment. | warited in the hal, alack of
farith in my own wil-Ipo-wer ke-eping me the-re-not to men-ti-on a he-althy do-se of sur-vi-va ins-tinct.
It wasn't only lami-asthat co-uld dra-in aman un-to de-ath. The girls ill fra-med in the do-or lo-oked
en-ti-rely ca-pab-le of do-ing the sa-me. Not ne-ces-sa-rily abad way to go, tho-ugh.

“All right, kid, I’'m cle-aner than anun’s pa-ir of Sun-day pan-ti-es. What tro-ub-le are you spe-aking
of 7" Ro-bin, dres-sed with damp ha-ir, had step-ped back in-to the hall to clo-se the do-or be-hind him.
Thered and blue girlswe-re till in-ter-ming-led clo-se eno-ugh to be only se-conds away from ma-king
purp-le, and | cra-ned my he-ad to catch onelast glimp-se asthe me-tal swung to block them from sight.

“Ishi-ah.” | strarigh-te-ned and sa-id se-ri-o-udy, “He sa-id so-me-oneistar-ge-ting you. He do-esn't
know who or why, but theword isout.”

“Thesdr-rush,” he an-no-un-ced af-ter a short stretch of si-len-ce as we wal-ked.

“Ye-ah.” The bu-il-ding had the typi-ca fla-vor of ar-tist te-nants...old, dec-re-pit, and smel-ling of
pot. The-rewas onelo-nely light over-he-ad and it flic-ke-red un-cer-ta-inly. “ So who's af -ter you?
Who'd want to kill you?’ | werited abe-at and ad-ded, “Be-s-desme, | me-an.”

“You must bejoking,” he sa-id inc-re-du-lo-udly. “1 co-uldn’t be-gin to gu-ess. Ex-lo-vers,
ex-bu-g-ness part-ners, ex-marks...the-reisn’'t aPDA in the world big eno-ugh to com-pi-lethat list.”

Thelight ga-ve up the ghost en-ti-rely as we re-ac-hed the sta-ir-well. The-rewas till il-lu-mi-na-ti-on
from the stre-et co-ming thro-ugh a dis-tant, dirt-fil-med win-dow, but it was gray and wispy-aghost
among us. It remin-ded me. “It can’t be Ab-ba-gor. He' sde-ad.” Ab-ba-gor had be-en one of
Ro-bin’ s ac-qu-a-in-tan-cefinfor-mants. A troll the s-ze of aLin-coln, he'd li-ved and di-ed un-der the
Bro-oklyn Brid-ge. And Ni-ko and | had ne-arly di-ed with him. He d be-en one ma-le-vo-lent, flat-out
evil son of abitch and every ti-me | pas-sed the brid-ge | flip-ped it off in his me-mory.

“Evenif hewe-readli-ve, it wo-uldn't ha-ve be-en him. Abby did his own dirty work. He enj-oyed it far
too much tofarmit out.” He star-ted down the stairs.

“The Aup-he.” | hadn’t wan-ted to say it, be-ca-use | didn’t want it to be true, but bur-ying yo-ur
he-ad in the sand was only go-ing to le-ave yo-ur ass up and che-wed the hell off.

“No,” Ro-bin de-ni-ed. “They’ re not abo-ve sub-cont-rac-ting, but they wo-uld be mo-re subt-le than
adgr-rush. Aup-he arein-s-di-o-us, cun-ning, all the things a po-or, smp-lesr-rushisnot.” Hesig-hed



as he mo-ved down-ward. “ Thin-king abo-ut my own hor-ri-fic end, what away to ru-in ago-od orgy.”

“Sorry abo-ut that.” | fol-lo-wed him. His hands we-re empty, but mi-ne we-re not...one of them at
le-ast. | held the Glock agarinst my de-nim-co-ve-red outer thigh. “1 as-su-med you' d want to know
you' ve be-en mar-ked for de-ath. | don’'t know what | was thin-king.”

“When it co-mes to mur-der and as-sas-S-narti-on, it is the tho-ught that co-unts. | ap-pre-ci-ate the
ef-fort.” Thewords we-re so-ber, the exp-res-s-on anyt-hing but...until he mo-ved on. “I1t's hardly the
first ti-me. Or the hund-redth for that mat-ter,” he sa-id ab-sently as he lo-oked back a me. “You're
well? Be-fo-re sheleft, De-li-lah sa-id you we-re re-co-ve-red. Do you ha-ve full strength in yo-ur
am?’

“Nor-mal-ly I'd flex, but af-ter what | saw ups-ta-irs, I’'m ke-eping the se-xi-ness to ami-ni-mum.” The
sta-irswe-re conc-re-te and dick from ye-ars and ye-ars of po-un-ding fe-et. “And, ye-ah, I'm fi-ne.”

“Go-od-that’ s go-od, be-ca-use yo-ur chest lo-oked...” He gri-ma-ced. “Ne-ver mind.” Hit-ting the
lan-ding, he pa-used to say dyly, “I think she was at-trac-ted to you, our wolf girl. The S-tu-ati-on was
too di-refor the custo-mary ass-snif-fing and leg-hum-ping that is so pri-zed on the wolf so-ci-a
sce-ne, but the-re was de-fi-ni-tely alo-ok in her eye.”

“Do you want mo-re than one per-son trying to kill you?’ | draw-led. “I don't re-a-ly ha-ve theti-me,
but theinc-li-na-ti-on is no prob-lem what-so-ever.”

Hedidn't ha-ve ti-me to ta-ke me up on the of-fer. So-me-one...so-met-hing €-se spo-kein his
pla-ce.

“ Gi-ve medrink.”

Go-od-fel-low had be-en abo-ut to mo-ve down anot-her step. He stop-ped, set his mo-uth ten-sely,
and held up ahand be-fo-rel co-uld open my mo-uth. | tur-ned my he-ad and lo-oked up past the
spi-ra-ling box pat-tern of sta-irs, then down past the sa-me. The-re was not-hing to see or he-ar ot-her
than afa-int drip-ping so-und and the flic-ker and buzz of -derly light-bulbs.

The words we-re raspy as sand-pa-per aga-inst rock and ut-terly de-vo-id of hu-ma-nity. And then
the-rewas aclic-king so-und...nails agarinst conc-re-te. A dow, parti-ent tap-ping, S-len-ce, then the
clic-king agein.

A rust-ling star-ted. . .sca-les or fe-at-hers, | co-uldn’t tell.

“Gi-ve medrink.”

“G0.” Ro-bin grab-bed ahand-ful of my jac-ket and hur-led us both to-ward the lan-ding do-or. |
didn’t stop to pro-test or ask who was so damn thirsty. If Go-od-fel-low sa-id go, then go-ing was a
damn go-od idea. | dam-med in-to the do-or and flung it open.

It waswariting for us.

It was abird. Gray as ash, ro-und black eyes, and the 5-ze of a haf-grown Ger-man shep-herd. It
used jet clawsto sco-rethe dirty ti-le, sen-ding chunks of it tumb-ling asi-de. The black be-ak, sharp as
asword, ga-ped to show an in-ner maw the pla-gue ye-low of ja-un-di-ced flesh. “ Gi-ve me-”

“Drink,” gra-ted the one be-hind us.

Iden-ti-cal to the ot-her, it came up the sta-irs to-ward the do-or prop-ped open by Ro-bin. It didn’t
wad-dle li-ke you wo-uld ex-pect from abird. It stal-ked with the smo-oth ga-it of a cre-atu-re used to
run-ning its prey in-to the gro-und. The flat-te-ned he-ad coc-ked to one s-de. The-rewasred on this
on€e sbe-ak and starining the fe-at-hers of its chest black. Now | knew what it had a han-ke-ring for,
and it wasn't leemo-na-de. | tur-ned. The onein the hall had sna-ked clo-ser, one cla-wed fo-ot held in
theair li-ke the we-gpon it was. The ta-lonswe-re fo-ur inc-heslong and, if they we-re ca-pab-le of
punc-hing thro-ugh the flo-or, they we-re ca-pab-le of punc-hing thro-ugh flesh.

“Bad?’ | sarid over my sho-ul-der.

“Bad,” Ro-bin af-fir-med tightly.

That wasdl | ne-eded. | rarised my gun and fi-red at the one in the hall. The gray he-ad exp-lo-ded,
fe-at-hersfil-ling the air. So-me, co-ated with black blo-od, stuck to the wall and flo-or and me. The
body po-ised mo-ti-on-lessfor ase-cond, then fell S-de-ways, ta-lons till ex-ten-ded in eit-her a
last-gasp pur-su-it of prey or from post-mor-tem pis-s-ness. Ta-ke yo-ur pick.

| he-ard the scra-pe of me-tal aga-inst scab-bard as Go-od-fel-low pul-led his sword. Fol-lo-wing that



was agurg-le of so-me-one not get-ting the drink they so des-pe-ra-tely wan-ted. | tur-ned just in ti-me
to see the fe-at-he-red he-ad bo-un-ce down the sta-irs. “Bad,” | com-men-ted, “but not that bad.”

“Wrong.” He star-ted down the sta-irs at arun. | was star-ting to fol-low when | saw so-met-hing
gtir-ring in the po-ol of blo-od that had spre-ad from the neck of the bird I’ d kil-led. No, it wasn't
so-met-hing in the blo-od; it was the blo-od it-sdlf. Thick and vis-co-us, it crept dong the flo-or, cur-led
up in-to aball, and be-gan shif-ting from red to gray. Be-gan to spro-ut fe-at-hers...be-gan to grow and
grow damn fast.

“Gi-ve...me...drink.”

Thefain-test of whis-pers, agarb-led cro-ak from in-comp-le-te vo-cal cords, but | didn’t werit
aro-und to he-ar it imp-ro-ve. | va-ul-ted the ot-her de-ad one on the lan-ding and clat-te-red down the
Sterirs af-ter the puck.

“What the fuck?’ | ydl-led as he sprin-ted ahe-ad, hit the next lan-ding, then di-sap-pe-ared aro-und
the turn. Ro-bin was one hd-lu-vafigh-ter, but when it cameto run-ning for yo-ur li-fe, he had
ab-so-lu-tely no equ-a. | sped up, trying not to tumb-le my way in-to a bro-ken neck. | did ma-na-geto
shor-ten the dis-tan-ce bet-we-en us...dightly. “What are tho-se things?’

“Ha-meh. The story go-es they ari-se from the blo-od of a mur-de-red man and ta-ke re-ven-ge by
drin-king the blo-od of thekil-ler. Blah, blah. Idi-otic ta-le.” The bas-tard wasn't even bre-at-hing hard
as he bol-ted, ta-king three and fo-ur sta-irs at ati-me. “ They ac-tu-d-ly ari-se from the-ir own blo-od
and at-tack who-ever the-ir mas-ter cho-oses. And as sta-ying de-ad isn't a par-ti-cu-lar hobby of
the-irs, they’re very dif-fi-cult to es-ca-pe.”

“Gi-ve medrink,” ec-ho-ed from abo-ve us, full-vo-iced and imp-la-cab-le.

“We sho-uld' ve sta-yed at the orgy,” Ro-bin gro-aned as he hit yet anot-her lan-ding. “ Bac-chus
wo-uld ne-ver get him-sdf in this S-tu-ati-on. He' d il be fa-ce-de-ep in to-pog-rap-hi-cal mo-unds
and | don’'t me-an the Se-ven Hills of Ro-me &it-her.”

Abo-ve usthe cry came aga-in and it didn’'t co-me alo-ne. A we-ight hit me hard, ta-king me down. |
hit the starirs and rol-led but ca-ught myself be-fo-re | went down fart-her than three steps. | ig-no-red
the parin of ban-ged &-bows and ribs and ra-ised the gun, but the Ha-meh was go-ne. It didn’t want me.
I’d just be-eninitsway. | twis-ted my he-ad to see it di-ve-bomb Go-od-fel-low. Ta-lonswe-re
spre-ad and ara-zor be-ak was aimed at Ro-bin’ sthro-at. Whe-re bet-ter to drink? Whe-re bet-ter to
dart theflow of blo-od?

| ope-ned my mo-uth to warn him, but he didn’t ne-ed it. He whir-led at the so-und of air rus-hing
thro-ugh fe-at-hers and spe-ared the Ha-meh thro-ugh the chest. It didn’t squ-awk; didn’t scre-ech. It
scre-amed-a hu-man scre-am. A child’ s scre-am. That’ swhat it so-un-ded li-ke, asif achild had be-en
run thro-ugh with Ro-bin’ sbla-de. It was dis-con-cer-ting as hell and | un-cons-ci-o-udy tigh-te-ned my
grip on the Glock. And it didn’t stop. The scre-aming went on and on as the Ha-meh thras-hed, sen-ding
blo-od splat-te-ring.

“Christ, markeit stop,” | his-sed. We co-uld scre-am our guts out al day long and no one wo-uld
po-ke the-ir he-ad in-to the sta-ir-well, but akid scre-aming? So-me-one was go-ing to show up, and
that so-me-one might get abe-ak jam-med thro-ugh the-ir eye. Not much of are-ward for be-ing a
Go-od Sa-macri-tan.

“Stop? But I'm enj-oying it o much,” Ro-bin snar-led as he whip-ped anot-her bla-de from his brown
le-at-her dus-ter and das-hed the thro-at of the bird. The blow was for-ce-ful eno-ugh that the he-ad
was a-most comp-le-tely se-ve-red. The go-od news was that it stop-ped the scre-aming. The bad
newswas that it didn’t do adamn thing abo-ut the ot-her Ha-meh sto-oping on usli-ke afal-con ona
mo-use. | shot, mis-sed, and shot aga-in. Thisti-mel na-iled it. It ve-ered, hit awall, and plum-me-ted
on-to the sta-irs abo-ve us. In the se-conds that to-ok, the blo-od of thefirst was a-re-ady twis-ting in
on it-sdf and chan-ging co-lors.

“Thisisan-no-ying ashdl.” Thisti-me| to-ok thele-ad, mo-ving past him as heto-ok theti-meto
ext-ract hissword. 1’ ve se-en Hitch-cock mo-vi-es. | don’t want to li-vein one.”

“Did you know he wo-rewo-men's”

“I don’'t want to know!” | grow-led, cut-ting him off. | kept go-ing un-til I re-ac-hed the do-or to the



first flo-or and threw it open. Only it wasn't thefirgt flo-or and it wasn't the lobby. It wasthe
ba-se-ment. We d overs-hot by one when ra-cing down-ward and en-ded up in pre-ci-saly the sort of
box | avo-ided in ee-vators. It wasn't an empty box eit-her.

“ Gi-ve me drink. “ Gi-ve me drink. Gi-ve me drink. Gi-ve me
drin-k-gi-ve-med-rin-k-gi-ve-me-gi-ve-med-rin-k-gi-ve-med-rin-k-gi-ve-med-rin-k-gi-ve-med-rink.”

It was ut-terly black ex-cept for the soft red-dish blue glow of eyes...ten, no, twenty eyes. | didn’'t
he-s-ta-te. | emp-ti-ed the rest of my clip blindly in-to the ro-om, dam-med the do-or, and he-aded
back up, me-eting Go-od-fel-low on hisway down. “Y ou don’t want to go thisway. The-re's so-me
se-ri-o-udy thirsty pi-ge-ons down the-re.”

“Gi-ve me drink,” from abo-ve ans-we-red the qu-es-ti-on to what lay in that di-rec-ti-on aswell.
Andin case| mis-sed the po-int, let’ s hit it one mo-reti-me-“ Gi-ve me drink.”

“Shut up, you flying shit-he-ads,” | spat as| dap-ped anot-her clip ho-me. “ Just shut the hell up.”

“Yes, I'm su-rethat will cle-ar the mat-ter right up. In the dip-lo-macy of pre-da-tor and prey, you
do-mi-na-te thefi-eld. Y ou are wit-ho-ut pe-er. A ve-ri-tab-le Kis-sin-ger of thecirc-le of li-fe.”

“Y ou know what? Ta-ke the flying part out and it ap-pli-esto you too, Lo-man.” | shot the next
Ha-meh that ca-me spi-ra-ling thro-ugh the air. 1t so-mer-sa-ul-ted past me and, in amass of blo-od,
ru-ined flesh, and fe-at-hers, lan-ded on Ro-bin. Mor-tal-ly wo-un-ded, it stab-bed re-pe-atedly at
Go-od-fel-low’ s neck with its black be-ak. | grab-bed it from be-hind be-fo-reit did anyt-hing wor-se
than su-per-fi-ci-al da-marge and threw it to our fe-et, whe-re it was im-pa-led by Ro-bin’s blo-ody
sword.

“Okay,” | pan-ted. “ The-re hasto be away to kill the-se thingsfor go-od. What isit?’

“Bat-he them”-he wasfi-nal-ly be-gin-ning to get alit-tle short of bre-ath him-sdf-“inthe blo-od of a
vir-gin. Carreto open ave-in?’

| snar-led so-und-les-dy, wi-ped hand-fuls of go-re-co-ve-red fe-at-hers from my pams on-to his
shirt, and then bol-ted for thefirst flo-or. The po-un-ding at the ba-se-ment do-or was be-gin-ning to
warp the me-td, and | wasn't weariting aro-und to play ga-meswith the gro-up of parc-hed blo-od
drin-kersthat we-re se-conds away from co-ming thro-ugh. “1 can’t be-li-eve | ha-uled my ass over
he-reto warn you, and all you doisgi-ve me shit.” Still po-un-ding up the staxirs, | lo-oked back over
my sho-ul-der a him with nar-ro-wed, du-bi-o-us eyes. “Y ou are gi-ving me shit, right?’

“Trust me, if it we-retrue, | wo-uldn’t be trying so hard to get you larid. I’ d be sdl-ling you by the
oun-ceins-te-ad,” he re-tor-ted.

We both hit the do-or s-mul-ta-ne-o-udy and burst out of the starir-well. The bu-il-ding didn’t ha-ve a
lobby; it wasn't that sort of bu-il-ding. What it had was alo-un-ging areafor art-work and tho-se who
ma-deit-an in-for-ma art gd-lery. The-re we-re pe-op-le sit-ting on the flo-or drin-king we-ird te-as
and parint-thin-ner-sirength cof-fee. Can-va-seswe-re pi-led aga-inst the walls, funky twis-ted bits of
me-tal and chunky pot-tery we-re gro-uped he-re and the-re, and the-re we-re na-ked, pa-in-ted
pe-op-le po-sing li-ke li-ving sta-tu-es. | gu-es-sed that’ s what they did be-fo-re they went ups-ta-irsto
orgy cent-ral, be-ca-use yo-ur pa-int was bo-und to get sme-ared al to hell up the-re.

| va-ul-ted one guy who was lying flat, star-ga-zing at the crac-ked and yel-lo-wed ce-iling. | wo-vein
and out of afew mo-re and then | was out-s-de. Be-hind me, | he-ard the mild won-der of: “ Co-al.
That' s one mot-her-fuc-king big pa-ra-ke-et.”

It wasn't what | wan-ted to he-ar, to say the le-ast. Anot-her thing | didn’t want to he-ar was the thrum
of mas-s-vewings, but | he-ard it no-net-he-less. It wasraining as| hit the S-de-wak. The-rewe-re
she-ets of he-avy, gray warter and black clo-uds that bro-ught twi-light se-ve-ral ho-urs early. In-to that
twi-light flew Ha-meh af-ter Ha-meh. | lo-oked up asthey circ-led. They we-re the co-lor of thera-in
a-most exactly, lost aga-ingt the sky. Asfor he-aring them...you co-uld ma-ke out the-ir vo-ices over
the hiss of thefa-ling warter and the bla-ring horns of cabs, but only if you liste-ned hard. No onein
New Y ork lis-te-ned hard.

Be-s-de me, Ro-bin lo-oked up, the in-hu-man per-fec-ti-on of his pro-fi-lewas-hed cle-an. “Ba-a of
the Win-ter Ra-in,” he sarid softly. “Thefor-tu-ne that isfi-nd-ly due us”

“Ye-ah, it'sgre-at for the cropsand dl, but what the hdll isit go-ing to do for us?’



“Watch,” he or-de-red with ven-ge-ful an-ti-ci-pa-ti-on.

The Ha-meh so-ared, circ-led, and one by one they be-gan to exp-lo-de. It wasn't lo-ud. Muf-fled by
flesh and fe-at-hers, the whump was ba-rely audib-le. From the in-si-de out, they rup-tu-red, and
pi-eces of them fell dong with therain.

“Blo-od isthe only thing they can drink, the only li-qu-id they can even to-uch.” Te-eth flas-hed inthe
pel-ting warter as he step-ped back un-der adingy aw-ning and out from un-der avery dif-fe-rent kind
of rain.

The-re was the scent of burnt fe-at-hers and scorc-hed flesh in the wet air as| fol-lo-wed him. It wasn't
aple-asant smell, in the or-di-nary sen-se, but at that mo-ment | didn’t mind it at al. It was ap-ple pie
and fresh cof-fee to my no-se. Swe-et and frag-rant ro-ses all theway. | con-ti-nu-ed to watch the
fi-re-works show abo-ve. Bo-om. The-re went anot-her one.

And thera-in con-ti-nu-ed to fall.
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“I’'m not su-re which dis-turbs me mo-re-that you co-uld ha-ve be-en kil-led or that you co-uld ha-ve
be-en kil-led at an orgy. What pre-ci-saly wo-uld you ha-ve me put on the tombs-to-ne? He-re li-es
Cali-gu-laLe-and-ros?’

“Oh, Jesus, that re-minds me. Y ou sho-uld' ve se-en the 5-ze of Go-od-fd-low’s...” From the
an-no-yed twist of Ni-ko's eyeb-rows, | de-ci-ded it was a su-bj-ect for anot-her ti-me.
“Anyway...bot-tom li-neis Ro-bin’sin tro-ub-le.” | fi-nis-hed lo-ading the Glock and hols-te-red it.
“So-me-oneispis-sed ashell at him and ap-pa-rently hasazoo in the-ir back-yard to pull from.”

“That init-sdf iscu-ri-o-us.” Nik had just ma-de hisfifth bla-de di-sap-pe-ar un-der his co-at and now
had num-bers six and se-ven in his hand. “The Ha-meh and the sir-rush are from the sasme ge-ne-ra
ge-og-rap-hi-cal area. Sir-rush are Baby-1o-ni-an and the Ha-meh are men-ti-oned in Ara-bic
mytho-logy, but they are mo-re li-ke ani-mals, not in-tel-li-gent en-ti-ti-es. It' sasif so-me-onesic-ced a
gu-ard dog on him. We sho-uld ask who in that part of the world Go-od-fel-low has ma-na-ged to so
tho-ro-ughly an-noy.”

“That co-uld nar-row it down to afew tho-usand.” | le-aned aga-ingt our kitc-hen tab-le. “If we're
lucky.”

“When ha-ve we ever be-en es-pe-ci-al-ly sho-we-red with luck?’ Ni-ko as-ked dryly as he
dis-po-sed of kni-ves num-ber six and se-ven and con-S-de-red num-ber eight be-fo-re flip-ping it high
intheair. It didn't co-me down aga-in asfar as| saw. His hand flas-hed and it was go-ne.

| snor-ted. “No com-ment.” Ac-tu-d-ly | had plenty of com-ments abo-ut the rat-her bitchy Lady
Luck, but we had things to do and Scot-tish as-sho-lesto Kill.

Ro-bin had dec-li-ned an in-vi-ta-ti-on to our hun-ting trip, but Pro-mi-se had co-me aong. Thethree
of us spent the night com-bing the parks, the pi-ers, and any con-dem-ned and aban-do-ned bu-il-dings
we co-uld lo-cate. The parks we-re go-od hun-ting gro-unds and any lar-ge empty struc-tu-re co-uld
func-ti-on as a subs-i-tu-te for aca-ve. It was are-aso-nab-le plan...if thiswasn’t New York City. A
city thiss-ze? We we-rewhist-ling in thewind and we knew it. But we kept it up. It was bet-ter than
do-ing not-hing and we hadn’t he-ard back from Ham yet.

Ye-ah, it was the best we co-uld do right now, but that didn’t chan-ge the fact we ca-me up empty-that
night and the two nightsfol-lo-wing that. We didn’t run ac-ross asing-le Red-cap or re-ve-nant, which
was unu-su-a. Re-ve-nants we-re plen-ti-ful in the city. A few of them wor-ked for the Kin do-ing jobs
that the wol-ves con-9-de-red be-ne-ath them. The ot-hers wor-ked for them-sal-ves, eating what they
co-uld catch. They we-ren't bright, but they we-refa-irly qu-ick. They didn’t go hungry too of-ten, and it
was unu-su-al to go thro-ugh the park at night and not spot at le-ast three or fo-ur. We didn’t seea
sng-leone...anywhere,

But at one park we did runin-to se-ve-ral sylphs co-co-oning alow-li-fefor la-ter con-sump-ti-on.
They we-re smd-ler cre-atu-res, the S-ze of ase-ven-ye-ar-old child, with pa-le gold skin and ha-ir and
the ama-zing wings of gi-ant but-terf-li-es. Purp-les, blu-es, gre-ens, red, oran-ge, yd-low...any co-lor



you co-uld think of. The-ir eyeswe-re hu-ge and the sasme gold asthe skin. Be-a-uti-ful, li-ke the fariry
tarlesin bo-oks...not the fariry-ta-le re-aity that stal-ked our stre-ets. When you saw a sylph, it was
eno-ugh to ma-ke you be-li-eve in Pe-ter Pan, Tin-ker-bell, and a pla-ce bu-ilt so-lely on ma-gic.

And you' d ke-ep be-li-eving it right up un-til they ate you.

It was at that sa-me po-int you’ d pro-bably no-ti-ce they had eight mul-ti-j-o-in-ted gol-den legsand
we-re mo-re pi-der than but-terfly. And li-ke the spi-der, they didn’t drink blo-od or eat flesh, not
se-parately. Af-ter co-co-oning the-ir prey, they inj-ec-ted a che-mi-cal that dis-sol-ved thein-ter-na
or-gansto so-up. Even-tu-al-ly the-re wo-uld be not-hing but adri-ed husk han-ging in atree that
wo-uld di-sin-teg-ra-tein the first brisk bre-eze.

Frankly, | didn’t carreif the ho-mi-ci-da but-terf-li-es ate a hund-red mug-gers or drug de-alers. New
Y ork co-uld use alit-tle che-gp cri-me cont-rol. But, as Ni-ko lo-gi-cal-ly exp-la-ined whi-le smac-king
the back of my he-ad, it might not al-ways be a petty cri-mi-na they sna-red.

The-re we-re many things I’ d do-ne and many things I’ d kil-led, but the-re was so-met-hing abo-ut
kil-ling a gi-ant but-terfly, even one with spi-der legs, that wasn't go-ing to le-ave any fond me-mo-ri-es.
I’d ne-ver be-en one for pul-ling the wings off so-met-hing smal-ler than | was. But when they ope-ned
the-ir mo-uths and | saw po-ison-drip-ping pin-cers and acir-cu-lar gul-let li-ned with tiny tri-an-gu-lar
te-eth, | chan-ged my mind. Tin-ker-bell to-ok onein the gut, and, asit snar-led with Sz-zling po-ison
gus-hing from its mo-uth, the only thing | felt was gra-ti-tu-de | was out of spit-ting ran-ge.

Other than |le-aving scat-te-red wings li-ke lu-dic-ro-udy co-lo-red autumn le-aves, we
ac-comp-lis-hed not-hing. Not adamn thing. The only po-si-ti-ve was the-re we-ren’t any furt-her
at-tempts on Go-od-fel-low’ sli-fe. And | kept thin-king it was po-g-ti-ve up to the po-int he sho-wed
up a my do-or with aplan of hisown.

Go-od-fel-low tap-ped his watch when | ope-ned the do-or. “ Tick-tock. We ha-ve pla-cesto go and
cher-ri-esto pop.” He lo-oked me up and down. “Co-uld you chan-ge in-to so-met-hing alit-tle
less...ho-me-lessfri-endly?’

It wasfi-vein the af-ter-no-on and the last two ho-urs had be-en spent wor-king out with Ni-ko. That
wasn't anyt-hing | co-uldn’t do in swe-ats and a T-shirt. Get-ting my ass kic-ked by my brot-her wasn't
ablack-tie event. | duc-ked as alamp ca-me hurt-ling from be-hind to bo-un-ce off my sho-ul-der and
shat-ter agarinst the do-or frame.

“That co-uld' ve be-en adag-ger,” Ni-ko sa-id rep-ro-vingly. It wasn't an id-le ob-ser-vati-on,
be-ca-use the next one was. | ca-ught a glimp-se of it from the cor-ner of my eye and di-ved to the
gro-und. Ro-bin ca-ught it po-int-first and exa-mi-ned the bla-de. “1t’s dull. Now, what type of
te-ac-hing to-ol isthat?’

“He sde-li-cate,” my brot-her of-fe-red gra-vely.

| grow-led and ro-se to my kne-es, and then tack-led Go-od-fel-low to the flo-or whi-le snatc-hing the
thrown dag-ger from him as| did. | rol-led to ke-ep him bet-we-en Ni-ko and me and held the tra-ining
bla-de to histhro-at.

“You ha-ve ahos-ta-ge. Ni-cely do-ne.” Ni-ko ap-pro-ac-hed and held out his hand. | dap-ped the
dag-ger in-toit. “ Assu-ming so-me-one cares for the hos-ta-ge.” Hislipstwitc-hed as he ex-ten-ded his
ot-her hand to as-sst Ro-bin to hisfe-et. “Con-s-de-ring the past se-ve-ra days, that’ snot an
as-sump-ti-on we wo-uld hold true for al. Go-od-fel-low, are you su-re you won't stay he-re with us
un-til we find out who isbe-hind this?’

“I co-uldn’t af-ford the mas-s-ve cramp in my style.” But the-re was afle-eting glint of surp-ri-sed
ap-pre-ci-ati-on be-hind his eyes as Ro-bin stra-igh-te-ned his co-at and smo-ot-hed his hair.
“Spe-aking of style or lack the-re-of...” Hefo-cu-sed his ga-ze on me. “Wo-uld you chan-ge a-re-ady?
Even| can't get you la-id lo-oking li-ke that.”

The prac-ti-ce ses-si-on was he-arly over and | lo-oked over at Ni-ko. He ex-ha-led, fol-ded hisarms,
and ga-ve the most mi-nu-te of shrugs. He tho-ught | was ma-king a mis-ta-ke-that Ge-or-gi-nawas for
me, and that | was too stub-born by far for my own go-od. But whi-le he tho-ught | waswrong, he
un-ders-to-od why I’d ma-de the de-ci-s-on | had. He' d d-s0 se-en it had ac-tu-al-ly gi-ven me so-me
small me-asu-re of pe-ace to ha-ve ma-de any de-ci-s-on. I’ d spent most of my li-feon therun. You



don't get to ma-ke alot of de-ci-g-ons do-ing that. Y ou re-act and bra-ce yo-ur-self in ca-seit isn't
go-od enc-ugh. But gi-ving up run-ning me-ant stan-ding yo-ur gro-und...on dl things. I'd ma-de my
cho-ice-l was stic-king with it, be-ca-use | knew, even if no one d-sedid, it was theright one.

Theonly one.

Ni-ko had sug-ges-ted | warit. That the-re might be a non-hu-man who co-uld co-meto me-an
so-met-hing to me. So-me-one sa-fe to ca-re abo-ut. The thing was, | didn’t want to ca-re abo-ut my
firdt. If it co-uldn’'t be with Ge-or-ge, then | didn’'t want it to me-an anyt-hing. If | co-uldn’t ca-re for her
inthiscase, then | didn’t want to ca-re at dl. | wan-ted it to be just what it was, sex and not-hing €-se.

“Ye-ah, okay,” | sarid dowly. “I’ll chan-ge.”

Ni-ko lightly bum-ped my sho-ul-der with hisas| pas-sed. I’ d say that was the go-od thing abo-ut
family: they sup-por-ted you whet-her they ag-re-ed with you or not. But that was alie. No-ne of my
ot-her family had be-en remo-tely ca-pab-le of that, and | was re-fer-ring to the hu-man haf. | gu-ess
it wo-uld be mo-re ac-cu-ra-te then to say that wasn't the go-od thing abo-ut fa-mily; that was the go-od
thing abo-ut Ni-Kko.

| dres-sed in je-ans and a black pul-lo-ver swe-ater. | ima-gi-ned Ro-bin wo-uld be mas-s-vely
unimp-res-sed. | was right, but he was dist-rac-ted eno-ugh by Ni-ko that when | wal-ked back in-to
the ro-om he let the clot-hes pass with ami-ni-mal amo-unt of ran-ting and ra-ving.

“Be-au Brum-mdl wo-uld cho-ke him-sdlf with hisown cra-vat,” Go-od-fd-low sa-id scorn-ful-ly as
he lo-oked me up and down, then brigh-te-ned. “ The who-le po-lis-hing his bo-ots with cham-pag-ne,
he sto-le that from me, you know.” He ex-ten-ded an ex-pen-si-vely shod fo-ot and res-ted it on the
cof-fee tab-le as he re-la-xed on the co-uch. “ See the shi-ne? Subt-le but im-pec-cab-le.”

“Whi-leI’'m im-men-sely fas-ci-na-ted by yo-ur shoe-ca-re re-gi-men,” Ni-ko com-men-ted as he
le-aned againgt thewall, “let’ sre-turn to the dis-cus-si-on of who might be trying to kill you.”

Ro-bin ad-mi-red the she-en on his shoe for anot-her mo-ment be-fo-re ex-ha-ling, “Y ou ha-ve no idea
what you're as-king.”

“Piss off that many pe-op-le?| be-li-eveit.” | drop-ped in-to the cha-ir and ho-oked aleg over the
pad-ded arm.

“Smart-ass pup, fe-tal flash-in-the-pan,” he grumb-led, but it was dl sur-fa-ce. Be-ne-ath that wasa
dark me-lanc-holy he was usu-a-ly mo-re ca-uti-o-us abo-ut con-ce-aling. “1’m a puck. Pis-sing off
les-ser cre-atu-resiswhat | do. How can | be bla-med for tho-se who ha-ve ab-so-lu-tely no hu-mor
and amar-ked ina-bi-lity to hold on to the-ir wal-let? But that, whi-le Sg-ni-fi-cant, is not the prob-lem.”

“Thenwhat is?’ Ni-ko as-ked with the pa-ti-en-ce of aman who hasdl theti-mein the world. What
we' d for-got-ten was that Ro-bin was the one with that treit.

“l can’'t remem-ber.” He drop-ped hisfo-ot back to theflo-or. “I can’'t be-ginto re-call dl tho-sel’ve
prac-ti-ced my tric-kery on over the ye-ars, be-ca-use it isthe ye-ars that are too many, not my vic-tims.
Alt-ho-ugh, to gi-ve cre-dit whe-re cre-dit isdue...” Heflas-hed a hap-pily pre-da-tory grin. When it
faded, he ad-ded con-temp-la-ti-vely, “1 remem-ber the highs and lows, na-tu-rad-ly, but if I, for
examp-le, sto-le abog-gle stre-asu-re tro-ve so-me ten tho-usand ye-ars ago, that | won't
re-mem-ber.”

“But he wo-uld reemem-ber you,” Ni-ko sta-ted.

“Yes, | wo-uld de-fi-ni-tely be alow for him and I’ m su-reit wo-uld stick qu-ite cle-arly in his muddy
speck of abrain cell, but for me?’

“Not so much?’ | said.

“Y es, not so much,” he res-pon-ded im-pas-si-vely. “| ha-ve no ideawhe-re | was born or when. I've
for-got-ten mo-re of my li-fethan | remem-ber. The-resmply isn't away to ma-ke alist of the usu-a
sus-pects.”

“Per-haps if we con-cent-ra-te on the at-tempts them-sal-ves.” Ni-ko strarigh-te-ned, pa-le eyes
ra-zor sharp in the-ir per-sis-ten-ce. “The Ha-meh birds and the sir-rush are al from the sa-me ge-ne-ral
area. Did you do so-met-hing me-mo-rab-le down Baby-lon way? We-re you so-me-one’ sro-ugh
be-ast?

Ro-bin met that ga-ze with an un-wa-ve-ring one of hisown. He was eit-her re-mem-be-ring



so-met-hing or do-ing his dam-ne-dest not to. “Po-etic.” He sto-od. “But not-hing that co-uld per-ta-in
tothis, I'msu-re”

| co-uld see Ni-ko wasn't bu-ying it, and ne-it-her was|. But what we be-li-eved didn’t mat-ter,
be-ca-use the con-ver-sa-ti-on was over. Go-od-fel-low ma-de so-me no-ise abo-ut how he' d think on
it, mull it over, ke-ep his he-ad down, and thanks so very much for our in-put, ca-re, and con-cern, and
he was out the do-or. And the-re | s, leg still dang-ling.

“Y o-ur ri-de on the de-ba-uc-hery exp-ressisle-aving wit-ho-ut you,” Ni-ko in-for-med me blandly.

“It lo-oksthat way.” | he-aved myself up and grab-bed my jac-ket.

“Y ou're po-si-ti-ve abo-ut this?’ he as-ked as| shrug-ged in-to it. “Y ou sho-uld let Ge-or-gi-namake
her own de-ci-g-on when it co-mesto this. She' s stron-ger than you gi-ve her cre-dit for.”

“I know sheis.” | sho-ved my handsin my jac-ket poc-kets and cur-ved my lips wit-ho-ut hu-mor.
“Héll, she' s stron-ger than me. She can li-ve with the un-cer-tarinty. | can't.”

He dip-ped hischin and sa-id only, “ Y ou're strong eno-ugh, just in al the mu-lishly obs-i-na-te wrong
ways.” Til-ting his he-ad to-ward the do-or, he con-ti-nu-ed. “Tdl Go-od-fel-low if he getsyouin
tro-ub-le, he can lo-ok for-ward to afew mo-re at-tempts on hisli-fe.”

“Co-meon, Cyra-no,” | said lightly, “pe-op-le get la-id dl the ti-me. What co-uld go wrong?’

Mo-reto the po-int...what co-uld go right?

Not agod-damn thing.

Thefirst stop was a pent-ho-use apart-ment on the Up-per West Si-de. Ot-her than the do-or be-ing
parin-ted black, it was an imp-res-s-ve pla-ce. Do-or-man. Soft, de-ep car-pe-ting in the hallswith
sub-du-ed ligh-ting. Very pri-cey. | lo-oked aro-und, fe-eling alit-tle out of pla-ce. “Y ou're su-re she
won't know I'm half Aup-he?’

“If she do-es, shewon't mind,” Ro-bin as-su-red me.

“She' s qu-ite open-min-ded, awon-der-ful spe-ci-es, to-ta-ly wit-ho-ut judg-ment. And they
ab-so-lu-tely can-not bre-ed with Aup-he, or hu-mansfor that mat-ter. In fact, they lay eggs, which
re-qu-iresfer-ti-li-za-ti-on at amuch la-ter da-te. She lo-oks very hu-man, tho-ugh, so don't pull a
gro-in musc-le wor-rying over that one. | know you' re new to the non-hu-man da-ting sce-ne.” He
chec-ked hiswatch. “ Go-od. We reright on ti-me.” He knoc-ked lightly on the do-or, then men-ti-oned
casu-d-ly, “Oh, | ne-arly for-got. She may...may...try to eat you af-ter-ward, but it'sra-re. Only if she
findsyou very, very char-ming, and with yo-ur per-so-nadlity | think we know what the odds are on
thet.”

On that no-te, | tur-ned and he-aded back down the hall away from the do-or...at adightly fas-ter clip
than when I’ d ap-pro-ac-hed it.

The next stop was Cent-ral Park and the la-ke. Go-od-fel-low sto-od on the sho-re, ca-re-ful of his
cham-pag-ne-scrub-bed sho-es. “Lyrlis-sa. She'salim-na-de, ala-ke nymph. On-ce aga-in, eggs,
re-qu-iring the sperm of not one but two...well, that’ s ne-it-her he-re nor the-re. Y ou’re go-od to go.”

The mo-on had tur-ned the wa-ter in-to rip-ples of sil-ver aga-ingt black, aspill of plati-num chains
agarinst vel-vet. It lo-oked be-a-uti-ful. It al-so lo-oked cold as hell. | cro-uc-hed down and did a
fin-ger in-to the warter. “Huh. Is she co-ming out?’

“She' salake nymph, you une-du-ca-ted child. They don’'t do that.”

“Well, he-ré sso-met-hing | don’t do,” | co-un-te-red, ir-ri-ta-ted, “get it up in fifty-deg-ree
tem-pe-ra-tu-re wa-ter.”

“No?’ Ro-bin frow-ned.

“Jesus Chrigt, no! At le-ast not and ke-ep it the-re. | might be only half hu-man, but the dick? That’ sall
hu-man, okay? It hasitsli-mits.”

“Asif you ha-ven't suf-fe-red eno-ugh.” He sho-ok his he-ad and squ-e-ezed my sho-ul-der
sympat-he-ti-ca-ly.

“Per-hapsit’ sfor the best. Y ou wo-uld ha-ve to hold yo-ur bre-ath for the du-ra-ti-on, but | fi-gu-red
with yo-ur phe-no-me-nd lack of ex-pe-ri-en-ce with the fe-marle of any spe-ci-es, you co-uld
ma-na-ge to do that for the forty-fi-ve se-conds that it wo-uld ta-ke for you to fi-nish any-way.”

“Youaresuchanass.” | scow-led.



“I do my ut-mogt to li-ve up to ex-pec-ta-ti-ons.” He grin-ned, be-fo-re tur-ning away from the warter.
“All right. Third ti-me sthe charm, which is apt, be-ca-use that’ s her naame. Charm.”

“And she do-esn't li-ve in fre-ezing wa-ter or will try to est me?’ | as-ked sus-pi-ci-o-udly.

“The mogt shewill doisplait floowersin yo-ur hair. She'sale-imakid, anot-her kind of nymph.
Me-adow. Grass, tre-es, flo-wers.” We wal-ked up the path un-til we hit the Gre-at Lawn. “And
rep-ro-duc-ti-vely spe-aking, she spo-res. Ho-we-ver, prac-ti-ce sa-fe sex. The-re ha-ve be-en ca-ses
of moss gro-wing on the north si-de of the wo-od af-ter-ward, if you get my drift. And ter-mi-tes are not
yo-ur fri-end eit-her.”

“Thanks for ma-king the ex-pe-ri-en-ce so pa-in-less,” | grow-led.

He dap-ped my back. “ Go-od-fel-low En-terp-ri-seswe aim to ple-ase.” Then he drif-ted back in-to
thetre-es. “I was ne-ver one much for mo-no-gamy,” hisvo-iceflo-ated out, “but...it's not too late to
chan-ge yo-ur mind. If an-yo-neisworthit, it wo-uld be Ge-or-gi-na.”

“Go-o0d-bye, Ro-bin,” | sarid qu-i-etly. The-re was ade-ep S-len-ce and then | he-ard the rust-le of
le-aves as he | eft, a co-ur-tesy-ordi-na-rily he wo-uldn’t ha-ve ma-de any so-und.

Charm cameto me. If she knew | was Aup-he, shedidn’t say. She didn’'t say anyt-hing re-a-ly. She
sang words | didn’t un-ders-tand and bro-ught blan-kets wo-ven of sup-ple grass. She was nu-de and
had what | sus-pec-ted was gre-en hair, dt-ho-ugh it was hard to tell for su-rein the mo-on-light. Her
hands we-re su-re, her skin was soft, and she smel-led li-ke clo-ver.

Everyw-he-re.
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Whi-le I’ d be-en do-ing ot-her things, very in-te-res-ting things, Ni-ko had be-en thin-king. | got the
re-sults of that the next mor-ning as| yaw-ned. | was not amor-ning per-son, to say thele-ast. “The
sub-way?’ | fi-nis-hed ap-plying the gun oil and re-as-semb-led the De-sert Eag-le at the kitc-hen tab-le.
| was do-ne plarying with that can-ni-bal son of abitch Be-ane. Big gun, exp-lo-9-ve ro-unds, and one
ven-ge-ful-ly pissy a-ti-tu-de-if that didn’t ta-ke ca-re of him, | might ha-ve to check out the go-ing
pri-ce on aroc-ket la-unc-her.

“Mi-les and mi-les of tun-nels, so-me of them even aban-do-ned and unu-sed, it' sasclo-seto aca-ve
as one can get. Mo-re and mo-re, Saw-ney se-emsto be a cre-atu-re of ha-bit. But Ham may ha-ve
nar-ro-wed down alo-carti-on for us. He cal-led last night whi-le you we-re out be-co-ming aman.” His
lips twitc-hed, but he went out wit-ho-ut any mo-re rag-ging on the su-bj-ect. “He tur-ned down our
in-vi-tati-on to jo-in usfor any bat-tleswith Saw-ney, as ex-pec-ted, but he did ha-ve so-me
in-for-macti-on. Se-ve-ra of the ho-me-less ha-ve di-sap-pe-ared. All of them ha-ve be-en the mo-re
‘out-the-re’ ones. The schi-zoph-re-nics, the men-tal-ly ill. And al of them had be-en using the Se-cond
Ave-nue Sub-way const-ruc-ti-on pro-j-ect for shel-ter.”

All the SAS congt-ruc-ti-on and mess go-ing on the-re-it ma-de sen-se. Easy ac-cessto the lo-wer
aban-do-ned le-vels for both the ho-me-less and Saw-ney. Tho-se po-or bas-tards co-uld’ ve wal-ked
right in-to his cup-bo-ard.

Wheat al-so ma-de sen-se was him go-ing af-ter the oneswho we-re alit-tle off. “Y ou know,” | sa-id
dif-fi-dently, “ Saw-ney’ s ma-deit pretty cle-ar he hasathing for the nuts. Mad-ness se-emsto be a
turn-on for him.” And | tas-ted just fi-ne.

“I’ve he-ard what he sa-id. Y ou know it' s not true. And con-si-de-ring what you' ve be-en thro-ugh in
the past ye-ar, the fact that you' re not is ates-ta-ment to just how strong you are.” Hefi-xed mewith a
sharp glan-ce. “Don’'t ma-ke me emp-ha-s-ze that. My hand getsti-red from swat-ting that hard he-ad
of yo-urs.”

Ni-ko was at the tab-le op-po-si-te me do-ing alit-tle cle-aning of hisown. | wasn't the only one
bre-aking out the big guns. He was rub-bing a cloth ac-ross the me-tal of ado-ub-le-bla-ded axe. It was
aso-mew-hat smal-ler ver-si-on than se-en in yo-ur ave-ra-ge bar-ba-ri-an mo-vie, but not by much.

“How the hell do you ho-peto walk the stre-et with that?’ | as-ked as | ca-re-ful-ly did the clip ho-me.
When an ac-ci-den-td disc-har-ge can ta-ke out a two-by-two chunk of thewall, it paysto put sa-fety



first. New Y ork land-lords are not es-pe-ci-a-ly un-ders-tan-ding of ho-meg-rown ven-ti-la-ti-on
sysems.

“I’ve ta-ken up the cal-10.” He hef-ted the axe and me-asu-red it with ap-pro-ving eyes. “And this
sho-uld fit qu-ite ni-cely inthe ca-se.” Laying it on the tab-le, he be-gan to wrap it in soft felt far mo-re
gently than was re-qu-ired. To me agun was agun, ahunk of ex-pen-s-ve me-tal-not-hing mo-re. To
Ni-ko awe-gpon was an obj-ect of res-pect. “Mu-si-cal as-pi-ra-ti-ons co-ver awi-de num-ber of
sharp-bla-ded sins,” he ad-ded with an un-der-cur-rent of dry hu-mor.

“I'mall for se-e-ing you sin away on that son of abitch Saw-ney.” The-re was not-hing qu-iteli-ke
cata-pul-ting out of de-ep with the ab-so-lu-te cer-tarinty the-re we-re te-eth in yo-ur chest and hunks
of yo-ur flesh be-ing torn away to be eaten whi-le you lay pa-ray-zed. It re-a-ly put adam-per on the
who-le god-damn mor-ning, let metdl you. “ Pro-mi-se co-ming with us aga-in?’

“Yes.” Heti-ed acord aro-und the felt with asimp-le dipk-not. “I think she wor-ri-esthat two
help-less cre-atu-res such as us ne-ed a body-gu-ard.” Nor-mal-ly, that wo-uld be ajoke. | wasn't so
su-reit wasthisti-me.

“And shefe-elsares-pon-g-hi-lity. It was she and her fri-end that drew usin-to this.”

“Res-pon-sib-le eno-ugh to ta-ke Ro-bin in and ke-ep an eye on him un-til we fi-gu-re out who's af-ter
him?” Whet-her it was the sur-vi-vor or the Romin me, I'd ne-ver be-en one to over-lo-ok an
op-por-tu-nity.

“Be-li-eveit or not, very pro-bably,” Ni-ko a-lo-wed.

“Ho-we-ver, Go-od-fel-low se-ems ext-re-mely lo-ath to gi-ve up hisin-de-pen-den-ce, even with his
li-fe at starke. He' s as stub-born as you.”

Okay, may-be he wasn't do-ne rag-ging on me af-ter al abo-ut the pre-vi-o-us night, but it was sa-id
with ac-cep-tan-ce. Exas-pe-ra-ted ac-cep-tan-ce, but ac-cep-tan-ce till. I’d ma-de my de-ci-si-on,
go-ne thro-ugh with it, and Ni-ko was go-ing to stand be-hind me on it. The swat he de-li-ve-red to the
back of my he-ad as he sto-od and circ-led the tab-le didn’t chan-ge that. Ga-veit ahel-lu-va
punc-tu-ati-on, tho-ugh. “My hand’ s not qu-ite asti-red as | tho-ught,” he in-for-med me.

| rub-bed the area and scow-led, “Y ou can’t smack out stub-born.”

“Oh, | think you' d be very surp-ri-sed what | can do when | put my mind to it. Pro-mi-se will me-et us
he-re this eve-ning and then...” Helo-oked down at the swad-dled axe and smi-led. It was so-met-hing
Ni-ko ra-rely did; he was usu-a-ly mo-re subt-le in ex-hi-bi-ting his emo-ti-ons-he-ad-smac-king
asi-de. Thissmi-le, ho-we-ver, had its sha-re. An-ti-ci-pa-ti-on, ret-ri-bu-ti-on, and an icy an-ger. Ni-ko
wo-uld walk out of he-re car-rying acel-lo ca-se, but it didn’t lo-ok li-ke mu-sic was go-ing to so-ot-he
his be-ast, not un-til Saw-ney was back whe-re he be-lon-ged. De-ad and in mi-nu-te pi-eces. Not
surp-ri-singly, | didn’t ha-ve a prob-lem with that. And the mo-re old sub-way tun-nels we en-ded up
gplas-hing thro-ugh and the mo-re rats we dod-ged, the less prob-lem | had. Even if Saw-ney hadn’t
kil-led the pe-op-lein the park and wa-re-ho-use, even if he hadn’t tri-ed, fa-irly suc-ces-sful-ly, to turn
mein-to din-ner, | wo-uld've long lost any to-le-ran-ce for him.

That night, as plan-ned, we ma-de our way in-to the tun-nels thro-ugh the SAS. The ex-ten-g-on of the
Q trarin to Se-cond Ave-nue and Ni-nety-sixth Stre-et was a gre-at idea-and the city had be-en ha-ving
that sssmeideafor lon-ger than I’d be-en di-ve. Af-ter dll the fal-se starts and fi-nan-ci-a di-sas-ters,
the-re we-re eno-ugh haf-bu-ilt and aban-do-ned tun-nelsto hi-de a hund-red Saw-neys.

Now, that was one crappy tho-ught. One of that son of abitch was plenty.

Thewa-ter wasthigh high in the la-test tun-nel we hit, a marin-te-nan-ce one long out of use, and cold
enc-ugh that I'd lost the fe-eling in my fe-et and legs. Thistun-nel it-salf wasinky black ex-cept for our
flash-lights, and the rats we-re big eno-ugh that at so-me po-int they must’ ve marted with dogs. Gre-at
Da-nes from the lo-oks of them. No-ne of thiswas the worst I’ d co-me ac-rossin my li-fe, now-he-re
ne-ar. But af-ter ho-urs and ho-urs of it, | waslo-sing my pati-en-ce, and | had con-g-de-rably less of
the com-mo-dity than my brot-her. It wasn't so-met-hing | was go-od &t.

“That last rat had a sub-way con-duc-tor in hismo-uth,” | grun-ted. “Y ou saw that, didn’t you?’

“Don’'t exag-ge-ra-te. It was ade-ad co-yo-te and only ame-di-um-s-zed one at that.”

| rol-led my eyesin Nik’sdi-rec-ti-on to seeif here-a-ly tho-ught that ma-de it bet-ter. From the



rarised eyeb-row that met my ga-ze, ap-pa-rently he did, and | sig-hed and dos-hed on.

“Thewild-li-feisvari-ed and in-te-res-ting.” Pro-mi-se was do-ing the sa-me, to my left and dightly
ahe-ad of me. Alt-ho-ugh she didn’t dosh when she mo-ved thro-ugh the wa-ter-she didn’t ma-ke any
so-und at all. Even Ni-ko, qu-asi-ni-njaext-ra-or-di-narire, ca-used the fa-in-test rip-ple now and
aga-in, but when Pro-mi-se mo-ved, you wan-ted to rub yo-ur eyesto ve-rify that she was ac-tu-al-ly
the-reat al. Then agarin, dres-sed all in black as she was, wit-ho-ut the pa-le-ness of her ha-ir and skin,
yo-ur eyes wo-uld' ve let you down too.

| didn’t know whet-her mo-ving that S-lently was a skill vam-pi-res we-re born with or one they
garined over the ye-ars of the-ir long li-ves. Whi-le | was cu-ri-o-us eno-ugh to ask, the cock-ro-ach as
big as my hand that fell from abo-ve to land on my sho-ul-der dist-rac-ted me. The de-ad body that
cameflo-ating by dist-rac-ted me even furt-her.

The mass dowly drif-ted to-ward us spe-ared by our flash-lights...atang-le of clot-hesand limbs,
pal-lid whi-te hands with fin-gers cur-led li-ke the legs of drow-ned spi-ders. Asthe body ca-me clo-ser,
| got a bet-ter 10-ok, and sa-id with agri-ma-ce, “Lef-to-vers?’

It wasn't abody. It was pi-eces of one. Two blo-ated arms and a leg rip-ped off from be-low an
ab-sent knee we-re wo-und up and trap-ped in sop-ping cloth asthe en-ti-re mess of it flo-ated along. It
wasn't ple-asant to lo-ok at and less ple-asant to smell. The-rewas no way to tdll if Saw-ney’s scent
was mi-xed in thisto-xic so-up so-mew-he-re. | had ago-od no-se, but | wasn't a blo-od-ho-und.

“1 gu-ess ‘was-te not, want not’ isn’t acon-cept Saw-ney emb-ra-ces.” Ni-ko bent for aclo-ser
exa-mi-nati-on.

“De-ath oc-cur-red so-mew-he-re aro-und two days ago from the lo-oks of the de-com-po-si-ti-on.”
It wasn't just agu-ess. The-re was abo-ok sit-ting on one of our shel-vesthat spel-led out the sta-ges
of de-com-po-si-ti-onin acorp-se...dry corp-se, wet corp-se, sog-gy...wha-te-ver you we-re lo-oking
for. I knew be-ca-use I’ d on-ce used it to prop up one leg of the cof-fee tab-le. Nik, on the ot-her hand,
had re-ad it, me-mo-ri-zed it, and on oc-ca-si-on the know-led-ge had co-mein very handy. Des-pi-te

that, | till had no de-si-re to crack that bo-ok.

“Two days, gi-ve or ta-ke, yes,” Pro-mi-se ga-ve a con-fir-ming nod. Con-si-de-ring shewas old
eno-ugh to ha-ve li-ved thro-ugh a ti-me when vam-pi-res till fed on hu-mans, she wo-uld pro-bably
know. She aimed her flash-light down the tun-nel. “The qu-es-ti-on now isthe dis-tan-ce they’ ve
trarve-led. How far isthe lar-der they dip-ped from?’

The-rewas only one way to find that out and we mo-ved on. Pro-mi-se had her hair in an int-ri-ca-te
twist that was wo-und tightly aro-und her he-ad. Des-pi-te the de-li-cacy of it and her lar-ge
sha-do-wed eyes, she didn’'t [o-ok out of pla-cein thishe-lho-le. She...I don't know...fit, in so-me
sran-geway. From day one, if you' d as-ked meto pic-tu-re her li-fe, | wo-uld’ ve ima-gi-ned that every
day of it was spent in ele-gan-ce and qu-i-et lu-xury. That she was to the ma-nor born, asthey say.

But she’ d on-ce gi-ven me the hint that that wasn't the truth, not her truth any-way. She hadn’t go-ne
in-to any de-teil, but | got the imp-res-si-on Pro-mi-se had be-en born to dirt and hards-hip rat-her than
slk and satin. Not al vam-pi-res had li-ved in a cast-le with bug-munc-hing flun-ki-esto warit on them
hand and fo-ot. | didn’t know Pro-mi-sg’ s age, but it was pos-sib-le she was old eno-ugh to ha-ve
be-en born in-to so-me pretty ro-ugh ti-mesin his-tory...for vam-pi-re or hu-man. It wo-uld exp-la-in al
the rich hus-bands with fastly ap-pro-ac-hing ex-pi-ra-ti-on da-tes she’ d had. Our bo-di-es might
es-ca-pe the con-di-ti-ons that ma-de us, but our minds ra-rely do.

Wha-te-ver her ori-gins, she mo-ved thro-ugh the tun-nel asif it we-rean ais-lein Sak’ s-boldly and
com-for-tably. | fol-lo-wed and Ni-ko pul-led up the re-ar. Every fif-te-en mi-nu-tes or so, Nik and |
wo-uld switch off, but we kept Pro-mi-se, her flash-light now tur-ned off, in thele-ad. Vam-pi-re night
Vi-Si-on was bet-ter than both of ours put to-get-her. When the re-ve-nants ca-me, she spot-ted them
se-ve-ra se-conds be-fo-rewe did and ra-ised ahand to halt usin our tracks.

Tolo-ok at, they we-ren’t so dif-fe-rent from the body parts that had be-en car-ri-ed our
way-de-com-po-sing and hi-de-o-usto be-hold. Na-tu-re’ simi-ta-ti-on of acorp-se-dick
put-rid-agppe-aring flesh, whi-te-fil-med eyes, and yd-lo-wed, rot-ting te-eth frasmed by blo-od-less
gums and a de-ad black ton-gue. So-me of them wo-refilthy clot-hing; so-me of them wo-re not-hing at



al. An anato-mi-ca-ly cor-rect re-ve-nant is not-hing to wri-te ho-me abo-ut. . .li-te-ra-ly. With dl
the-ir smo-oth mot-tled flesh, | had no idea how to tell the dif-fe-ren-ce bet-we-en ma-le and fe-ma-le.
But kno-wing how to kill them wasin-fo eno-ugh.

It wasn't too dif-fi-cult.. . kil-ling them. Alt-ho-ugh, if you just chop-ped a pi-ece off, it wo-uld grow
back-gi-ven eno-ugh ti-me. Simp-le minds, smp-le ner-vo-us systems, Ni-ko had exp-la-ined
dis-para-gingly. Up-right sa-la-man-ders with an at-ti-tu-de, that’ swhat | sa-id. Bot-tom li-ne, not that
hard to kill, but if you didn’t fi-nish the job, are-ven-ge-se-eking re-ve-nant wo-uld show up afew
months la-ter spor-ting new limbs and ahard-on for alit-tle mu-ti-la-ti-on of hisown. Themot-tois
“Ma-ke su-re the imi-ta-ti-on de-ad are the ge-nu-ine de-ad.”

So, when the first re-ve-nant ap-pe-ared in-to the we-ak oran-ge light ahe-ad of us, | wasn't
wor-ri-ed. When the next fi-ve sho-wed them-sdl-ves, | only pul-led my Glock. | wasn't was-ting the
.50 and ex-pen-s-ve ro-unds on the-se guys. But when the fol-lo-wing six-te-en dunk in-to sight, | did
spend the ti-meto be gra-te-ful that | didn’t see Saw-ney with them. A re-ve-nant wasawalk in the
park, aco-up-le of re-ve-nants...ca-ke, but twenty-two? I’ d be-en ac-cu-sed of be-ing alit-tle cocky,
but | wasn't stu-pid. Cer-tarinly not that stu-pid. Twenty-two was go-ing to be awor-ko-ut, no way
aro-und it. Be-ca-use re-ve-nants, when they wan-ted to be, we-refast. They we-ren’t the che-etahs of
the pre-ter-na-tu-ral world, but they we-re the hye-nas. The-ir as-ses co-uld mo-ve.

Ni-ko, ad-ways up for alit-tle aero-bic exer-ci-se, had left the cel-lo ca-se be-hind at ajunc-ti-on of
se-ve-ra tun-nels and now hef-ted hisaxe. “How un-for-tu-na-te for them that they can’t reg-row the-ir
he-ad.” Which wasthe pla-ce to aim on are-ve-nant. If they had ahe-art, | had no ideawhe-re it was.
The-ir cir-cu-la-tory system was alot mo-re pri-mi-ti-ve than ahu-man’s. Wha-te-ver pum-ped the-ir
vi-td flu-ids didn’t se-em to be cent-ra-li-zed, and ta-king out the brarin, a la every zom-bie mo-vie
ever ma-de, was yo-ur best bet.

They we-re unu-su-al-ly qu-i-et asthey ca-me. Re-ve-nants we-ren't the big-gest tal-kers aro-und, but
they we-ren’t abo-ve the oc-ca-g-ona din-ner con-ver-sa-ti-on...of the usu-a “I’ll rip you to shreds
and enj-oy every mo-uth-ful” type. Not the-se, tho-ugh...they we-re s-lent and comp-le-tely on-task.
Saw-ney ap-pe-ared to be amons-ter who varlu-ed dis-cip-li-nein his clan. The-re was no spe-aking,
only de-ter-mi-ned whi-te eyes, and aran-dom jag-ged la-ugh he-re and the-re.

Which was dis-tur-bing in itsown right. Be-ca-use that la-ugh. . .that crazy, ner-ve jang-ling,
comp-le-tely over-the-edge-and-dog-pad-dling-in-the-pit-of-insa-nity cack-le...was pu-re Saw-ney
Be-ane. “ So-und farmi-li-ar?’ | mur-mu-red to Nik.

“Yes” heanswe-red flatly. “ Yes, it do-es.”

That’swhen they spo-ke. Every last one of them...s-mul-ta-ne-o-udly.

“Tra-ve-lers”

Okay, that was cre-epy. I'd se-en alot of shit in my day, but that was de-fi-ni-tely pretty damn fre-aky,
but wor-se? It was Saw-ney’ svo-ice...amost. Not exactly, but li-ke a dis-tor-ted ec-ho of it.

| shot the le-ad one in the he-ad and he-ard anot-her ec-ho-thisti-mein my mind. He d sa-id | tas-ted
li-kein-sa-nity. And | wasn't. | wasn't li-ke that. Wasn't li-ke him or the Aup-he. | ga-ve asi-lent snarl
and fi-red aga-in, the flash-light in my ot-her hand. Af-ter that they we-re on us and the gun was no
lon-ger the best op-ti-on. They we-re too clo-se, mo-ist skin aga-inst my clot-hes. Ni-ko was swin-ging
his axe with de-vas-ta-ting ef-fect and Pro-mi-se had asword-sil-ver, den-der, and de-adly. The onel
drew was mo-re along the li-nes of a Ro-man short sword. Long eno-ugh to ta-ke off a he-ad, short
enc-ugh for clo-se qu-ar-ters. Ugly, but func-ti-ond ... much li-ke the re-ve-nants them-sdl-ves.

| pus-hed hard at the one on me, sho-ving it away be-fo-re di-cing open itsgut. That didn’t kill it, but
the wo-und dist-rac-ted it long eno-ugh to let me whirl and ta-ke the he-ad off the one co-ming from my
ot-her s-de. Par-ti-al-ly any-way. Anot-her two chops and then | flip-ped the first one over my
sho-ul-der. | co-uld fe-dl the drench of wharte-ver flu-id es-ca-ping his di-ced guts hit my back. It was
hot, dick, and that was mo-re than | ever wan-ted to know abo-ut the in-ter-nal ju-ices of are-ve-nant.

From the cor-ner of my eye | saw Pro-mi-se ta-ke the he-ad of one re-ve-nant with her sword whi-le
tos-sng anot-her of the cre-atu-resfif-te-en fe-et stra-ight up to smash agaring the ce-iling of the tun-nel.
A third hit her as she hand-led thefirst two and to-ok her down to di-sap-pe-ar un-der the warter. | only



had ti-me to ta-ke one step to-ward her be-fo-re she sur-fa-ced...ao-ne. Threefor her, threefor me, at
le-ast six for Nik, which left only ten.

Unless you co-un-ted the next twenty that ap-pe-ared from the glo-om.

And be-hind tho-se...1 stop-ped co-un-ting. When it ca-me to mat-he-matics, the-re we-re three
nu-me-ri-ca con-cepts | wasin-te-res-ted in: ba-rely worth the ti-me, do-ab-le, and stra-te-gic fuc-king
ret-re-at. | didn’'t ne-ed a cal-cu-la-tor to know we we-re |o-oking at the lat-ter.

“Pro-mi-se, go,” Ni-ko rap-ped. “Cal, co-ver us.”

“Got it.” The big gun was co-ming out af-ter al. | pul-led out the .50 and emp-ti-ed the clip. | hit the
re-ve-nantsin the le-ad and con-cent-ra-ted the rest of my fi-re on the ce-iling. It didn’t fall, but chunks
of itdid.

Bet-we-en that and the he-ads of the-ir com-pa-ni-ons exp-lo-ding li-ke a Fo-urth of July event go-ne
catast-rop-hi-cal-ly wrong, they did he-s-tarte dightly. It was eno-ugh to gi-ve us ahe-ad start and we
to-ok it. | stop-ped on-ce mo-re in my he-ad-long rush to di-de anot-her clip ho-me and fi-re age-in.
Nor-ma-ly thiswo-uld ve be-en eno-ugh to put off agro-up of re-ve-nants, even onethislar-ge. They
we-ren't bright, but they we-ren’t usu-a-ly su-ici-da et-her.

The-sewe-re dif-fe-rent. Saw-ney, not the-ir own ins-tincts and in-tel-li-gen-ce, cont-rol-led them. |
didn’t know if it was thro-ugh she-er for-ce of hisma-ni-acal per-so-nadlity or thro-ugh so-met-hing
mo-re un-natu-rd inits do-mi-na-ti-on. And in the end, the“how” didn’'t re-a-ly mat-ter; it wasthe
re-sultsthat con-cer-ned me. The onesthat we-re left kept co-ming and co-ming, no mat-ter how many |
drop-ped. The-rewe-re pro-bably clo-seto thirty-fi-ve to forty of them still re-marining by theti-mel
ran out of the exp-lo-9-ve ro-unds.

“Cal

“I’'m co-ming.” | tur-ned and ran aga-in. Ni-ko was wariting a short dis-tan-ce ahe-ad as | splas-hed
along. There-ve-nantswe-ren’t far be-hind me...li-ke I’ d sa-id, they we-refast. “ All out of the go-od
shit,” | pan-ted as we both ra-ced along. Aswe ap-pro-ac-hed, Pro-mi-se sto-od till in asickly po-ol
of ye-low light by ame-td do-or she’ d pri-ed open. | saw the re-marins of the lock han-ging,
shat-te-red by her de-cep-ti-vely dim hands. It was ni-ce ha-ving avam-pi-re on yo-ur S-dewhen it
cameto bre-aking and en-te-ring, es-pe-ci-a-ly when the bre-aka-ge in-vol-ved was fa-irly high.

“Thisway,” she said, se-emingly unt-ro-ub-led by the hor-de be-hind us. Asthe three of us pas-sed
thro-ugh, she dam-med it be-hind us and tur-ned the hand-le with aflick of her wrist. That flick ledto a
cre-aking of me-tal and one se-ri-o-udy jam-med do-or. Body af-ter body hit it be-hind us. It held, but it
wo-uldn’'t for long. We didn't wait aro-und to ti-meit. Thistun-nel was hig-her than the ot-her, the
warter only ank-le de-ep.

“Think Saw-ney is making this his per-ma-nent he-ad-qu-ar-ters?’ | as-ked aswe mo-ved. We
ne-eded him to set-tlein, to cho-ose his ter-ri-tory-the one he wo-uldn’t be ab-le to aban-don. The one
he' d be for-ced by his own na-tu-re to stick aro-und in so we co-uld kick his ass, the ho-mehe'd
de-fend to the de-ath...ho-pe-ful-ly his.

“Dif-fi-cult to say. He slong-li-ved and the long-li-ved tend to be ca-uti-o-us. Es-pe-ci-a-ly, |
ima-gi-ne, tho-se who' ve be-en bur-ned to de-ath.” Ni-ko had do-wed to afast |o-pe and Pro-mi-se
and | fol-lo-wed su-it. “Even if that de-ath was only tem-po-rary. | think it smo-reli-kely he'll try
se-ve-ra |o-cati-ons be-fo-re cho-osng the one most su-ited to his par-ti-cu-lar li-festy-le.”

If you co-uld cdl edting ran-dom stran-gers ali-festy-le-can-ni-ba-lis-ti-ca-ly inc-li-ned se-eks
open-min-ded ca-ve dwel-ler. No ve-ge-ta-ri-ans ple-ase.

Nik’s conc-lu-gi-on wasn't what | wan-ted to he-ar, but he was pro-bably right. Saw-ney was
cun-ning. Hewasn't go-ing to pick a pla-ce wit-ho-ut chec-king out al his op-ti-ons. Asfor the
re-ve-nants..."We re go-ing to ne-ed mo-refi-re-po-wer or mo-re hands or both,” 1 po-in-ted out. “I
swe-ar, that son of abitch has every last re-ve-nant in the city wor-king for him. Theli-ne at Mons-ter
Man-po-wer must be short as hell now.”

In the dis-tan-ce, | he-ard the so-und of ame-tal do-or dam-ming back aga-inst conc-re-te, and it was
ti-me for mo-re se-ri-o-us run-ning-not to men-ti-on alit-tle se-ri-o-us cur-sing. By the ti-mewe
re-ac-hed one of the tun-nels clo-se to the sur-fa-ce, | was torn bet-we-en bar-fing up alung and lying



down to die of awel-co-me he-art at-tack. Damn, tho-se bas-tards co-uld run. They’d pul-led back at
the last se-cond when we' d fi-nd-ly re-ac-hed the lights and so-unds of ci-vi-li-za-ti-on. It was ago-od
thing we we-ren’t in ac-ti-ve tun-nels. Varul-ting off the ra-il fol-lo-wed by amob of ra-ve-no-us
re-ve-nants wo-uld’ ve ru-ined the eve-ning of any ave-ra-ge com-mu-ter who hap-pe-ned to be
gan-ding on the plat-form.

| sat on theflo-or and le-aned aga-ingt asqu-are pil-lar. “ Enter” -1 whe-ezed-“ta-ining.”

Vam-pi-res did bre-at-he. They we-ren’t de-ad, un-de-ad, any of that-a com-mon mis-con-cep-ti-on,
no mat-ter how much it ma-de for go-od li-te-ra-tu-re. They did ha-ve alar-ger lung ca-pa-city than
hu-mans, tho-ugh. Pro-mi-se was ba-rely bre-at-hing de-eply. At le-ast Ni-ko, who tho-ught the New
Y ork Marrat-hon was for tho-se wit-ho-ut the com-mit-ment for ge-nu-ine exer-ci-se, was pul-ling in
the oc-ca-s-ona he-avy bre-ath of hisown. It ma-de mefe-el alit-tle bet-ter abo-ut my bur-ning chest.

“S0...” | suc-ked in abre-ath and the oxy-gen dep-ri-varti-on spots be-gan to fa-de aro-und the
ed-ges of my vi-g-on. “What now?’

“That isago-od qu-es-ti-on.” Ni-ko lo-oked back to-ward the tun-nel. “A very go-od qu-es-ti-on
in-de-ed.”

12

Charity work inthe tun-nelsdidn’t me-an | got to skip the “day job.” Two ho-ursla-ter I'd cle-aned
up af-ter thetun-nel bat-tle, was back at the bar, and fa-cing so-met-hing wor-se than a hor-de of
hungry re-ve-nants. A who-le lot damn wor-se.

“Let metdl you agory.”

Go-od-fel-low was drunk. Not buz-zed, not alit-tle lo-ose, but ab-so-lu-tely shit-fa-ced. I'd long lost
co-unt of the num-ber of drinks he had. What was the po-int? He ne-ver pa-id for them
any-way-anot-her way of thum-bing hisno-se at Is-hi-ah.

“How abo-ut | tell you one? It’ s abo-ut the mo-ron who got |o-aded when the-re was so-me-one out
the-retrying tokill him.” 1 kept my eyeson therest of the bar. | d-waysdid, but thisti-mel did it witha
men-tal tar-get bran-ded on every pat-ron’ s vul-ne-rab-le are-as. Ro-bin se-emed to ha-ve for-got-ten
abo-ut the at-tempts on hisli-fe, but | hadn't.

“Why don't you stop ser-ving him?” Is-hi-ah sa-id at my sho-ul-der be-fo-refi-nis-hing acidly,

“ Altho-ugh the d-co-ho-lic fu-mes ema-na-ting from his po-res sho-uld drop any cre-atu-reinits
tracks.”

“I tri-ed. He thre-ate-ned to go so-mew-he-re el-se and guz-zle.” | chec-ked my watch. It was ne-arly
three thirty am. I’ d go-ne to the apart-ment to chan-ge af-ter the tun-nel fi-as-co, then had co-meto
work. I'd be-en de-ad on my fe-et be-fo-re | even got the-re. Now | was won-de-ring just how
dif-fi-cult it wo-uld be to drag the puck back ho-me with me, be-ca-use it was do-ubt-ful he was up for
figh-ting off afo-ot fun-gus, much lessyo-ur ge-ne-ric in-hu-man kil-ling mac-hi-ne. The tho-ught didn’t
ma-ke mefe-d any lessbe-at. “At le-ast | can ke-ep an eye on him he-re”

“And why do you bot-her? Most do not. He' s an ext-ra-or-di-nary amo-unt of tro-ub-le. He al-ways
has be-en. He a-wayswill be.” It was sa-id wit-ho-ut an-ger or ac-cu-sa-ti-on. Is-hi-ah sa-id it asif it
we-re not-hing mo-re than the truth-the sky is blue, the earth isro-und. Ne-it-her go-od, nor bad. It
simply was what it was. Alt-ho-ugh the-re did se-em to be atra-ce of mo-re per-so-na ob-ser-va-ti-on
of this par-ti-cu-lar puck than smp-le ge-ne-ra know-led-ge of the ra-ce at lar-ge.

“Hesaved my li-fe.” | carught the glassthat ca-me tumb-ling thro-ugh the air ac-ross the bar, re-fil-led
it, and set it back in front of Ro-bin. “He sto-od with me and Nik aga-inst so-me pretty nasty shit when
he damn well sho-uld’ ve run the ot-her way.” 1 wo-uld ha-ve. At theti-me| didn’t gi-ve a shit abo-ut
an-yo-ne but Nik and mysdf. Go-od-fel-low, the ul-ti-ma-te salf-ser-ving cre-atu-re, had ri-sen abo-ve
inaway | know | wo-uldn’t ha-ve. Not then.

“Ro-bin’s chan-ging. Af-ter dl thisti-me.” | co-uldn’t re-ad the emo-ti-on on Is-hi-ah’sfa-ce. A co-ma
vic-tim wasn't as de-ad-pan as my boss co-uld be when he wan-ted. Wha-te-ver lur-ked be-hind the
cur-rent stony fa-ca-de waswell hid-den, but from the phra-se “ after dl thisti-me,” | co-uld gu-ess.



“And | do ha-ve many ye-ars of pers-pec-ti-ve on our fri-end,” Is-hi-ah ap-pri-sed us as he stu-di-ed
Go-od-fel-low’ s dum-ped form. “Mo-re than he wo-uld pro-bably li-ke, and | don't me-anthat ina

Hedidn't get a chan-ceto fi-nish. Ro-bin had star-ted tal-king aga-in, se-eming ob-li-vi-o-us of both
Is-hi-ah and the crowd no-ise that swel-led at his back li-keawa-ve. “Let metdl you astory,” he
mut-te-red in-to his glass.

Se-cond ver-se, ssme asthe fird.

“Ye-ah,” | gro-aned. “ Y ou’ ve be-en tel-ling it aw-hi-le now.” And he' d yet to get past the word
“sory.”

“This gory”-his ga-ze me-an-de-red up, then in an un-cer-ta-in circ-le un-til it ma-na-ged to find me
and at-temp-ted to scorch me with afuzzy gla-re-“fe-atu-resagod of un-pa-ra-le-led charm,
un-sur-pas-sed wit, with ama-le be-a-uty un-se-en in this or any ot-her world...” He to-ok anot-her
swa-low of hisdrink. “And who was hung li-ke the Tro-j-an hor-se.”

“Nore-lati-onto you, I'm su-re,” | com-men-ted blandly.

I shi-ah had mo-ved from my back to be-si-de me at the bar to say with qu-i-et in-ten-sity, “Ro-bin,
you don’t want to tell thisone.”

It was rat-her se-ri-o-us talk for what so-un-ded li-ke one of Go-od-fel-low’ s usu-a cock-and-bull
sto-ri-es-he-avy on the cock, light on the truth. His gla-re ex-pan-ding to inc-lu-de Is-hi-ah, heig-no-red
the war-ning and went on. “And thisgod, so very per-fect in every damn way ashe' d bethefirst to tell
you, met ape-op-le. Warm, fri-endly, open-min-ded...aways aplus...and too un-be-li-evably stu-pid
to pos-sibly kn-"

“Eno-ugh!” Is-hi-ah’s hand dam-med down on the bar with afor-ce that tem-po-racrily hal-ted all
con-ver-sa-ti-on in the ro-om. If he had ac-tu-a-ly be-en fe-eling so-me sort of sartis-fac-ti-on, it was
go-ne now. Hiswingswe-re vi-sb-le aswell and that wasn't ago-od sign. “ Ca-li-ban, ta-ke him out of
he-re now. Do not let him ne-ar anot-her drop of a-co-hol. And”-as he le-aned in to-ward Ro-bin, the
scar at hisjaw blanc-hed bo-ne whi-te-“if this se-emsto be aprob-lem for you, Puck, if you wish to be
dif-fi-cult, I'll be happy to help yo-ur fri-end carry yo-ur shift-less, cor-rupt, and un-con-s-ci-o-us body
out of he-re”

The next few mi-nu-tes pro-ved to be ale-ar-ning ex-pe-ri-en-ce.

First: Bar fights are the sa=me, hu-man or ot-her-wi-se. The ent-hu-s-asmisiden-ti-cal; only thele-vel
of vi-olen-ce chan-ges. Se-cond: Pe-ris can fly. Re-d-ly. Third: Pe-ris, flying or gro-un-ded, ha-ve
hel-la-ci-o-us tem-pers. Fo-ur: Pucks don't let an-yo-netell them what to do. Fi-ve: Even blind drunk,
sa-id pucks can kick so-me se-ri-o-us ass.

Be-fo-reit wasdl over, the-rewe-re chunks of fur, sca-les, fe-at-hers, and so-methings| didn’t
re-cog-ni-ze lit-te-ring the flo-or. The-re we-re al-so po-ols of blo-od and splat-ters of vo-mit, all
co-ve-red with the glit-ter of shat-te-red glassin an unp-le-asant ka-le-idos-co-pe that | had no
in-ten-ti-on of cle-aning up. Fi-na-ly, the-rewe-rels-hi-ah and Dan-ye-d. They we-reflin-ging
drun-ken figh-ters thro-ugh the do-or whi-le ho-ve-ring in mi-da-ir with wings fi-er-cely be-ating, and it
was so-met-hing to see: The bib-li-cal exit from Eden me-ets a ca-ged de-ath match. | pus-hed up, sat
on the bar, drank half abe-er, and enj-oyed the show. Me-anw-hi-le, Go-od-fel-low to-ok on two
wol-veswith abar sto-ol and a glass mug. Onefur ball en-ded up cho-king on gro-und glass, whi-le the
ot-her po-or fuzzy bas-tard en-ded up im-pa-led with awo-oden sto-ol leg. Both wo-uld
li-ve...we-re-wol-ves we-re sturdy.

“I chd-len-geyou dl.” One of the re-ma-ining legs of the sto-ol waswa-ved aoft, Ex-cali-bur in the
hands of Art-hur. Af-ter dl, if an-yo-ne co-uld've se-du-ced it out of the Lady of the La-ke, it wo-uld be
Ro-bin. “Every last one of you im-po-tent, parra-Si-te-rid-den, Y e-ti-toe-lo-ving...yes, | sa-idit. You
suck the-ir hairy to-es. Y ou suck them with enor-mo-us re-lish. Now co-me to me! Co-meto me,
you...ga-ma mou,” he ab-ruptly cur-sed, and duc-ked.

| was ta-king anot-her swal-low rich in hopswhen | de-ci-ding duc-king wasn't such abad idea. Asl
did, Dan-ye-d ca-me hurt-ling over my he-ad. He hit the wall be-hind the bar wings-first and did down.
He twitc-hed on-ce, then lay fro-zen, cop-per he-ad til-ted to one S-de, but eyes still blin-king Sowly.



The Amadan who' d do-ne the thro-wing star-ted to-ward the bar to fi-nish the job. Amadan, so-me sort
of facery if | reemem-be-red right, we-re nasty. They exc-re-ted ave-nom thro-ugh the-ir skin. One
to-uch and you' d be pa-raly-zed for at le-ast an ho-ur. It ma-de hand-to-hand com-bat rat-her tricky, as
Dan-ye-a had be-en so help-ful in de-monst-ra-ting. Hand-to-hand com-bat al-ways had be-en
se-ri-0-udy over-ra-ted in my bo-ok. | pul-led the Glock, po-in-ted it bet-we-en opa-li-ne a-mond
eyes, and pe-eled my lips back in awel-co-ming grin. “Inte-resting fact. | get pa-id whet-her the
cus-to-mersare di-ve or not.”

With shi-ning warves of sil-ver and black heir, lit-he fi-gu-res, and ever-chan-ging eyes, the Amadan
we-re the su-per-mo-dels of the un-na-tu-ral world. Skinny, hungry as hell, and co-uldn’t buy abra-in
cell with abuc-ket-ful of cre-dit cards. For-tu-na-tely for this one, he was ca-pab-le of wrap-ping the
empty spa-ce bet-we-en his ears aro-und the fact that a bul-let bo-un-cing abo-ut in the con-fi-nes of his
skull might be un-de-si-rab-le. He fa-ded back in-to the se-et-hing mass of the crowd, ever-yo-ne he
to-uc-hed skin to skin fal-ling at hisfe-et as he mo-ved.

Go-od-fd-low, who had fa-len du-ring his lun-ge to avo-id Danny, was stag-ge-ring back up and till
lo-oking to de-fend King and Co-untry. “Co-meto me...” Then as Ca-me-lot fell, so did Ro-bin. |
ca-ught him by the back of his shirt be-fo-re he hit the flo-or. His he-ad hung as dackly asthat of the
paray-zed Dan-ye-a with his chin res-ting on his chest. He was out cold, but un-cons-ci-o-us or not,
he still kept tal-king. “1 wasagod,” came the ba-rely de-cip-he-rab-le mur-mur.

“I'msu-reyouwe-re,” | snor-ted as | pul-led him up and over the bar. De-po-g-ting himin re-la-ti-ve
sa-fety be-9-de Dan-ye-d, | went to help Is-hi-ah shut the pla-ce down. What was l€ft of it.

Two ho-ursla-ter | was ho-me, Go-od-fel-low was on the co-uch, and | ba-rely ma-deit to bed. |
pa-used only to to-uch the bar-ret-te on my dres-ser. A re-min-der...apro-mi-seto ade-ad lit-tle girl.
Ne-it-her Nik nor | had ever got-ten to be anor-mal kid with anor-mal li-fe. Ours had be-en ta-ken
away be-fo-re we even had one. Thisgirl’s had be-en ta-ken away too, and in afar mo-re bru-tal
fas-hi-on. | wasn't go-ing to for-get that and | wasn't go-ing to for-get her.

| strip-ped, fell in-to bed, and fi-ve se-conds la-ter was lis-te-ning to Ni-ko exp-la-in hisplan. At le-ast
it se-emed li-ke fi-ve se-conds-six, if you we-re ge-ne-ro-us. De-fi-ni-tely not the ho-ursit had be-en.
Blin-king agaringt harsh day-light, | felt the co-ol rub of the she-et agarinst my fa-ce and roc-ked allit-tle
a the firm nud-ge to my sho-ul-der. “Then we' re cle-ar?’ Ni-ko said.

“What? Ye-ah. Cle-ar,” | mumb-led. “Crystd. Bye.”

“Y ou’ ve com-mit-ted every word to me-mory?’

“Right next to ‘ The Ro-ad Not Ta-ken.” Swe-ar.” | rol-led over and pul-led the she-et over my he-ad.
| hadn’t he-ard Nik co-mein or the do-or shut-ting. It didn’t worry me. | hadn’t he-ard him pre-ci-sdly
be-ca-use he was Nik. The do-or wo-uld’ ve be-en shut with comp-le-te Si-len-ce, and | tu-ned out the
so-und of the key tur-ning in the lock as only he, Pro-mi-se, and Ro-bin had akey. If I'd he-ard a
dif-fe-rent so-und, the ste-dthy one of claws skit-te-ring aga-inst wo-od or the scra-pe of ame-tal pick
aga-inst the lock, I'd ha-ve wo-ken up ins-tantly. | wo-uldn’'t ha-ve ans-we-red that do-or alo-ne
eit-her. | dept with akni-fe un-der my pil-low, a gun un-der the mat-tress, and a sword un-der the bed.
If I co-uld ha-ve lit-ter-box-trarined an a-li-ga-tor, | wo-uld' ve had one of tho-se un-der the-re aswell.

But sin-ce my sub-cons-ci-o-us did know it was Ni-ko-he-re we we-re. I’ d dept thro-ugh the plan and
was at-temp-ting to de-ep thro-ugh the post-ga-me. | knew bet-ter, but ho-pe and la-zi-ness spring
eter-nal.

“Go-od. Then I'll le-ave the rec-ru-iting the bog-gle up to you.”

That wo-ke methe hell up. A buc-ket of ice warter and a shot of ad-re-na-li-ne co-uldn’t ha-ve do-ne
it any fas-ter. | rol-led back and pro-pel-led up to asit-ting po-s-ti-on. “No,” | re-fu-sed as qu-ickly as
| co-uld snap the word out. “We ag-re-ed. No mo-re bog-gles.”

“Did we?’ He had sho-we-red at Pro-mi-se's. Damp blond hair, clo-saly sha-ved fa-ce-the go-atee
of se-ve-ral months pri-or had di-sap-pe-ared not too long ago. The-re wasthe smell of adif-fe-rent
sham-poo, but the scent of the so-ap was the sa-me as what we had in our bath-ro-om. So-me sort of
al-na-tu-ra her-ba, go-at-milk con-coc-ti-on wit-ho-ut the farin-test tin-ge of ar-ti-fi-ci-a che-mi-cals.
| didn’'t know whe-rehegot it. | just used it and went on with my li-fe. Pro-mi-se ob-vi-o-udy did know



which sto-re sold it or Nik had star-ted tacking stuff over with him. Eit-her way...

| gave him acro-oked grin. “Y ou’'re nes-ting, Cyra-no. That's cu-te ashell.” The de-g-reto yank his
chain fa-ded as qu-ickly asit had co-me. “ And, ye-ah, we did ag-ree. No mo-re god-damn bog-gles.”
I’d on-ce hi-red we-re-wol-ves to kill Ge-or-ge when | was “under the inf-lu-en-c€’ so to spe-ak. And
I’d do-ne the sa=me to Ni-ko and Ro-bin, un-der the sa=me inf-lu-en-ce, using abog-gle ins-te-ad.
Ni-ne fe-et of sca-les, mud, and kil-ling fury, abog-gle didn’t ha-ve to be pus-hed very hard to do what
was d-re-ady na-tu-ra ins-tinct. That I’ d per-so-nal-ly known that par-ti-cu-lar bog-gle had only ma-de
it easi-€r.

“It wasn't you,” my brot-her sa-id, kno-wing the twis-ted la-ne my me-mo-ri-es had tra-ve-led down,
“and this bog-gle won't be that one.”

“Why are we tal-king abo-ut bog-gles any-way? Shit.” | swung my legsto the flo-or and res-ted my
he-ad in my hands. “What wasthat plan aga-in?’

Asplanswent, it was smp-le. Ni-ko had ne-ver felt the ne-ed to over-comp-li-ca-te. The mo-re
tang-led the ap-pro-ach, the equ-a-ly tang-led yo-ur body parts we-re li-kely to bewhen it al went
wrong. The-re we-re mo-re re-ve-nants in the tun-nels than we co-uld hand-le; the-re-fo-rewe’'d do a
lit-tle rec-ru-iting. The-re we-re tho-se who wo-uldn’t mind snac-king on a hor-de of re-ve-nants....that
wo-uld be pay eno-ugh for them. Then the-re we-re afew spe-ci-es who hap-pe-ned to li-ke mo-ney
and ex-pen-s-vethings.

Bog-gles, for one, we-re suc-kersfor jewery. Gold, sil-ver, pre-ci-o-us or se-mip-re-ci-o-us, aslong
asit was bright and shiny, they co-ve-ted it. It was rat-her amu-sing to see ahu-ge hul-king fi-gu-re
cares-ang chunky gold charinsthat wo-uld ba-rely fit aro-und one of his enor-mo-usfin-gers. Go-od
for achuck-le, right up un-til you re-mem-be-red whe-re the jewelry ca-me from: pe-op-le.

“Sin-ce when do we de-pend on an-yo-ne but our-sal-ves?’ | lo-oked up. “And what are we go-ing to
pay? We go-ing to hock yo-ur to-fu col-lec-ti-on?’

“Sin-ce do-ing it do-ne co-uld ta-ke us months or get uskil-led. Asfor fi-nan-ci-a in-cen-ti-ve,
Pro-mi-se says she has far mo-re jewelry than she co-uld we-ar in two li-fe-ti-mes. Vam-pi-re
li-fe-ti-mes,” he ad-ded with a qu-ir-ked eyeb-row.

A bog-gle wo-uld de-fi-ni-tely de-mand a go-od chunk of Pro-mi-se's col-lec-ti-on. Se-emed fair.
She had got-ten usin-vol-ved in this bit of com-mu-nity ser-vi-ce. On-ce it was de-ter-mi-ned Saw-ney
was out of the mu-se-um, Sang-ri-da hadn’t se-emed to con-si-der it her prob-lem any lon-ger. She'd
was-hed her Vaky-rie hands and tur-ned her at-ten-ti-on to cle-aning up her sir-rushs-plat-te-red
ba-se-ment. And Pro-mi-se co-uldn’t jus-tify anyt-hing to the rest of the hu-man bo-ard of di-rec-tors
ot-her than the “re-ward” mo-ney for in-for-ma-ti-on, and the re-ward mo-ney wasn't re-al-ly eno-ugh
to ma-ke it worth our whi-le fol-lo-wing Saw-ney’ s da-ugh-ter from be-gin-ning to end. Y et he-rewe
we-re.

Back in the old days when we we-re on the run, we' d be-en right aong with Sang-ri-da-not our
res-pon-g-bi-lity, not our prob-lem.

When had that chan-ged?

“We can a-s0 en-list afew wol-ves. We re not po-pu-lar with the Kin, but not all we-re-wol-ves are
Kin.”

True-tho-ugh the bet-ter figh-tersten-ded to be. “Okay, wol-ves arefi-ne. Wol-ves, | get.” | hadn’t
had the op-por-tu-nity to avo-id wol-vesin the past ye-ar li-ke | had bog-gles. Wol-veswe-re
everyw-he-re. Let aprob-lem with them get to you and you wo-uldn’t be ab-le to le-ave the apart-ment.
“But the-re' s pro-bably only one bog-gle in the park.” They we-re tre-men-do-udy ter-ri-to-ri-a.
Cent-ra Park wo-uld only be big eno-ugh for two, and Ni-ko and Ro-bin had a-re-ady kil-led the one
we knew of. “Just oneisn't worth the tro-ub-le.” 1t was alie. One bog-gle ao-ne co-uld ta-ke out his
we-ight in re-ve-nants.

“It' sworth the tro-ub-le,” Nik cor-rec-ted with pa-ti-en-ce, but as his pa-ti-en-ce ten-ded to be of the
ironc-lad va-ri-ety, it didn’'t do me much go-od.

| tigh-te-ned my lips. The bog-gle had not-hing to do with the re-ve-nants. We co-uld hi-re do-ub-le
the wol-ves, hs-gos, or who-ever &-se we ca-me ac-ross. No, this was abo-ut me. | was get-ting over



Dark-ling and it was ti-me to do the sa-me with bog-gles. “ Jesus, fi-ne,” | sur-ren-de-red with ill
tem-per. “I'll de-li-ver the in-vi-ta-ti-on. Happy?’

“Actu-a-ly smug wo-uld be mo-re pre-ci-se. Now” -he tos-sed me a shirt from my bu-re-au-“the-reis
apo-ol of puck vo-mit on theli-ving ro-om flo-or. Enj-oy.”

| did not.

| ne-it-her enj-oyed it nor cle-aned it up. | dap-ped a scrub brush in the dack hand of a ble-ary-eyed,
swe-aring, and pain-ful-ly so-ber Go-od-fel-low be-fo-re sho-we-ring, and ta-king off in-to the
la-te-mor-ning sun. It was an unu-su-al-ly warm day for No-vem-ber and | wo-uld' ve be-en ab-le to get
by with only aT-shirt aslong as| didn’t mind my hols-ter sho-wing. | min-ded, and | tho-ught New
Y ork’ sfi-nest pro-bably wo-uld aswdll. | en-ded up we-aring the light-we-ight we-at-he-red de-nim
jac-ket that | wo-rein the sum-mer for the sa-me pur-po-se. Asfor Ni-ko, as ac-ces-so-ri-es went, |
wasn't su-reif he co-un-ted as sum-mer or fal. | wasn't the type of guy in-to lug-ging aro-und ext-ra
crap un-lessit was awe-gpon, at-ho-ugh Nik de-fi-ni-tely did fall in-to that ca-te-gory. “I’'mtrying to
think of you as aback-pack or alit-tle dog in ani-njaout-fit,” | sa-id fi-nal-ly, “but it's not wor-king. |
tho-ught | was sup-po-sed to do this mysdlf. To-ugh lo-ve and al that shit.”

“Cd,” heres-pon-ded with vast to-le-ran-ce for my idi-ocy, “it isabog-gle.”

“Je-sus,” | grow-led. Thre-ading thro-ugh the crow-ded si-de-walk, | plan-ted arib-crac-king el-bow
in-to the ribs of awell-dres-sed parle man with asatc-hel, aRo-lex, and hung-rily twitc-hing fin-gers
who was fol-lo-wing with vo-ra-ci-o-us in-tent an ob-li-vi-o-us thir-te-en-ye-ar-old girl. He stumb-led,
snar-led, and fa-ded back. He co-uld’ ve be-en hu-man; he co-uld' ve be-en so-met-hing €l-se.
So-me-ti-mes you can't tell the mons-ters from the ma-ni-acs, and so-me-ti-mesthe-re'sno
dif-fe-ren-ceat al.

Bog-gles ca-me down on the mons-ter si-de. They we-ren’t smart, but they we-ren’t stu-pid. They
we-re dri-ven by lo-gi-ca ne-eds. gre-ed and hun-ger. Y ou co-uld re-ason with abog-gle...aslong as
you we-re on equ-a fo-oting. We d larid that gro-und-work with our bog-gle, at-ho-ughinthe end it
hadn’t wor-ked out too well for eit-her party, but this ot-her bog-gle-he was new ter-ri-tory. Fri-end,
foe, or fo-od, we' d ha-veto pro-veit al over aga-in.

Weto-ok the 6 tra-in up-town from As-tor Pla-ce, got off ne-ar the park, and wal-ked east, enj-oying
the sun. In the park, free of the city’ s crush of hu-marnity du-ring the we-ek, I’ d be ab-le to smell the
bog-gle out. It might ta-ke awhi-le and mo-re exer-ci-sethan | ca-red to in-vest, but | co-uld do it. That
was the easy part. Af-ter that, it was hard to say what wo-uld hap-pen. An in-vi-ta-ti-on to party with
re-ve-nantsin asub-way tun-nel, that wasn't ne-ces-sa-rily a uni-ver-sa pas-s-on, whet-her you got
parid for it or not. Bog-gles we-re ho-me-bo-di-es aswell. But if ba-ub-leswe-re what got you thro-ugh
the day, Pro-mi-se co-uld of-fer far mo-re varri-ety than the bog-gle was li-kely to get from ran-dom
victims

| co-uld seeit go-ing eit-her way-if, and thiswas a big if-he wasn't pis-sed abo-ut what had
hap-pe-ned to hisfel-low mud-dwel-ler. It's one thing to be ter-ri-to-ri-al; it' sanot-her for the only
ot-her mem-ber of yo-ur spe-ci-esin three hund-red squ-are mi-lesto end up de-ad. Very tho-ro-ughly
de-ad. If | we-reabog-gle, | knew I’ d be won-de-ring how long it wo-uld be un-til who-ever had do-ne
that ca-me af-ter me. He was abo-ut to get his ans-wer, just not in the way he pro-bably wo-uld’ ve
gu-es-sed.

“You think bog-gles ha-ve naames?’ | step-ped off the path in-to awi-de grassy area and sha-ded my
eyesfrom the sun. We' d cal-led ours Bog-gle and he' d ne-ver of-fe-red up anyt-hing €-se. It wasn't
surp-ri-sing. Snitc-hes don’t lo-ve the-ir cops, and Bog had cer-ta-inly ne-ver lo-ved us. We hadn’t
exactly lo-ved him eit-her, but I’d...hell, got-ten used to him, | gu-ess.

“I ima-gi-nethey do. | do-ubt they call them-sdal-ves Bog-gle One and Bog-gle Two asin the hig-hest
le-vel of li-te-rartu-re you careto pick up.” Ni-ko still hung back in the tre-es, his black on gray
blen-ding in with the sha-dows.

“Y ou we-re the one who ho-mesc-ho-oled me, Cyra-no. If I'm af-ra-id of big words, you ha-ve no
oneto blame but yo-ur-sdf.” | in-ha-led de-eply and af-ter an ho-ur of ro-aming the park | fi-nal-ly
ca-ught awhiff. Mud and bog-gle. “Got him.”



I’d long pas-sed Charm'’s par-ti-cu-lar me-adow. It was im-pos-sib-le to dis-tin-gu-ish her scent from
that of yel-lo-wing grass and the dri-ed rem-nants of clo-ver war-ming un-der the sun, and | hadn’t se-en
or he-ard her aswe' d go-ne by. | to-ok it asasign. Aswith Is-hi-ah’ s opi-ni-on of the pucks, it was
ne-it-her go-od nor bad. It was what it was. The bit-ters-we-et reg-ret had not-hing to do with her; that
all be-lon-ged to me. | knew | had fuc-ked up, but I’d me-ant to. Aimed to. Ama-zing how for the best
re-ason, you do the worst thing. And Ge-or-ge was my re-ason, in mo-re ways than one.

“Which di-rec-ti-on?’

| pul-led the sung-las-ses out of my poc-ket and dip-ped them on. *Past the far end.” The-rewe-re
mo-re tre-es the-re. Thro-ugh tho-se wo-uld be a small area, abo-ut twenty-fi-ve by twenty-fi-ve. Big
eno-ugh for awal-low, but hid-den by the tre-es-that’ s how bog-glesli-ked it. “ May-be Ham wo-uld
help us out with Saw-ney. | don't know if he’ safigh-ter, but we co-uld ask. If you trust him aro-und
Pro-mi-se” | ad-ded with agrin.

“You know | trust Pro-mi-se.” | did trust her too, at le-ast when it ca-meto Ni-ko. She'd do anyt-hing
for him, and | me-ant it. Anyt-hing, and God help you if you got in her way. “ The-re s not much she
wo-uldn’t do to sa-ve yo-ur neck. But she do-esn’t se-em too fond of Ham.” | grin-ned wi-der.

“That wo-uld be Pro-mi-se' s bu-9-ness, and, as we' ve se-en, sheisvery go-od at bu-s-ness. If Ham
ig-no-red her thre-at...” A mil-li-me-ter di-ce of whi-te te-eth flas-hed, then di-sap-pe-ared. “1 only
ho-pe I’m the-reto see the end re-sult.”

“Ye-ah. I'd buy that tic-ket.” But hisfe-eling for the ho-me-less or not, | do-ub-ted Ham wo-uld go
down in the tun-nels with us. He' d met us on-ce. No way was he that in-ves-ted in our prob-lem.

Just as we went be-yond the next li-ne of tre-es, we ca-me ac-ross awho-le mess of them. Or it
might’ ve be-en mo-re ac-cu-ra-te to say alit-ter of them-bog-lets...se-ven of them, sun-ning
them-sdl-ves aro-und the ed-ge of the muddy warter. They we-re mud-encrus-ted cre-atu-resthe si-ze
of afull-grown bull a-li-ga-tor, mi-nustheta-il. With lazy yd-low eyes, flic-ke-ring ton-gu-es, and claws
sta-ined with old blo-od-they we-re pre-da-tory tod-dlersin awi-de-open play-pen. “Gre-at,” |
mut-te-red as over a haf do-zen shark-li-ke he-ads tur-ned to-ward us with a cu-ri-osity that was
be-co-ming mo-re and mo-re avid by the se-cond. “Whe-re’ s she go-ing to get ababy-sit-ter?’

The mo-re im-por-tant qu-es-ti-on-the truly per-ti-nent one-wo-uld be whet-her the bog-glewe' d
kil-led had be-en the-ir fat-her. | co-uldn’t re-call any in-for-ma-ti-on on bog-gle marting ha-bits off the
top of my he-ad. Did they ha-ve two se-xes? One? Se-ven? | didn’t know. If they went with the usu-al
two, | a-re-ady knew thisfe-marle didn’t ha-ve much of ada-ting po-ol to cho-ose from. As odds went
for our bog-gle be-ing her bog-gle...shit.

“Abo-ut bog-gle birdsand be-es...,” | sa-id, mo-ving aca-su-a hand to-ward my hols-ter. “Careto
doalit-tlein-for-ming?’

“Bog-glesmatefor li-fe”

It didn’t get mo-rein-for-matti-ve than that.

Asavid cu-ri-ogty be-gan to chan-ge to avid hun-ger, the bog-gle of-fsp-ring be-gan to shift. The dit
pu-pils of the-ir eyes di-la-ted as they ro-se to mus-cu-lar cro-uc-hes. And asthey mo-ved, so did the
muck on the ed-ges of the warter. The sur-fa-ce qu-ive-red, then ab-ruptly exp-lo-ded up-ward.

Shewasbig. Easily the ni-ne-fo-ot stan-dard, the sesme flat he-ad and back-ward cur-ving rows of
te-eth that | reemem-be-red from Bog-gle. If the-re was a dif-fe-ren-ce in su-per-fi-ci-a ap-pe-aran-ce
bet-we-en the ma-le and fe-ma-le, | co-uldn’'t seeit. Clas-sic brown dap-pled sca-les glin-ted he-re and
the-re thro-ugh the co-ating mi-re, and the claws we-re iden-ti-cal aswell. Over afo-ot long and the
black of vol-ca-nic glass, they co-uld cut atreein half with one swi-pe, and if they co-uld do that to
so-lid wo-od, it didn’t ta-ke much ima-gi-na-ti-on to pic-tu-re what they co-uld do to less sturdy flesh.

When the Gre-at Whi-te mo-uth ope-ned, li-qu-id mud stre-amed from bet-we-en the te-eth and
be-came abrown mist in the air as she ro-ared. The smd-ler onesim-me-di-ately ec-ho-ed thero-ar,
over and over agarin, un-til the air wasfull of the re-ek of the half-di-ges-ted flesh of the-ir last me-al.

“Gu-esswhat, Nik,” | mut-te-red, squ-e-ezing the grip of my gun with whi-te-ned knuck-les, “1’m now
even less over bog-glesthan | was be-fo-re”

It wasli-ke be-fo-re too, only thisti-me the bog-gle wasn't figh-ting smply for the sa-ke of the



ad-re-na-li-ne-pum-ping vi-olen-ce; this one was figh-ting for her child-ren. Eyes asbig ashu-man fists
fo-cu-sed on us, and a cla-wed fo-ot ca-me out of the mud and wa-ter to dam on-to so-lid earth. The
gro-und sho-ok un-der my fe-et, and | bro-ught my gun up. We had op-ti-ons, su-re. We co-uld run.
But ma-mabog-gle co-uld run too, and as qu-ickly.

We co-uld stay and fight. Ni-ko and Ro-bin had be-en ab-le to ta-ke one bog-gle. Ni-ko and | co-uld
do the sa=me. But the-re wasn't just one-the-re we-re eight. Se-ven we-re only hdf the si-ze of what had
spaw-ned them, but that didn’t chan-ge the fact that they we-rekil-lers, or that from the-ir e-dthy
S-de-ways dit-her, they we-re al-re-ady prac-ti-ced ones.

Runor fight.

Li-veor die

Or we co-uld just gi-ve them a pre-sent.

| had to ad-mit, | hadn’t tho-ught of that. As cho-iceswent, it had sa-iled cle-anly un-der my ra-dar.
There-sult was that | was ad-most as mes-me-ri-zed as the bog-gles by the drip-ping cas-ca-de of
di-amonds and ru-bi-esthat hung from Ni-ko's hand. The jewels bla-zed in the sun li-ke ra-in-drenc-hed
pop-pi-es. My sung-las-ses dim-med the co-lors and siz-zling glory by ba-rely afrac-ti-on.

“Pretty.” “Pretty.” “ Shiny.” The bog-lets had stop-ped mo-ving and we-re sta-ring at the neck-la-ce
with ro-un-ded eyes and un-cons-ci-o-udy gras-ping claws. Mom wasn't as easily imp-res-sed. Her
ot-her fo-ot hit the gro-und and she thrust her he-ad clo-ser with bru-tal for-ce. The gemswe-re
ref-lec-ted in the cold she-en of her eyes and she gnas-hed her te-eth re-pe-ti-ti-vely. Fi-nd-ly, the
let-hal we-gpon that was her hand was held out.

“Tif-fany’s?” The qu-es-ti-on oozed out with splin-te-red shards of bo-ne and mo-re rem-nants of mud.

Ni-ko step-ped for-ward and de-po-si-ted the neck-la-ce ac-ross her scaly pam. “Of co-ur-se. We
wo-uld not in-sult you with anyt-hing less”

She bro-ught it clo-ser to study it. Held it ne-ar to her eyes, up to the sun, let it dang-leinthe air, and
then fi-nal-ly...she pur-red. Or may-be it was only the grin-ding of mo-re bo-nes ca-ught in her thro-at.
As so-unds went, they we-re re-mar-kably s-mi-lar. “Y ou ha-ve mo-re?’

“Many mo-re. Anyt-hing you can ima-gi-ne.” Nik lo-oked up at her and ad-ded wit-ho-ut
he-g-tati-on, “Y ou sho-uld be awa-re, ho-we-ver, that we did kill the ot-her bog-gle he-rein the park.”

The-re was no sof-te-ning of the blow, no at-temp-ted exp-la-na-ti-on...no “Hetri-ed to kill usfirst. It
was sdlf-de-fen-se. Sorry for yo-ur lossand I’ m po-si-ti-ve he’ sin a bet-ter pla-ce.” He smply ga-ve
her the in-for-mati-on and warited to see what she wo-uld do withit. | think for every lie our mot-her
hed told in her fa-irly short li-fe, Ni-ko had rac-ked up an equ-al num-ber of truths...oftenin
Si-tu-ati-ons whe-re de-cep-ti-on wo-uld’ ve be-en the easi-er and far sa-fer cho-ice. Con-s-de-ring
how many ye-arswe' d spent on the run and li-te-rd-ly li-ving alie, it was a pe-cu-li-ar dic-ho-tomy. Nik
had do-ne alot of thingsto ke-ep me di-vethat cut ac-rossthe na-tu-ra gra-in of who hewas. He'd
told the truth when he co-uld. When he ab-so-lu-tely co-uldn’t, he' d used les-sons Sop-hia had
un-wit-tingly ta-ught us to ke-ep me from the hands of the Aup-he, and he' d not on-ce hin-ted he'd
reg-ret-ted what he' d do-ne for me.

| did. I reg-ret-ted the hell out of it, but right now? We-aring afi-ne spray of bog-gle mud on my
jac-ket, smel-ling old blo-od and de-com-po-sing flesh, | ho-nestly wis-hed he' d pic-ked this mo-ment
to lieli-ke afuc-king dog.

“You.” Trans-parent lids blin-ked over her eyes asthe he-ad be-gan to we-ave dowly. “Y ou kil-led
him. You.” Not aqu-es-ti-on, but atas-ting of the words and the re-ality be-hind them. “My ma-te.
The-ir 5-re”

| fill had the .50 up and the trig-ger half-way ho-me when she clac-ked her te-eth aga-in and sa-id
ab-ruptly, “Opds. Black opals. Do you ha-ve black opals?’

And that was that. Bog-gles might marte for li-fe, but ap-pa-rently they didn’t mo-urnfor it.

Altho-ugh I’ d be-en dis-patc-hed to ex-tend the in-vi-ta-ti-on, Nik did most of thetal-king. I'd say
he' d plan-ned for that the en-ti-re ti-me. | had cer-tarin ta-lents and skills, but ne-go-ti-ati-on of the
non-vi-olent kind wasn’t one of them. So whi-le the dis-cus-9-on of pri-ce went on, | pla-yed with the
kid-di-es-which me-ant | hid in the tre-eswhi-le they tri-ed to eat me. Fif-te-en mi-nu-teslater, | was



so-aked with swe-at, han-ging in the lo-wer limbs of an oak, and pis-tol-whip-ping two bog-lets who
we-re abo-ut to ta-ke chunks out of my legs.

“Cd, play-ti-meisover. Let'sgo.”

The juve-ni-lekil-lers, who' d be-en sha-king off what they con-si-de-red lo-ve taps, mo-aned in
di-sap-po-int-ment and |o-ped back to-ward the muck at the-ir mot-her’ s bec-ko-ning snarl. | drop-ped
to the gro-und and did so-me snar-ling of my own as| hols-te-red the gun.

“Y ou know, Cyra-no, as athe-ra-pist, you suck out the ass.”

“It' sahit-or-miss pro-cess,” he res-pon-ded so-lemnly as we wo-ve thro-ugh the tre-es. “ Cons-tantly
chan-ging and de-ve-lo-ping. Jung on-ce wro-te...”

What | had to say abo-ut Jung wasn't hit or missat al. It was very pre-ci-se, grap-hic, and in-vol-ved
Ni-ko'sin-tes-ti-nal tract.

“You didn’t enj-oy yo-ur-self? Why not? Child-ren are a-ways ena-mo-red of you.”

Y e-ah, kidslo-ved me. Lo-ved to eat me. We-re-cubs, bog-lets, | was wal-king milk and co-oki-es
for them all, but | wasn't thin-king abo-ut that, and | wasn't con-cent-ra-ting on Ni-ko'sdry te-asing
eit-her. Se-e-ing bog-gles agarin had bro-ught up so-me bu-ri-ed emo-ti-ons al right, but not the one my
brot-her had plan-ned on. No, that wasn't true. It was the emo-ti-on...gu-ilt...that he' d ho-ped to
re-sol-ve, but thisti-me the gu-ilt was fo-cu-sed el-sew-he-re. Ni-ko and Ro-bin hadn’t en-ded up the
ca-su-a-ti-es asin-ten-ded aye-ar ago, but so-me-one €l-se had.

“I missBog-gle,” | sa-id qu-i-etly. And | did in away. Not for who he' d be-en, but for what he'd
be-en. He' d be-en our in-for-mant and li-ke Ro-bin’ s ten-ded to be, he was ho-mi-ci-dal as hell, but
he' d be-en api-ece of our li-ves. When you li-ved li-fe on the run you didn’t ha-ve many cons-tants.
Bog-gle had be-en one for two ye-ars and I’ d got-ten him kil-led. He'd de-ser-ved it, no do-ubt, but |
didn't ha-veto li-ke the fact it had be-en be-ca-use of me.

Nik, li-ke Bog's ma-te, didn’t was-te any te-ars as he sa-id wit-ho-ut atra-ce of do-ubt, “Hewasa
kil-ler, Cdl. Thro-ugh and thro-ugh, akil-ler.”

| lo-oked away, sa-id, “Not the only one,” and kept wal-king.

13

Rec-ru-iting isn’t as easy wit-ho-ut the glossy pamph-lets and te-le-vi-g-on ads. I’ d be-en thrown out
of so many wolf bars and so-ci-al clubsthat night | was be-gin-ning to lo-se co-unt. | ne-ver wo-uld've
tho-ught the bog-gle wo-uld be the easy part. It was se-ven in the mor-ning when we fi-nd-ly drag-ged
our-sal-vesto Ro-hin's pla-ce in Chel-sea, cho-osing it only be-ca-use it was clo-ser than ours. | had a
black eye, Ro-bin waslim-ping aga-in, and Ni-ko had a hair or two dightly out of pla-ce. Nor-mal-ly |
wo-uld say it was be-ca-use he was the bet-ter figh-ter, but the re-ality wasit co-uld well be atoss-up
bet-we-en him and Go-od-fel-low. Ni-ko' s abi-li-ti-es we-re not-hing less than as-to-un-ding, but
Ro-bin had had many mo-re tho-usands of ye-ars of prac-ti-ce. It wasn't alack of skill that had Ro-bin
on the short end of the stick thisti-me.

Wol-ves had only scorn for hu-mans. They we-re not-hing but she-ep...we-ak and exis-ting only to be
pre-yed upon. It wasn't an at-ti-tu-de you wan-ted to be on the re-ce-iving end of. Then aga-in, when it
came to pucks and the Aup-he-ta-in-ted, be-ing a she-ep was a step up.

AsNik set-tled on the co-uch, long black-clad legs stretc-hed out and cros-sed at the ank-le,
Go-od-fel-low as-ked him acidly, “ Co-uld | get you acomb per-haps? At le-ast un-til the pa-ra-me-dics
ar-ri-ve?’

“| told you eight bre-astsin a se-qu-ined hal-ter was not our top pri-ority,” Ni-ko of-fe-red mildly ashe
clas-ped hands ac-ross his ab-do-men, “did | not?’

“Mo-no-ga-mo-us sex isrot-ting yo-ur bra-in.” Ro-bin flic-ked both armsin a ges-tu-re that wasn't
gu-ite obs-ce-ne, but de-fi-ni-tely full of out-ra-ge. “They we-re dl on the sa-me wo-man.”

“We we-re the-re to en-list wol-ves, not gro-pe them. And of-fe-ring to inc-lu-de her matein on the
exer-ci-se did not imp-ro-ve mat-ters any.”

| ig-no-red them both and went to the fre-ezer for ice. Ap-plying ato-wel-ful of the crus-hed stuff to



my eye, | le-aned aga-ingt the co-un-ter as the dis-cus-si-on con-ti-nu-ed. “ Oh, don't let him fo-ol you.
He was comp-le-tdly in-to it. He smply fe-ared he’ d be overs-ha-do-wed by my pro-wess and
en-dow-ments. Alt-ho-ugh, to be just, his se-emed imp-res-9-ve be-hind the le-at-her. Male wol-ves.”
Gre-en eyes gle-amed. “ They do lo-ve the-ir le-at-her.”

Truth-ful-ly, the fight hadn’t had much to do with Ro-bin hit-ting on two wol-ves, but it was eas-er on
the sto-mach than dis-cus-sing how our two kinds we-re so lo-at-hed. Not al wol-vesfelt the same,
abo-ut me at le-ast, but eno-ugh did to ma-ke things un-com-for-tab-le. To be ha-ted was one thing. To
be con-si-de-red aworth-less, ut-terly de-tes-ted thi-ef or a mi-xed-bre-ed abo-mi-na-ti-on that
ins-pi-red dis-gust and re-vul-g-on...it was less un-com-for-tab-le to talk abo-ut the re-sults of
gaw-king at wolf bo-obs.

Then the-re was the fact that we' d kil-led aKin Alp-ha

Y e-ah, no-ne of us we-retoo po-pu-lar. Ni-ko just hap-pe-ned to be alit-tle less un-po-pu-lar than
Ro-bin and me. So far we hadn’t fo-und asing-le wolf wil-ling to work with us, no mat-ter what the pay.
And Go-od-fel-low trying to inc-lu-de him-salf asabo-nuswas’t hel-ping. If he kept it up, he
wo-uldn’'t ha-ve to worry abo-ut amyste-ri-o-us as-sas-sin en-ding hisli-fe; Ni-ko wo-uld hand-le that
him-sdf.

It was ago-od chan-ge of su-bj-ect be-ca-use the lin-ge-ring ima-ge of eight lightly fur-red,
se-is-mi-cd-ly bo-un-cing bre-asts was still ma-king me mildly mo-ti-on sick. “Anyo-netry tokill youin
the past three days?”’

Ro-bin dra-ped him-self over a charir and rub-bed a calf that | as-su-med was just bru-ised. No
blo-od sho-wed thro-ugh the ex-pen-si-ve dacks. “ Only that new res-ta-urant on Co-lum-bus. The chef
the-reisfar de-ad-li-er than any Ha-meh bird.”

“| tho-ught we ag-re-ed you' d stay clo-se to ho-me un-til we dis-co-ve-red who's be-hind this.” Ni-ko
didn’t mo-ve or chan-ge the to-ne of hisvo-ice, but the he-avy we-ight of di-sap-pro-va was evi-dent
no-net-he-less.

Go-od-fel-low ga-ve him abril-li-ant smi-lein re-turn. “Y o-ur con-cern warms.” He didn't say
spe-ci-fi-ca-ly what or whe-re it war-med. “1 al-so ha-ve apa-ir of le-at-her pants. | can go chan-ge
right-"

The do-or ope-ned and Se-rag-lio en-te-red, sa-ving eit-her Go-od-fel-low or Nik. | wasn't at all
su-rewho wo-uld co-me out ahe-ad in that con-test. At the sight of us, she sho-ok her he-ad and,
to-uc-hing asmal hand to the im-ma-cu-la-te pi-led harir, Sig-hed in re-sig-na-ti-on. “If | fe-ed you, will
you le-ave? | can’t pos-sibly work with yo-ur lazy bo-di-es pi-led abo-ut.” She pas-sed Ro-bin and
ruth-les-dy sho-ved hisleg off the arm of the charir. “And you al are skinny asthey co-me. Who-ring
and drin-king will ke-ep you that way. A man-are-al man-sho-uld ha-ve flesh on his bo-nes.”

Stan-ding, Ro-bin-who had ne-ver be-en a hu-man man, re-al or ot-her-wi-se-sho-ok hishe-ad.
“Thank you, but no. Bed iswhat | ne-ed, un-lessyou caretojo-in...” Al-re-ady inthekitc-henona
step sto-ol, Se-rag-lio, at hiswords, tra-ced a con-temp-la-ti-ve fin-ger over the hand-le of akni-fe
em-bed-ded in a butc-her’ s block. “Ah, that wo-uld be ano? Y o-ur in-con-so-lab-le loss, then.”

As he di-sap-pe-ared down the hal, his ga-it une-ven, | as-ked po-li-tely, “Do you ma-ke pan-ca-kes,
maam?’

An ho-ur la-ter, my sto-mach was ple-asantly full of pe-ach waf-fles, and my eye ac-hed so-mew-hat
less. Se-rag-lio had gi-ven me aplas-tic bag full of ice and anot-her to-wel to wrap aro-und it. It had
las-ted un-til we ma-de it to the sub-way be-fo-re be-co-ming not-hing but an empty bag and adamp
to-wd. I’d sho-ved the cloth in my poc-ket, and now | was le-aning my he-ad back agarinst the
win-dow of the sub-way car, re-ady to ta-ke what I’ d known was co-ming.

“Maam?You ca-led her maam?’

“Li-kel told her, you ta-ught me go-od man-ners.” | kept my eyes shut, on the ver-ge of do-zing to the
roc-king of the car. Then | flas-hed my left arm up to block the blow. The-re had be-en the farin-test
rust-le of cloth to warn me, onethat Ni-ko wo-uldn’t ha-ve gi-ven an-yo-ne d-se. The tra-ining ne-ver
stop-ped, and it ne-ver wo-uld. It was what had kept me ali-ve thislong.

“| tarught them, yes, but | had no ideayou’ d ac-tu-a-ly in-cor-po-ra-ted them in-to yo-ur da-ily li-fe.”



| felt hisarm drop away. “I’ ve se-en you in-te-ract with hu-mans and non-hu-mans, and I’ ve not se-en
you show an-yo-ne the res-pect you show Ma-da-me Se-rag-lio.”

“Shescaresme,” | ad-mit-ted frankly. “I’ ve yet to see her mo-re than three fe-et from a butc-her’s
kni-fe. And | show you res-pect, Cyra-no. | res-pect the hell out of you.”

“For the sa-me re-ason?’

“Pretty much,” | con-fir-med, thisti-me pro-tec-ting my ribswith aqu-ickly shel-te-ring fo-re-arm.
Ope-ning my eyes, | ad-ded, “A he-athy do-se of hu-mi-li-ati-on do-esn’t hurt. That you chan-ged my
di-aperswhen | was ababy isn't so-met-hing I'll ever get over.”

“Trust me, it wasn't that me-mo-rab-le.” He snor-ted as he pe-net-ra-ted my gu-ard and dap-ped my
ab-do-men with just eno-ugh stin-ging for-ce to marke the les-son stick. 1 wo-uld bring up the s-ze of
the ex-ces-g-vely lar-ge gunsyou carry, but that wo-uld be un-ne-ces-sa-rily cru-€.”

“Ass” | grumb-led.

After that, we ro-de in com-pa-ni-onab-le s-len-ce un-til the tra-in ma-de a stop. When the do-ors
clo-sed again, | said, “I’'m gu-es-sing it’ sthe fo-ur of us and the bog-gle in the tun-nels, then.
Flea-free.” No-body li-ked the smell of wet dog any-way, and | per-so-na-ly tho-ught the she-bog-gle
was eno-ugh to worry abo-ut ke-eping track of.

“WEe're not the-re yet. We ha-ve one mo-re ave-nue yet to try.” Ni-ko le-aned his he-ad back aswell,
but he didn’'t clo-se hiseyes. He didn't tarke chan-ces, big, small, or in bet-we-en.

“Ye-ah?' | as-ked. Asfar as| co-uld tell, we we-re stan-ding at the end of the ro-ad. It wasti-meto
co-pewith thelack of asp-hat and grab the hi-king bo-ots. “What?’

“Weit and see, lit-tle brot-her. Werit and see.”

The wait and see tur-ned out to be De-li-lah, and we met her at astrip club in Chel-sea
con-ve-ni-ently lo-carted afew sub-way stops from Ro-bin’s con-do. She was the bo-un-cer. The
dan-cerswe-re al marle, musc-le-bo-und, and bo-red. | was re-li-eved that Ni-ko hadn’t told Ro-bin
that’swhe-re we' d be-en he-ading. He was pro-bably are-gu-lar, and it had be-en along night. | wasn't
re-ady for alon-ger mor-ning of dol-lar bill wa-ving and mo-re dis-cus-s-on of le-at-her pants or the
re-mo-val the-re-of.

Whi-te-blond herir ill in the high pony-tail, De-li-lah was we-aring le-at-her her-sdlf. Pantsand a
sco-op-nec-ked top, both the am-ber of her eyes, clung to her lit-he fi-gu-re, but it was the type of snug
fit me-ant for figh-ting, not for show. “Pretty boy,” she sa-id with lazy re-cog-ni-ti-on. “ Twenty dol-lars.”

“WEe ve no in-te-rest in the show, De-li-lah,” Ni-ko exp-la-ined with adight bow of hishe-ad. “We're
he-re to spe-ak with you.”

“Ah.” She nod-ded and held out an un-re-len-ting pam. “ Twenty dol-lars.”

We parid the ten api-ece and went in out of the mor-ning light. Ni-ne am. and so-me guy was
al-re-ady ons-ta-ge. That early and nor-mal-ly | was still in bed, but this po-or bas-tard was up the-re
sha-king...whate-ver you had to sha-ke for ten bucks ad-mis-si-on. The pla-ce was dark and small
with red spot-lights and afew glas-sy-eyed pat-rons. We sat at atab-le clo-seto the do-or, but with a
go-od vi-ew of the ro-om aswell. De-li-lah co-uld ke-ep watch for cus-to-mers and tro-ub-le
S-mul-ta-ne-o-udy.

“Yo-ur chest? Do-ing well?” A fin-ger with ana-tu-rd, un-po-lis-hed nail to-uc-hed my shirt.

“No prob-lems.” Which wastrue. It wasn't much to lo-ok at, from ahu-man po-int of vi-ew, but it was
he-aled and mostly parin-less. The-re was the oc-ca-s-ond pull of skin that wastigh-ter than it sho-uld
be, but it wo-uld lo-osen up even-tu-a-ly-stretch li-ke the maj-ority of scar tis-sue ca-meto do. If | did
ha-ve a prob-lem, it was drif-ting awa-ke in the mid-dle of the night with the dis-tinct sen-sa-ti-on of a
so-ot-hing ton-gue ras-ping at my chest and awarm we-ight pin-ning me firmly to the bed. And that-well,
that wasn't re-al-ly what I'd call aprob-lem.

“Go-od.” Sartisfi-ed, she prop-ped abo-oted fo-ot on the tab-le. “ Y ou are he-aled. Y ou are pretty.
So why co-me he-re?’

“Ye-ah, well, abo-ut that.” | sho-ok my he-ad at the shirt-lesswaiter asdid Nik. “We re not too
po-pu-lar with wol-ves, and we ne-ed to do so-me hi-ring.”

“Not po-pu-lar.” She smi-led with tho-se per-fect te-eth. “Puck, Aup-he-ling, hu-man. Kin kil-ler. Not



wan-ted, not emb-ra-ced. So mi-sun-ders-to-od.” Thro-wing back her he-ad, she la-ug-hed. The bar
was dark and only afo-urth full, but ever-yo-ne tur-ned at the so-und to lo-ok at her with fa-int
exp-res-s-ons of surp-ri-se. She ca-ught them sta-ring, pin-ned them with ova eyes, and the men
has-tily lo-oked away, con-cent-ra-ting on the-ir drinks or the sta-ge. Do-mi-nan-ce, hu-mans pic-ked
up on it as qu-ickly as dogs, whet-her they wan-ted to ad-mit it or not. “Hu-man she-ep,” she said
scorn-ful-ly. “Barely prey.”

Til-ting her he-ad, she le-aned in and smel-led Ni-ko. She didn’t get clo-se eno-ugh to to-uch, but
samp-led the air aro-und him. “But not you. Y ou are asthey say. War-ri-or.” Then shewas at histhro-at
inamo-ve-ment so flu-id and qu-ick that | do-ub-ted the iden-ti-fi-ed she-ep ca-ught the shift in
po-si-ti-on. | know they didn’t see the ed-ge of Ni-ko’ s kni-fe bet-we-en De-li-lah and him or her te-eth
click pur-po-sely aga-inst the me-tal.

“Alpha,” sheiden-ti-fi-ed de-ci-s-vely as she set-tled back. “Y ou le-ad yo-ur pack. Pro-tect yo-ur
pack.”

She wasn't wrong. Ni-ko had be-en born an Alp-ha. If you scre-wed with him, scre-wed with his own,
the-re wo-uldn’t be much Ieft of you to reg-ret that de-ci-si-on.

Ni-ko flip-ped the bla-de and ma-de it va-nish un-der his co-at. He didn’t com-ment on her
conc-lu-si-ons. Alp-has had no ne-ed to brag. “Wewo-uld li-ke yo-ur help. Y o-urs and an-yo-ne e-se
you co-uld con-vin-ce to ac-cept our pay.”

She drop-ped her bo-oted fo-ot to the sticky flo-or and lic-ked away the sing-le drop of blo-od on her
up-per lip. “Y ou co-me abo-ut Saw-ney Be-ane?’ His pre-sen-ce in the city was evi-dently not a
sec-ret, not any-mo-re. “Hekills.” The-rewas ashrug that sa-id cle-arly, “Who do-esn't?” “He
was-tes” That was en-ti-rely dif-fe-rent from the ha-ughty lift of her chin, asin se-en only with
con-tempt. | reemem-be-red the body parts flo-ating in the warter, dis-gus-ting to us, squ-an-de-red to
De-li-lah. It re-min-ded me. She had hel-ped us, she might help us agarin, but she a-so was awolf.
So-me wol-ves didn't eat pe-op-le, but she was a-so Kin. Kin ate wha-te-ver the hell they wan-ted. |
wan-ted to li-ke her, and | racrely wan-ted to li-ke an-yo-ne, but li-king in-vol-ved trust and truth, things
I"d only star-ted to put in-to play in the past ye-ar. | wasn't go-od at eit-her one yet, and | didn’t know
that De-li-lah even de-ser-ved eit-her one.

But thiswas abo-ut Saw-ney and the re-ve-nants. If and how she co-uld help us now was what was
im-por-tant, not won-de-ring abo-ut the et-hi-cal imp-li-ca-ti-ons of her di-et. “He' sin the sub-way
tun-nels,” | srid, ho-oking aleg aro-und the chair leg and we-arily res-ting my €-bows on the tab-le,
“with awho-le shit-lo-ad of re-ve-nants.”

“We saw at le-ast forty.” Ni-ko pic-ked up the story.

“And the-re co-uld be mo-re. They’ re oddly or-ga-ni-zed. They act as one with no-ne of the usu-d
re-ve-nant squ-ab-bling and in-figh-ting. We' ve en-lis-ted abog-gle, but | don’t be-li-eve that even she
will be eno-ugh. Not if Saw-ney isthe-re with them thisti-me.”

De-li-lah tap-ped her fo-ot aga-ingt the flo-or with eyes dis-tant for se-ve-ral se-conds. “ Saw-ney is
Saw-ney. Not Kin bu-si-ness. But...” Her up-per lip, now blo-od-freg, lif-ted with dis-tas-te. “Heis
care-less. He brings at-ten-ti-on. Bad at-ten-ti-on. Kin will not help, not you.” Tra-cing aref-lec-ti-ve
fin-ger dong the tat-to-o-ed wolf eyes aro-und her neck, she sa-id, “But | will help.” Sheto-ok adrink
from a pas-sing tray and pop-ped a di-ce of oran-ge in her mo-uth. “If pri-ce is ac-cep-tab-le.”

“I tho-ught the Kin wo-uldn’'t help us. You are Kin,” Ni-ko po-in-ted out, gray eyes fo-cu-sed with
skep-ti-cal ca-uti-on. It had be-en his plan to ask for her as-sis-tan-ce, but whi-le he was ca-pab-le of
trust and truth, you had to earniit.

“l anKin, but | an d-so freg,” she an-no-un-ced asif it we-re com-mon know-led-ge.

“Freebe-ing?’ | as-ked.

She tos-sed back the rest of the drink and ga-ve ady ami-le. “Not ca-ught.”

14

De-li-lah was awolf of her word. She to-ok the pay, and two days la-ter she sho-wed up in the tun-nel



as shown on the map of the Se-cond Ave-nue sub-way pro-j-ect Ni-ko had sketc-hed on abar nap-kin.
She d-s0 bro-ught fo-ur ot-her wol-veswith her. Big ones, dl hdf-and-hafs and we-aring ho-oded
swe-ats-hirtsto co-ver thefact. It didn’t stop an ex-pe-ri-en-ced eye from spot-ting the glit-ter of
gol-den-brown iri-ses, thic-ke-ned black nerils, and jag-ged te-eth ma-de for the rip-ping out of
thro-ats.

Ni-ko, Pro-mi-se, Ro-bin, Bog-gle, De-li-lah with her wol-ves, and me, if we co-uldn’t ta-ke ca-re of
the prob-lem, we might aswell grab awa-ker, mo-ve so-uth with the snow-birds, and let Saw-ney
ha-ve New Y ork.

“Did you le-ave the kid-di-es with ananny?’ Ro-bin as-ked as he lo-oked up at the bog-gle. He didn’t
ha-ve any bet-ter me-mo-ri-es from the fight with her ma-te than Ni-ko or | did. It sho-wed in the wary
dis-tan-ce he kept from her.

From the con-temp-tu-o-us snap of her jaw and ga-le-for-ce snort of ran-cid air, she ma-na-ged to say
wit-ho-ut words that the bog-lets wo-uld do just fi-ne on the-ir own. | wasn’t su-re whe-re she’ d got-ten
in-to the tun-nel system to even-tu-a-ly me-et us, but | do-ub-ted it had in-vol-ved a Met-ro-Card.

“Thisisqu-itethe mix.” Pro-mi-s€' s harir wasin abrarid thisti-me, one wo-ven with black cord, then
wrap-ped in athick club at the ba-se of her neck. She smi-led to show thetips of po-in-ted ca-ni-nes.
“Thevery best par-ti-es a-ways are.”

In cont-rast, De-li-lah was d-re-ady frow-ning in im-parti-en-ce. “We go now. Skip-ped din-ner.
Me-d-ti-meisnow.”

“You didn’t eat smply to work up an ap-pe-ti-te for this?” Ni-ko had bro-ught his axe aga-in and
rarised it dightly in res-pect-ful salu-te. “ You are the war-ri-or.”

“De-vi-o-usand ra-vis-hing.” Ro-bin sid-led clo-ser. He d ma-de the sac-ri-fi-ce cal-led for by filthy
tun-nel warter and wo-re je-ans. My je-ans. He didn't own any. Hit men af-ter his ass he had plenty of,
but ca-su-al we-ar for re-ve-nant hun-ting-that he waslac-king.

“De-vi-0-us, ravis-hing.” She snuf-fled his hair, neck, and sho-ul-der and it wasn't in what | wo-uld
cal ase-xu-a way. “ Hungry.”

“All right, then. Mo-ving aong. Let usre-turn Saw-ney to the hell from when-ce he came.”
Go-od-fd-low was in the le-ad and mo-ving with aac-rity. He was ar-med with a sword, aswas
Pro-mi-se. | had my guns, and the wol-ves and the bog-gle had what na-tu-re ga-ve them. Aswe
mo-ved, Bog-gle...if shehad ana-me, she d-so wasn't sha-ring...did un-der the warter with the dow
gra-ce of acro-co-di-le. When she sur-fa-ced, the mud was go-ne, and her mot-tled sca-les held the
pat-tern of an en-ti-re de-sert full of rat-tles-na-kes. Then she went un-der aga-in. The warter he-re had
be-en thigh de-ep; now it was al-most warist high. It didn’t co-ver her comp-le-tely. Y ou co-uld till see
therid-ge of her spi-ne and the glow of her eyesin the dim light, but she mo-ved fast. So fast that wit-hin
se-conds she had di-sap-pe-ared-past Go-od-fel-low and go-ne.

“Y ou know, I’'m not qu-ite su-re she' |l ne-ed the rest of us af-ter dl,” Ro-bin re-mar-ked.

She had so-met-hing be-yond what her ma-te had pos-ses-sed-mo-re spe-ed, mo-re de-ci-Si-ve-ness,
mo-re of apre-da-tory na-tu-re. I’d tho-ught how our past in-for-mant had be-en con-tent to sit and
warit for his prey to co-meto him. This bog-gle, she wo-uldn’t be. I'd ma-de an as-sump-ti-on that all
bog-gleswe-re happy to dwell in the-ir mud un-til din-ner wan-de-red by to be mu-ti-la-ted. It wasn't
true. Shewo-uld ran-ge, she wo-uld hunt. . .she cha-sed down her prey, and ha-ving se-en her in
mo-ti-on, | didn't think shewo-uld ha-veit any ot-her way.

It'd be fuc-king fan-tas-tic if she we-re the ans-wer to our Saw-ney prob-lem, but | knew bet-ter.
Thingswe-re ne-ver that easy. And in-sa-nity, li-ke Saw-ney had in spa-des, car-ri-ed you along-ass
way.

Wefo-und that out in less than an ho-ur. The tun-nel we en-ded up in was long aban-do-ned and most
li-kely long for-got-ten. The lights had go-ne dark who knew when and re-marined that way. No one
had co-me to rep-la-ce bur-ned-out bulbs. No one ca-me for anyt-hing asfar as| co-uld tell. Ni-ko,
Ro-bin, and | car-ri-ed flash-lights. No one € -se ne-eded them. The wol-ves and Pro-mi-se got by
easly on our ref-lec-ted light and | didn’t know if the bog-gle ne-eded light at all. Asfor what the
re-ve-nantsre-qu-ired...bumpin-to it in the dark. If it’s not cold and clammy, ta-ke a bi-te out of it. You



didn’t ne-ed light for that. Re-ve-nants we-ren’t smart, but they didn’t ha-ve to be, and the fact that
Saw-ney had so-me-how lif-ted them an IQ po-int or two only ma-de things wor-se for us. Wor-se
be-ing?

They ca-me out of the warter.

| tho-ught the mas-s-ve swell was the bog-gle at first, be-ca-use they ro-se as one. Bog-gle was what
my mind ex-pec-ted and so for asplit se-cond that’ swhat | saw. Then re-ality-at le-ast forty mo-re
re-ve-nants, six inc-hesfrom us. Six inc-hes. They co-uldn’t ha-ve sur-ro-un-ded us as at le-ast one of
uswo-uld' ve fdt them un-der the wa-ter aswe pas-sed them, but this...thiswas right up the-rewith
be-ing the next best thing. | co-uldn’t ha-ve smel-led them se-pa-ra-tely from the ever-pre-sent rank
de-com-po-g-ti-on a-re-ady in the-se unu-sed tun-nels any-way. The wol-ves might ha-ve, tho-ugh, if
tho-se re-ve-nant sons of bitc-hes hadn't be-en co-ve-red with se-ve-rd fe-et of dug-gishly flo-wing,
hor-ri-fi-cal-ly ri-pe wa-ter. Now that se-ve-ral fe-et had be-co-me six god-damn inc-hes and we we-re
be-yond scre-wed.

Ni-ko and | we-reinthe le-ad, ha-ving just tra-ded off with De-li-lah and Pro-mi-se ten mi-nu-tes ago.
Thefo-ur ot-her wol-ves we-re strung out |o-osdly be-hind the-ir sil-ver-ha-ired Alp-ha, and Ro-bin was
pul-ling re-ar gu-ard.

Six inc-hes. | kept thin-king it, but it bo-re re-pe-ating. | was so clo-seto the re-ve-nant that | co-uld
see the po-re-less stretch of pal-lid skin stretc-hed ac-ross bo-ne. | co-uld see that be-hind the thick
co-ating of whi-te that co-ve-red the-ir eyes was afi-ne tra-cery of purp-le ve-ins, the s-ze of astre-am
of spi-der silk, and that the lips had no li-nesin them. Lagtly, | saw that every to-oth in every yel-lo-wed
grin was flec-ked with dri-ed blo-od li-ke speck-ling on aqu-a-il’ s egg.

Such ashort dis-tan-ce, and it et me see mo-re de-ta-il than | wan-ted. It a-so let me jam the Glock in
the belly of the re-ve-nant be-fo-re me and blow his spi-nein half. Six inc-hes...six mi-se-rab-leinc-hes,
it isn't the spa-ce you want bet-we-en you and a hungry foe, but at le-ast you don’'t ha-veto am.
Un-for-tu-na-tely, the sasme was true for them. They pas-sed over usin awa-ve. No spe-ci-fic at-tacks
on in-di-vi-du-as-ti-dal wa-vesdon't do that. They just tarke you the hell down. Drow-ning in the
oce-an' s ver-s-on of asuc-ker punch wo-uldn’t be ple-asant; drow-ning in ta-in-ted tun-nel warter and
mo-igtly put-rid flesh wasn't any bet-ter.

| lost the flash-light. | lost the Glock too, but that was pur-po-se-ful. | let it go and went for my bla-des.
One was the ser-ra-ted kni-fe, amer-ce-nary ma-ga-zi-ne spe-ci-al, and the ot-her a kuk-ri. Ni-ko had
shown me how to be ef-fec-ti-ve with the mi-ni-mac-he-te. Now | was re-ady to gi-ve the sasme les-son
to are-ve-nant or ten. | ca-me up from the warter, the thras-hing bo-di-es, and rip-ped thro-ugh
everyt-hing so-lid aro-und me. Ever-yo-nein our tem-po-rary qu-as te-am was ex-pe-ri-en-ced
eno-ugh to gi-ve ever-yo-ne d-se the-ir ro-om. Per-so-na spa-ce, it' syo-urs-kill at will.

It wasn't easy get-ting back up to air-air to bre-at-he, air to dash me-tal thro-ugh. It was a pro-cess of
clarwing and stab-bing and bi-ting. If you wan-ted to gi-ve ala-bel to so-met-hing that al-re-ady had the
per-fect one: Sur-vi-ve. Pro-cess. Met-hod. Sur-vi-va. When | sur-ged up-ward, | was spit-ting out
so-met-hing ot-her than warter. They we-ren’t de-ad, they we-ren’t de-com-po-sing, but dam-ned if
they didn't taste asif they we-re.

| kept both hands in mo-ti-on, do-ing my best to cle-ar the area aro-und me. The ser-ra-ted kni-fe
to-ok out one thro-at; the kuk-ri did the sa=me but with acle-aner di-ce. All aro-und was...what? The
dim-mest flic-ke-ring of il-lu-mi-na-ti-on from flash-lights drop-ped un-der-water, a hor-de of
whi-te-eyed zom-bie wan-na-bes, fi-ve gi-ant wol-ves le-aping and sen-ding shred-ded in-tes-ti-nes
spil-ling thro-ugh the air, a so-aked and blo-ody puck and hu-man with sword and axe, avam-pi-re
rip-ping an en-ti-re he-ad from are-ve-nant’ s sho-ul-ders. What did you call that?

Héll. You cal-led it hell, be-ca-use cha-os was far too pretty aword.

And whe-re the fuck was our bog-gle?

“Tra-ve-lers”

Once again, they sa-id it asone. And, | was sorry to no-te, that with re-pe-ti-ti-on, it did not get any
lessfre-aky. It was still wrong and un-na-tu-ral, even for are-ve-nant.

De-li-lah ca-ta-pul-ted over my he-ad as| dod-ged one re-ve-nant’ s rush and per-ma-nently en-ded



anot-her’ s abi-lity to mo-ve at al. | re-cog-ni-zed her as she was the only whi-te wolf among the
mi-ni-pack. The sl-ver-blond fur was a start-ling glow as she so-ared over. Her brot-her Flay
ma-na-ged abo-ut three-fo-urths wolf when he chan-ged. He co-uld run on al fo-urs but co-uld walk on
two aswell. De-li-lah, asfar as| co-uld see, went all the way. Wolf thro-ugh and thro-ugh and big as
hell. When she lan-ded, she did what Pro-mi-se had do-ne. She re-mo-ved ahe-ad, but shedid it using
her jaws. And then she did anot-her and anot-her and anot-her. The ot-her wol-ves, one with the
re-marins of aho-oded swe-ats-hirt till tang-led aro-und his neck, we-re cut-ting the-ir own swath, and
do-ing thejob we parid them for. All ex-cept one. Whet-her he was a sha-de do-wer, dightly lessagi-le,
the re-ason didn’'t mat-ter. What did was that he got ca-ught. Se-ve-ral sharp-na-iled hands ma-na-ged
to fas-ten on to him, and even mo-re mo-uths bit thro-ugh brow-nish fur to flesh and didn’t let go.

When he di-sap-pe-ared un-der the wa-ter, he didn’t co-me back up. | tri-ed to ma-ke my way over in
his di-rec-ti-on and | saw Nik do the saeme. It wastoo la-te. The wolf was go-ne. Des-pi-te that, we
we-re hol-ding our own. We we-ren't kic-king ass and ta-king na-mes, but we we-re ai-ve, most of us,
and right now that was go-od eno-ugh for me.

Saw-ney had an en-ti-rely dif-fe-rent idea of what was go-od, and he bro-ught that ideawith him.
Car-ri-ed it along as he dit-he-red aong the wall and up on the ce-iling over our he-ads. The knot-ted
ha-ir hung down over the black emp-ti-ness of hisfa-ce, but the amu-sed red shim-mer of hiseyesga-ve
away hismo-od eadly.

“He-adsup!” | cal-led to the ot-hers.

“Trarve-ler.”

Theword came from only Saw-ney thisti-me with just the fa-in-test ec-ho-ing mur-mur from his
cho-ir. “Tra-ve-ler with the fren-zi-ed tas-te. Mad-ness and cre-am and but-ter.”

“Cre-am and but-ter, my ass’ | sa-id flatly. Aup-he and in-sa-nity, may-be that went as hand in hand as
it did with Saw-ney, but | damn su-re didn’t want to he-ar abo-ut it. * Y ou bas-tard.”

Over the snarls of wol-ves, the splas-hing of warter, and the thud-ding of me-tal chop-ping thro-ugh
flesh, he sho-uldn’'t ha-ve he-ard me. My vo-ice didn’t ha-ve the car-rying pro-per-ti-es hisdid and |
hadn’t sho-uted it, but it didn’t mat-ter. He he-ard.

“Yes, trave-ler, cre-am and but-ter.” The-re was ato-ne of lazy con-tent-ment, asif he wasn’t hungry
a the mo-ment, not for an en-ti-re me-a, but a ca-su-d tas-te wo-uld be dl right. Hewo-uldn’'t be
abo-ve that, not acon-no-is-se-ur li-ke him. Whet-her he wo-uld' ve tri-ed for it or not, | didn’t find out,
as anot-her con-no-is-se-ur, one of gems and me-ta, fi-nal-ly sho-wed up.

She ca-me thro-ugh the wall. Brit-tle ti-le shat-te-red as conc-re-te sho-ok, sho-ok aga-in, crac-ked,
and the-reshewasin dl her glory. And right then, that was ahd-lu-valot of glory in my eyes. Gra-ceas
wdll, no mat-ter that she’ d en-ded up in the wrong tun-nel. She flo-wed thro-ugh the lar-ge ho-le and up
the wall, spi-king her claws ne-arly half afo-ot de-ep thro-ugh theti-le to pro-pel her-self dong with
mo-re spe-ed than | wo-uld’ ve tho-ught pos-sib-le for her bulk.

The-reare mo-mentsin li-feto sa-vor and che-rish, to ke-ep and warmly re-cal at alater da-te. The
fla-re of surp-ri-sein Saw-ney’ s scar-let eyeswas one of them. Se-e-ing that smug bas-tard ca-ught of f
gu-ard for on-ce-ye-ah, it was the go-ods. It was the shit. The ab-so-lu-te shit.

| flip-ped are-ve-nant over my sho-ul-der, pin-ned it with akneein its back, and star-ted to ta-ke his
he-ad. It to-ok so-me do-ing sa-wing un-der-water, even with the com-man-do kni-fe, but the ones
who-sethro-ats I’ d das-hed we-re dowly stag-ge-ring back up the-ir fe-et. They we-ren’t in pri-me
figh-ting con-di-ti-on, but they we-re mo-ving, they we-rein theway, and the-re was no ti-me for that
in-con-ve-ni-en-ce. When, with warter up to my col-lar-bo-nes, | jer-ked my at-ten-ti-on up from the
writ-hing re-ve-nant be-ne-ath me, | saw Bog-gle lun-ge and co-ver Saw-ney al-to-get-her. The shi-ne
of hisscythe and crazy smi-le va-nis-hed un-der the rip-ple of sca-les and sur-ging flesh.

May-be we we-re go-ing to luck out. May-be it was go-ing to be that easy. She wo-uld rip Saw-ney to
pi-eces and we wo-uld bat-hein ara-in of hisblo-od. May-be I’ d even catch adrop on my ton-gue
li-ke a snowf-la-ke. See what he tas-ted li-ke,

Fi-nd-ly, | felt the spi-nd discs se-pa-ra-te un-der my kni-fe, and the par-ting of are-mar-kably to-ugh
gpi-nal cord; then | was stan-ding with my eyes still on the bog-gle. She was mo-ving. The claws of her



hands and fe-et we-re em-bed-ded in the ce-iling, ke-eping her aoft, but her he-ad was whip-ping back
and forth. The mo-ve-ment was too qu-ick for me to see him in her mo-uth, but | knew he was the-re.
The only thing that wo-uld' ve ma-de this any bet-ter was if the bog-gle had be-en we-aring the pe-arl
and di-amond ti-ara that had be-en inc-lu-ded in Pro-mi-se's pay-ment. That wo-uld’ ve be-en the
cherry on the god-damn sun-dae.

“Shehashim.”

Ni-ko was at my sho-ul-der, the axe drip-ping in hishand. “Ye-ah, shehashisass” | said witha
warm glow in my gut that be-at Christ-mas mor-ning dl to hell.

The-re was a par-ti-cu-larly vi-ci-o-us snap of the sca-led he-ad, a sen-se of flight, and a bru-tal thud
asadark mass hit afar wall. Sco-re one for Ma-ma. “Don’t notch apo-int intheair,” camethe
war-ning. “It'scrass.” The axeto-ok out one of my shamb-ling re-ve-nants, who was suc-king in ar
thro-ugh histhro-at with ashrill whist-le.

“I wasn't go-ing to.” An ut-ter lie. “1 do plan on pun-ting his de-ca-pi-ta-ted he-ad li-ke afo-ot-ball,
tho-ugh.” | flung wa-ter and go-re from both kni-ves and star-ted to-ward the wall whe-re Saw-ney
ad-he-red li-ke adrying clot of blo-od.

Ni-ko mo-ved with me. “ Stab-bing afo-ot-ball isn't the ssme as plarying it, | ho-pe you' re awa-re.”

| hadn’t pla-yed well with ot-hers when | was akid. In-vi-ta-ti-onsto ba-se-ball or fo-ot-ball ga-mes
didn’t of-ten co-me af-ter the* Y o-ur mom’sathi-ef and awho-re.” That type of thing ishard to tarke
from anot-her kid, es-pe-ci-a-ly whenit'strue. It ten-ded to le-ad to las-hing out. So-me of that |as-hing
out was ver-bal; so-mein-vol-ved a switchb-la-de. Bet-ter to spe-ar afo-ot-ball to the gym flo-or than
so-me juni-or high as-sho-l€'s po-iso-no-us ton-gue to the sa-me po-lis-hed wo-od. “1 can kick. | kick
yo-ur asson are-gu-lar ba-sis, don't 1?7

“No. Not on-ce,” he shot me down ruth-les-dy as he swung the axe lo-osely, up and over. “And
wit-ho-ut vast imp-ro-ve-ment, not ever.”

Not my day for get-ting the bul-Ishit thro-ugh. | didn’t mind. Put-ting an end to that child-kil-ling
mons-ter put arosy glow over the en-ti-re sce-ne. De-ad and in-ca-pa-Ci-ta-ted re-ve-nants, who-le
and lessthan, flo-ated in the wa-ter. The-re we-re wol-ves...eating. Ro-bin and Pro-mi-se ga-vethem a
cauti-o-us berth as they mo-ved to-ward us thro-ugh the wa-ter. The fur balls we-re on our si-de for
the mo-ment, but they had dif-fe-rent di-ning man-ners than the rest of us. Get too clo-seto the-ir fo-od
and they might ta-ke a chunk out of you by pu-reins-tinct. Auto-ma-tic and unt-hin-king. Asthey we-re
with us, they might be sorry af-ter-ward. Se-ve-ral sets of lam-bent am-ber eyesfo-cu-sed at us over
mo-uthsfil-led with flesh. Then aga-in, they might not.

| tur-ned my at-ten-ti-on back to Saw-ney. The red-ness of his eyes was ba-rely de-tec-tab-le and the
scythe hung limply from the ebon-skin-ned hand. His back wasto thewall, and how he was sta-ying
sus-pen-ded the-re, | co-uldn’'t ha-ve gu-es-sed and didn’t bot-her to try. | was mo-rein-te-res-ted in
how he was go-ing to co-me down. It was go-ing to be hard and it was go-ing to be messy, and |
wan-ted to bein-vol-ved in both of tho-se.

Bog-gle wasn't do-ne with him yet, ho-we-ver. She so-ared ac-ross the open spa-ce-aca-ve-in,
fa-ling in acomp-le-tely imp-ro-bab-le di-rec-ti-on. She hit Saw-ney and the wall and to-ok both down.
The-re was a cas-ca-de of ti-le and conc-re-te, flesh and bo-ne, and it al di-sap-pe-ared un-der the
warter abo-ut thirty fe-et away. Re-ve-nants and the-ir parts bob-bed in the re-sul-ting ti-dal rush.

“She’ snot li-ke the old bog-gle, isshe?’ Ro-bin was un-wo-un-ded ex-cept for along scratch along his
jaw, and if Pro-mi-se we-ren’t wet, she wo-uld’ ve be-en as pris-ti-ne as be-fo-re we' d en-te-red the
sub-way tun-ndl.

“Hewasalazy cre-atu-re.” He con-ti-nu-ed watc-hing the wa-ter ro-il fran-ti-ca-ly whe-re Bog-gle
and Saw-ney had va-nis-hed. “ De-adly, but con-tent with the sta-tus quo. | do-ubt this one wo-uld be.
She' s be-yond mag-ni-fi-cent.”

“Thin-king of as-king her out?’ | as-ked with a snort. Not even Go-od-fel-low had the ballsfor that.

“| don't date tho-se with child-ren.” He to-uc-hed afin-ger to hisjaw and wi-ped me-ti-cu-lo-udy at
the blo-od. “It tarkes the fo-cus from whe-reit sho-uld truly lie.”

“With you.” Pro-mi-se car-ri-ed it with a he-avy do-se of irony to its na-tu-ral conc-lu-s-on.



“Am 1 wrong?’ Fi-nis-hing with the blo-od, he used his free hand to comb ca-re-ful-ly thro-ugh his
curls. He was gro-oming him-sdlf. In the af-ter-math. . .hell, it wasn’t yet an af-ter-math. . .du-ring, he was
gro-oming him-sdlf du-ring a bat-tle. “ The-re are tho-se who wish to ex-pe-ri-en-ce me and tho-se who
wish to kill me. If that’s not exc-lu-s-ve fo-cus, what is? Y ou can’t be con-9-de-red salf-cen-te-red, if
you sin-ce-rely are the cen-ter of dl at-ten-ti-on, now, can you?’

| didn’t res-pond. The vi-olent dis-tur-ban-ce of the wa-ter had stop-ped, and as | to-ok a step
for-ward, Ni-ko's hand set-tled on my sho-ul-der. “Werit,” he or-de-red. “ She do-esn’t ne-ed us
get-ting in her way.” That we didn’t par-ti-cu-larly ne-ed to be torn gpart by a blo-od-enra-ged bog-gle,
he left uns-po-ken. The wa-ter rip-pled, cal-med...

Then it tur-ned blac-ker than it a-re-ady was. The will-0’-the-wisp of our lost flash-lights was dowly
van-qu-is-hed by bil-lo-wing dark-ness. | didn’t know what co-lor Saw-ney’ s blo-od was-des-pi-te
tem-po-ra-rily ha-ving his arm chop-ped off, Saw-ney hadn’t felt it ne-ces-sary to ble-ed adrop for us.
What | did know was that bog-gle blo-od was black. A spill of oc-to-pusink, just li-ke this.

“I'll pass on pick of her lit-ter. Ra-ising car-ni-vo-ro-us of-fsp-ring do-es not fit my li-festy-le” Ro-bin,
along with Ni-ko, had fis-hed a se-con-dary flash-light from her jac-ket poc-ket and lit the pla-ce up.
But the light wo-uldn’t to-uch so-me things and Saw-ney was one of them.

Hero-se out of the warter and hung inc-hes abo-ve it. In one hand he held eit-her ahand-ful of cloth, a
blan-ket, or...shit. Sca-les. The marte-ri-a rip-pled with sca-les and was li-ned with the black vel-vet of
blo-od. “The-se ca-ves’-drop by drop that sa-me black fell from the po-int of the scythe to the wa-ter
be-low-“they are not the chill of the sea ca-ves of ho-me.” He sho-ok it, his new blan-ket, to the rust-le
of the lar-gest pi-ece of sna-kes-kin in theworld. He' d skin-ned her, and, from the blo-od that had
po-ured free, he'd do-neit whi-le shewas di-ve. The de-ad didn't ble-ed. | ima-gi-ned, a-so, that the
skin-ned didn’t li-ve long af-ter the pro-cess.

“I shal wrap mysdf in it when the cold fi-nal-ly co-mes.” The bright bla-ze of his eyeswas back as he
pul-led the skin up to hisfa-ce and ro-se hig-her in the air. “ Ahhh, the swe-et smell of amot-her. The
in-com-pa-rab-le scent of orp-hans. | che-rish yo-ur gift, tracve-lers.”

I"d let the Glock go, but ne-ver the Eag-le-not with what it held. | pul-led, fi-red, and with three shots, |
saw De-li-lah co-ming up be-hind and be-low Saw-ney... | saw it thro-ugh him. The ho-le was not
qu-ite the 9-ze of agra-pe-fu-it, at-ho-ugh the ro-unds sho-uld’ ve blown him in half. The-re sho-uld’'ve
be-en Saw-ney on one si-de of the tun-nel and fuc-king Be-ane on the ot-her. Wha-te-ver he was
ma-de from was as hard as sto-ne.... har-der. De-li-lah wasn't de-ter-red. She hit him. Lan-ded on his
back and wrap-ped her jaws aro-und his neck with ro-om to spa-re. He was man-s-zed. She was not.
She was Wolf and Kin and she dwar-fed him. Not as Bog-gle had, but eno-ugh that she co-uld vetorn
thro-ugh histhro-at asif it we-re pa-per. Co-uld' ve.

Sho-uld've.

Didn't.

Shele-gped free asplit se-cond be-fo-re the scythe wo-uld' ve ope-ned her up. When she lan-ded, she
was sha-king her he-ad hard asif her jaws or te-eth ac-hed. Grit-ting my own te-eth, | aimed and pul-led
thetrig-ger again, thisti-me aiming for his he-ad. But he was go-ne. Bet-we-en one blink and the next,
he' d fa-ded li-ke smo-ke. He was fast, Ni-ko and | had se-en how fast in the wa-re-ho-use, but
this...Christ. How can you ho-peto kill so-met-hing you can’t pos-sibly catch?

Qu-ick or not, he co-uld’ ve go-nein only one di-rec-ti-on. | re-fu-sed to be-li-eve he co-uld’ ve go-ne
over our he-ads wit-ho-ut us se-e-ing at le-ast aflic-ker of mo-ti-on. | star-ted for-ward down the
tun-nel, only to be knoc-ked back-ward by awa-ve of wa-ter and flesh. Raw, we-eping flesh.
Hor-ri-fi-ca-ly inj-ured, she’ d be-en strip-ped of skin from neck to crotch. Flaryed and still di-ve.

“Whe-re?’ Bog-gle ro-ared, arms up-lif-ted, fists clenc-hed. “Whe-re? Whe-re? Whe-re?” Tur-ning,
she po-un-ded tho-se fists agarinst awall to bring down anot-her sec-ti-on next to the ro-ugh ent-ran-ce
she'd ma-de. “Whe-re? Whe-re? Whe-re? ” Whir-ling, she snatc-hed up the ne-arest cre-atu-re, which
hap-pe-ned to be awolf, and pul-led him in-to two pi-ecesli-ke atasty pi-ece of taffy. The lu-pi-ne jaw
snap-ped fe-ebly for se-ve-ra se-conds af-ter-ward, and it was far mo-re dis-tur-bing than | wan-ted to
ad-mit.



“Asthe Irish, abril-li-ant pe-op-le, say, ago-od ret-re-at is bet-ter than abad stand. Al-so the Bard
on-ce pon-ti-fi-ca-ted that the bet-ter part of va-lor isdisc-re-ti-on. | am not-hing if not lo-aded with
disc-re-ti-on. Shall we?’ Ro-bin tur-ned and be-gan to sprint back the way we had co-me.

| co-uldn’t say he had the wrong idea. At-tac-ked by our own wo-un-ded, cra-zed aly and Saw-ney
go-ne...thingswe-ren't go-ing as plan-ned. One hdf of the wolf, agray ma-le, fel from Bog-gle' shand
and the ot-her was thrown agarinst the far wall. The back legs and hind-qu-ar-ters dap-ped limply
aga-ingt the sur-fa-ce, then drop-ped in-to the warter.

“Whe-re?”

“For-tu-ne may fa-vor the bra-ve, but pucks are re-mar-kably long-li-ved. | say we go with the lat-ter
ad-vi-ce.” Ni-ko yan-ked me the rest of the way aloft as| was pus-hing up from the wa-ter. And for the
se-cond ti-me in awe-ek we we-re run-ning thro-ugh atun-nd. Thisti-me we had the ad-di-ti-on of
Ro-bin and three wol-ves-as well asthe world’s most pis-sed-off bog-gle.

We co-uld ha-ve kil-led her. She was mo-re sa-va-gely fi-er-ce than her marte had be-en, but she was
inj-ured and the-re we-re se-ven of us. It wo-uld' ve be-en eno-ugh, but...she was our part-ner. We'd
got-ten her in-to this. It didn’t se-em right to fi-nish off what Saw-ney had star-ted. Alt-ho-ughinthe
end, it wo-uldn’t ha-ve mat-te-red what our mo-ral stan-ce was on skin-ned bog-gles and the-ir
mur-de-ro-us ram-pa-ges. If she had cha-sed us, that stand Ro-bin wan-ted to avo-id wo-uld' ve ta-ken
pla-ce, bru-tal-ly and ins-tantly. If she cha-sed us.

Shedidn't.

She cho-seto go af-ter Saw-ney. Hewaslong go-ne, | had the fe-eling, but | wis-hed her the best of
luck. | al-so ho-ped sheli-ved. | co-uldn’t spend every day tos-Sing raw me-at at amud pit full of baby
bog-gles. | had ajob. | had thingsto do. | was res-pon-sib-le for the-ir fat-her’ sde-ath. | didn’t want to
go the-re with the-ir mot-her too. Gu-ilt gets old. It gets so damn old.

Be-s-de meran the whi-te wolf, who wit-hin six steps trans-for-med to a na-ked hu-man fe-ma-le.
Ex-cept for the scars on her sto-mach and the cho-ker tat-too aro-und her neck, she was wet and
glo-ri-o-udy nu-de. | han-ded her my jac-ket aswe ran and her up-per lip lif-ted to show her te-ethin
an amu-sed smi-le. She a-so tho-ught abo-ut pat-ting me on the he-ad, | co-uld seeit, but she to-ok the
jac-ket and dip-ped it on.

| li-ked De-li-lah-why, | wasn’t su-re. Per-haps be-ca-use she was li-ke Ni-ko...if hewe-rea
comp-le-tely im-mo-ra fe-marle. Let-ha and la-co-nic. The fa-mi-li-ar isa-ways com-for-tab-le. The
fact shewas sexy ashdl didn't hurt.

She wasn't Ge-or-gi-na. Ne-ver wo-uld be-1 knew that. But I'd ha-ve to le-arn to set-tle for awarm
to-uch or asec-ret smi-le from so-me-one e-se, and it wo-uld ha-ve to be eno-ugh. Or | co-uld spend
that part of my li-feao-ne. Not only did | ha-ve hor-mo-nes that strongly di-sag-re-ed with that, but
wit-ho-ut that wall bet-we-en us, Ge-or-ge might even-tu-al-ly con-vin-ce me.

And then shewo-uld die. Or wor-se. De-li-lah or Charm wo-uld ne-ver die for me, not if they co-uld
avo-idit.

Weadl ran on, do-wing when it was cle-ar Bog-gle wasn't fol-lo-wing us but del-ving fart-her in-to the
depthsfor Saw-ney. When we fi-nd-ly hit amarin-te-nan-ce tun-ndl, we had three half wol-ves-onein
my jac-ket and two na-ked. No-ne of them min-ded. The two ma-leswe-re par-ti-a-ly co-ve-red with
patc-hes of fur he-re and the-re, one with astub of ta-il and the ot-her with a mis-sha-pen jaw and
jo-ints. Badly bred or not, they ran far fas-ter than the rest of us did, dt-ho-ugh | knew Pro-mi-se
co-uld ve kept up.

They di-sap-pe-ared aro-und aturn and | tur-ned to De-li-lah. “ Sorry abo-ut yo-ur fri-ends.”

She waswe-aring my jac-ket with ca-su-d flair. It fell past her hips and hung open eno-ugh that | saw
the cur-ve of her ap-ri-cot-co-lo-red bre-agts. I’ d al-re-ady se-en them in the-ir en-ti-rety; it didn’t
chan-gethefact | was till lo-oking.

“Fri-ends?’ Her am-ber eyes dan-ted in my di-rec-ti-on. Af-ter she’ d chan-ged back from what
Wol-ves con-s-de-red the-ir true sha-pe, her sil-ver-blond ha-ir had fal-len free to hang li-ke a
wed-ding ve-il in co-lor and swe-ep. “Ke-ep up with the pack or don't. Die for the pack when ne-eded.
Pack isdl. The-reare no fri-ends.” With that, she was go-ne too. Des-pi-te her dy glan-cesand my



ha-zily haf-ass tho-ughts on the mat-ter, | didn't know if I’d see her aga-in or not. De-li-lah was
Deli-lah. Sheli-ved, li-ke most fur cre-atu-res, in the he-re and now. Plan-ning ahe-ad wasn't a pri-ority
or acon-cern.

“Furry wo-men aretricky, kid.” Ro-bin was weariting for us. “1 sug-gest a spo-on-ful of but-ter be-fo-re
and af-ter any snor-ke-ling ac-ti-vi-ti-es. Harir-ba-ls. Al-so, di-amond-stud-ded flea col-lars? They are
abitch to find for an-ni-ver-sary gifts.” He'd put away his sword un-der his co-at and con-ti-nu-ed with
amo-re se-ri-o-us and un-cer-ta-in shrug. “ On the ot-her hand, her ab-do-men. Y ou know...she may
bein-fert-"

| waved him off with agrowl. “1 think the fact Saw-ney got away aga-inisalit-tle mo-re pres-sing,
okay?' We we-relet-ting down ade-ad lit-tle girl right and left. It wasin my poc-ket, my re-min-der-the
sunny bar-ret-te of agirl who wo-uld ne-ver see the sun aga-in. My so-ci-al li-fe and the lack the-re-of
pa-led in com-pa-ri-son to that.

“And he ne-arly da-ugh-te-red abog-gle to do it. Sing-le-han-dedly.” Ni-ko had ret-ri-eved his cdl-lo
ca-sefrom whe-re he'd left it, dry and sa-fe. We hadn’t be-en hit with aran-dom se-arch yet, but our
luck wo-uld run out so-oner or la-ter. If Saw-ney staryed down he-re, we we-re go-ing to ha-ve to find
adif-fe-rent ac-cess.

“Thefact that he did it with aho-le that ran the en-ti-re depth of hisbody isn’t en-co-ura-ging eit-her.”
Clo-sing the ca-se with asnick of buck-les, helo-oked at me ste-adlily. “ Next ti-me, go for the he-ad
shot”

| was ago-od shot, not Olym-pic qu-ality or anyt-hing, but com-pe-ti-ti-on-wi-se, | co-uld’ ve held my
own. A he-ad shot, tho-ugh, on amo-ving tar-get wasn't easy un-der the best of cir-cums-tan-ces, and
I’d yet to see anyt-hing remo-tely lessthan ab-so-lu-tely crappy cir-cums-tan-ces de-mongt-ra-ted
du-ring our re-cent bat-tles. Ni-ko knew that aswell as| did, if not bet-ter.

“He-ad shot,” | con-fir-med so-lidly.

“No wi-se-assre-marks?’ he as-ked, hef-ting the ca-se. The-re was no moc-kery in the com-ment, no
faked surp-ri-se; he knew what he was as-king of me.

“Too bad Hal-lo-we-en’ s over. We co-uld use his he-ad as a pump-kin. Stick a cand-lein the-reand
scarethekid-di-es.” | put the Eag-leinits hols-ter. “ That work for you?’

It wasn't much of an at-tempt, alet-down of my smart-asston-gue. But the en-ti-re night had be-en a
let-down. Ot-her than ta-king out mo-re re-ve-nants and lo-sing two wol-ves and afa-ir pi-ece of
Bog-gle, we hadn’t ta-ken carre of Saw-ney, hadn’t le-ar-ned anyt-hing new. That the rest of uswe-re
ai-vewas our only ac-hi-eve-ment.
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The wak from for-got-ten to aban-do-ned and ma-in-te-nan-ce tun-nels, then to the new
const-ruc-ti-on to-ok awhi-le, and De-li-lah had pe-eled off af-ter her Wol-veslong be-fo-re that
po-int. Wit-ho-ut my jac-ket to hi-deit, | han-ded off my hols-ter to Ni-ko to con-ce-a in the cdl-lo
ca<e. | tuc-ked my gun in the back warist-band of my je-ans and co-ve-red it up with my swe-ats-hirt
be-fo-re we hit the stre-et le-vel. Then mi-nu-tesla-ter it was back un-derg-ro-und to hit the 6 trarin
ho-me. We had just stop-ped to stand on the plat-form, ig-no-ring the s-de-ways glan-ces at our
so-aked clot-hing, when | he-ard it.

It wasn't lo-ud, the bang. Ba-rely audib-le over the tra-in that ro-ared out. A small so-und, astumb-le,
and then Ro-bin wasfal-ling fa-ce-first on the flo-or. It lo-oked asif he had trip-ped. Only now,
ins-te-ad of bitc-hing and gro-aning abo-ut scra-pes and bru-ises, he was un-mo-ving.

God.

| co-uld tell that histor-so wasn't mo-ving be-ca-use he wasn't bre-at-hing and he wasn't tal-king. Y ou
don't bre-at-he, you don't talk. Go-od-fel-low-with no words? Not asing-le one? | be-li-eved in
mons-ters, | be-li-eved in the grim-mest of fa-iry tales, but | co-uldn’t be-li-eve that.

Stran-gethat | wasn't bre-at-hing elt-her, but | was till di-ve, co-uld till fe-dl the rag-ged pump of my
he-art, the acid burn in my lungs. And when | ra-ised my eyesfrom that un-mo-ving back to sta-re at



Ni-ko, | co-uld il see. If | co-uld do al tho-se things wit-ho-ut bre-at-hing, why co-uldn’t Ro-bin?

Ni-ko'sfa-ce was comp-le-tely blank and de-vo-id of anyt-hing...kil-ling mac-hi-nes don’t ne-ed
emo-ti-onsto get the job do-ne. “Léft,” he sa-id with avo-ice as empty as he tur-ned and mo-ved in that
di-rec-ti-on.

“Right.” My fa-ce wasn't empty. It wasfull of bad things, hid-den thingsthat | hadn’t let mysdlf fe-
sin-ce Ge-or-ge was ta-ken, Ni-ko a-most sac-ri-fi-ced. They’ d be-en sho-ved down, smot-he-red,
dismis-sed, but they we-re ill the-re. They’ d be-en weriting for the-ir chan-ce, and he-reit was.

With spe-aking ca-me oxy-gen and with that ca-me the abi-lity to dri-ve my body to the right thro-ugh
the mass of pe-op-le. So-me had pic-ked up on the farint so-und of the shot and run, but most hadn’t
ca-ught it and we-re ho-ve-ring aro-und Ro-bin. May-be it was his he-art, may-be drugs, may-be
god-damn mu-ta-ted pi-ge-on flu...the mut-te-ring and whis-pe-ring swel-led. | dro-ve thro-ugh the
vul-tu-res with lo-we-red sho-ul-ders and vi-ci-o-us € -bows as | went right.

Ni-ko had a-re-ady go-ne in the op-po-s-te di-rec-ti-on. | tho-ught | he-ard Pro-mi-se call from
be-hind me as she bent pro-tec-ti-vely over Ro-bin’s body, but it waslost in the so-und of the crowd,
the rush of thetrarin, and the blo-od ra-ging in my ears. | ran on. He wasn’t get-ting away, the
mur-de-rer who had do-ne this. Saw-ney had, but he wo-uldn’t. It didn’t mat-ter that | hadn’t se-en who
had pul-led the trig-ger; | wo-uld re-cog-ni-ze him when | saw him. I wo-uld know him.

| tack-led a cop mo-ving to-ward me with wary eyes and ste-ely in-tent, ro-de him to the gro-und,
cho-ked him out, and kept go-ing. That the bas-tard as-sas-sin was hu-man wo-uldn’t sa-ve him.

And hewas hu-man.

I saw him-wal-king alit-tle fas-ter than tho-se aro-und him. As| got clo-ser | co-uld see and smdll the
hu-man in the tiny be-ads of swe-at win-ding down the back of hisneck from his hair-li-ne. He didn’t
he-ar me be-hind him. It’ sa-most im-pos-sib-le to run si-lently ac-ross conc-re-te and ti-le, sne-akers
or not, but with pe-op-le mil-ling and stom-ping abo-ut li-ke cat-tle, | had the per-fect audi-tory
camo-uf-la-ge. Per-fect, yet it fariled me. Alt-ho-ugh thekil-ler didn’'t he-ar me be-hind him, he lo-oked
over his sho-ul-der any-way. Pro-fes-s-onasdon’t [o-ok and they don’t swe-at. Amate-urs hold the
patent on that. They a-so runinste-ad of ta-king the of-fen-si-ve, as my ama-te-ur did. He bol-ted the
mao-ment his eyes ca-ught mi-ne. Not used to kil-ling. Too bad for him | was.

Let the bas-tard run. Let him run al god-damn night. At the end of it, hewo-uld still be de-ad. A
gr-rush, Ha-meh birds, this son of abitch-they we-redl the ss=me. Mons-ters. | co-uldn’t get rid of my
ge-ne, but that didn’t me-an | ga-ve a shit if hiswe-re one hund-red per-cent nor-mal. For what he'd
do-ne...

Hewas de-ad.

| al-most pul-led out the Eag-le, but that was bo-und to at-tract itsfarir sha-re of at-ten-ti-on from at
le-ast so-me of the com-mu-ters. Asit was now, they we-re only cle-aring apath for usasweran. The
de-ad man, so god-damn de-ad, snatc-hed anot-her lo-ok over his sho-ul-der, sho-ved awo-man who
hadn’t me-an-de-red out of hisway qu-ickly eno-ugh, and then va-ul-ted her when shefell to her hands
and kne-es. He hadn’t ta-ken out his gun eit-her, which led meto be-li-eve he'd al-re-ady dum-ped it.
He didn’t want to be ca-ught by the cops with awe-apon, now, did he?

He sho-uld be that lucky.

The next ti-me helo-oked for me | was ne-arly on top of him. Ba-rely three fe-et away | co-uld smell
the fe-ar co-ming off of him. | co-uld a-so smdll de-ter-mi-narti-on and re-sol-ve or may-be | was
se-e-ing it in hisdark eyes. | was so fo-cu-sed on him, so fe-ro-ci-o-udy awarre, that | co-uldn’t tell
whe-re one of my sen-ses be-gan and the ot-her en-ded. The sa-me went for my sa-nity and
so-met-hing alit-tle less than. He' d ta-ken my fri-end. He had ta-ken the first per-son I'd le-ar-ned to
trust asi-de from my brot-her.

Months ago I’ d be-en on the ed-ge of lo-sing it ut-terly when I’ d tho-ught Ge-or-ge and Ni-ko we-re
go-ne for go-od. Ro-bin had told me then that the fro-zen cont-rol I'd used smply to be ab-leto
func-ti-on wo-uld co-me back to bi-te mein the ass. Told me that when you bury emo-ti-onsli-ke that,
you' re only pis-sing them off...ma-king them stron-ger, be-ca-use you' re bur-ying them di-ve. They
don't li-ke that, and one day they’ Il ma-ke su-re that you don't li-ke it eit-her. He' d be-en right. But



aga-ingt the odds and my own scre-wed-up psyche, | had fo-und Ge-or-ge and Ni-ko.

I’d ne-ver find Ro-bin aga-in.

But I'd fo-und hiskil-ler. Right he-re. Right now. And rest-ra-int and com-po-su-re, they we-re just
words to me. Me-aning-less so-unds, worth-less con-cepts.

I'vefelt sava-gera-ge. What | felt now was be-yond that. When he jum-ped down to the tracks and
to-ok off down the tun-nd, | waswith him. On him. | saw only him, felt only him when | tack-led him. |
didn't fe-e the thud of the gro-und ri-sing to me-et us, him twis-ting be-ne-ath me or the fists that
ham-me-red my ribs. | didn't fe-el thegun that | had in my hand et-her, but | know he did. The mat-te
black ste-el dug in-to the flesh un-der his chin un-til asmall ri-vu-let of blo-od wel-led aro-und the
gun-sight and wo-und down to po-al in the hol-low of histhro-at. And be-ca-use | co-uld see only him, |
co-uld see the ra-pid pul-se be-ating be-ne-ath the red with start-ling clarity. The-re was the blo-od rich
with cop-per, swe-at so-ur with dre-ad, and bre-ath he-ated and harsh.

“What you do to me do-esn’'t mat-ter. My task isdo-ne,” he pan-ted. So-me-how, out-s-de of his
fe-ar, the bas-tard had fo-und sa-tis-fac-ti-on. “ The bet-ra-yer is de-ad.”

| sho-uld've pul-led the trig-ger. The cle-an jerk of it, the kick of the re-co-il, | wan-ted that. But |
al-so wan-ted so-met-hing d-se. “Are you the only one | get to kill?’ | as-ked, the qu-es-ti-on le-aden
and gut-tu-ra in my thro-at. | jam-med the gun bar-rel har-der in-to his neck un-til he gag-ged aga-inst
the pres-su-re. “ Are you? Or isthe-re so-me-one e -se? Die hard and ado-ne or easy and with
com-pany. Which isit go-ing to be, you son of abitch?’

He spat in my fa-ce, con-tor-ted his body, and sho-ved me off in amo-vethat I’ d not se-en be-fo-re,
not even from Ni-ko. | stag-ge-red as he lun-ged up-ward, but | ma-na-ged to stay on my fe-et as|
amed the Eag-le at his chest from six fe-et away. “No, not yet,” | sa-id mo-reto mysdlf than to him.
“Not that easy for you.” | lo-we-red the muz-zle to po-int a hisknee. If | fi-red, he'd be an ins-tant
am-pu-tee, but he'd tel me whet-her hewasin thisao-ne. That was worth aleg to find out. He was
de-ad any-way. He co-uld bun-ny-hop hisway thro-ugh the Ga-tes of Hell, for al | ca-red, and think of
mewhi-lehedidit.

“You can't ma-ke metell you anyt-hing.” He was astudy in cont-ra-dic-ti-on. Af-ra-id, but pro-ud. A
mur-de-rer, but so fuc-king na-ive.

“Think agerin, as-sho-le.” | garveaferd grin. “I can ma-ke you do anyt-hing. An-y-t-hing. All | ne-ed
isti-me.” | pul-led thetrig-ger, and it felt asgo-od as | knew it wo-uld. “Y ou don't ha-ve anyw-he-re
you ne-ed to be, right?’ | fi-nis-hed as the ec-ho-ing bo-om of the ro-und fa-ded away.

His scre-am was do-wer to wa-ne. He sho-uld' ve be-en gra-te-ful. He till had hisleg. I'd used my |eft
hand to throw my com-bat kni-fe. | wasn't as go-od with my left asmy right, but | was go-od eno-ugh
and go-od eno-ugh was all it to-ok. Half the bla-de bu-ri-ed it-sdf in histhigh. The guns-hot and cra-ter
inthefar wall afew inc-hes over had be-en for emp-ha-ss; the-re’ s not-hing qu-ite li-ke an exp-lo-si-ve
ro-und for high-ligh-ting the six inc-hes of ste-dl in yo-ur body. The-re’ s not-hing qu-iteli-keit for
emp-ha-9-zing any damn thing you can think of.

The copswo-uld be co-ming but go-od luck get-ting thro-ugh the pa-nic-ked crowd that that
exp-lo-s-on wo-uld ha-ve mil-ling li-ke wild ani-mds. It wo-uld ta-ke awhi-le and awhi-le was lon-ger
than | ne-eded. We we-re far down the tun-ndl and | was mo-ti-va-ted. Very mo-ti-va-ted.

| watc-hed as hefdll to his kne-es, his hands fin-ding and loc-king on to the rub-ber hand-le. Lo-oking
up a me, he swa-lo-wed the last of hisharsh cry and his mo-uth wor-ked so-und-les-dy be-fo-re he
mumb-led so-met-hing too dur-red to un-ders-tand.

“I can’'t ma-ke you tell me anyt-hing, isthat what you sa-id?’ | step-ped for-ward, put my hand over his
tightly clenc-hed ones. “It's ser-ra-ted, so very sorry abo-ut that. But don't worry. It'll bejust li-ke
pul-ling off aBand-Aid.” | le-aned in and of-fe-red a moc-kery of sympathy. “1’m happy to do it for you.
But if | we-reyou, I’d try not to lo-ok at what co-mes out with it.”

“My task isdo-ne,” he re-pe-ated, my wordsig-no-red. The fe-ar was go-ne; the-re was not-hing to
smell but the rem-nants of it now. “1 will be re-mem-be-red.”

The tracks be-ne-ath us be-gan to vib-rarte, fol-lo-wed by abril-li-ant light cut-ting thro-ugh the
sha-dows. Piss-po-or ti-ming-I li-ved for it. Or, rat-her, it li-ved for me.



“I will be ho-no-red.” He ma-na-ged to get to hisfe-et and step-ped back, using an un-tap-ped and
des-pe-rate energy to pull his hands and the hilt from my grip. He to-ok two mo-re steps, lo-oked
down and back, then to-ok that one last step. He res-ted hisleft fo-ot on the third ra-il wit-ho-ut
he-g-ta-ti-on. Im-me-di-ately, his body arc-hed be-fo-re snap-ping back so ri-gidly up-right and with a
for-ce so ana-to-mi-ca-ly im-pos-sib-le that | tho-ught | he-ard his back bre-ak. | a-so smel-led the
co-oking of flesh and the stench of bur-ning hair, but only for ase-cond. | flung mysdf back agaringt the
wall asthetra-in to-ok him. Af-ter that the-re was only the sharp scent of 0zo-ne, empty spa-ce, and a
hund-red wildly ra-ging emo-ti-ons with now-he-reto go.

| did down ageringt the conc-re-te wal un-til | was sit-ting, the gun still in my hand. He' d be-aten meto
it. The bas-tard had go-ne out his own way and wit-ho-ut tel-ling me adamn thing.

“Shit.” | pul-led up my kne-es and res-ted my fo-re-he-ad on them. “ Sorry,” | ras-ped ro-ughly, “so
god-damn sorry.” The cur-se was for me, therest for Ro-bin.

“Didyoukill him?’

Ni-ko wo-uld’ ve qu-ickly re-ali-zed that he' d as-sig-ned him-salf the wrong di-rec-ti-on when the
mil-ling of the crowds and the ye-ling and scre-ams star-ted from the op-po-si-te end. My end. He'd
ca-ught up with me, but not in ti-me.

“No.” | strarigh-te-ned and le-aned my he-ad back. “A mil-li-on voltsand atra-in be-at metoit.”

“De-adisde-ad,” he sa-id with adark sartis-fac-ti-on as he held down a hand to me. “ And that, lit-tle
brot-her, is qu-ite tho-ro-ughly de-ad.”

| sho-ok my he-ad and didn’t ta-ke the of-fe-red hand. He was right. De-ad was de-ad, but it wasn't
enc-ugh. “Ro-bin'sgo-ne.” | lo-oked blindly at the smo-king rail. “That stu-pid, horny pi-ece of shit
is...” | drop-ped the gun be-si-de me and rub-bed hard at my fo-re-he-ad with the he-els of one hand. |
co-uldn’t say the word. | pic-ked the Eag-le back up, threw it ac-ross the tun-nel with as much for-ce as
| co-uld mus-ter, and didn’t bot-her to ca-re when not-hing blew up from the carre-less tant-rum. “In the
back. Jesus, he got it in the god-damn back. He' s sup-po-sed to be bet-ter than that. Smar-ter than
thet.”

“Hetold us so of-ten eno-ugh, didn’t he?” Nik sat be-si-de me. To ke-ep it out of hiseyes, he'd drawn
the top half of hisjaw-length ha-ir back tightly and se-cu-red it just be-low the crown with ablack
rub-ber band. But wit-ho-ut the we-ight of hisbra-id to pull the rest of it stra-ight, the damp bot-tom half
that fell free had dri-ed with a subt-le wa-ve whe-re he had pus-hed it back be-hind his ears. That wa-ve
must’ ve be-en the-re for months now, and | hadn’t no-ti-ced. It se-emed im-por-tant, my blind-ness; it
se-emed al-most mo-men-to-us, be-ca-use Ni-ko was my brot-her. My brot-her, and | hadn’t
no-ti-ced. | co-uldn’t be-gin to grasp the things I’ d not ta-ken the ti-me to no-ti-ce abo-ut Ro-bin.

“Ye-ah,” | sarid rag-gedly. “He did. Smar-ter than Soc-ra-tes, qu-ic-ker than Her-mes...”

“With the sta-mi-na of Her-cu-les and Pri-agpus com-bi-ned,” the fa-mi-li-ar vo-ice cro-aked from
se-ve-ra fe-et away. From the glo-om, Ro-bin ap-pe-ared. He was le-aning he-avily on Pro-mi-se, but
he was mo-ving un-der his own po-wer. Mo-ving, bre-at-hing, brag-ging...hewas di-ve. The son of a
bitch was ali-ve. All tho-sero-iling emo-ti-ons te-aring thro-ugh mefi-na-ly had an out-let, and un-til |
re-ac-hed Go-od-fel-low | had no ideaif they wo-uld re-sult in vi-olen-ce or so-met-hing wor-se.

It was the so-met-hing wor-se.

I’d jum-ped to my fe-et and mo-ved in to push him hard. Then | grab-bed ahand-ful of his shirt to pull
him back and sha-ke him, and fi-nd-ly, grow-ling aslo-udly as any wolf, | wrap-ped an arm aro-und his
neck and squ-e-ezed un-til hisfa-ce be-gan to turn va-gu-ely purp-le.

Ye-ah, | hug-ged him. It didn’t get any wor-se than that, did it?

Sho-ving him back aga-in be-fo-re he had ti-meto blink in surp-ri-se, | de-man-ded harshly, “Why
aren’'t you de-ad?’

“Atthisrate, | so-onwill be” Herarised ahand bet-we-en us, wary at any furt-her wel-co-me. “I can
tell you are over-co-me with re-li-ef at the re-uni-on, Carli-ban, but, ple-ase, don't stra-in any hit-her-to
unu-sed emo-ti-onal musc-les on my be-haf. I’'m not su-re my neck can stand it.” Mat-ted brown hair
stuck to his swe-aty fo-re-he-ad as he le-aned back with awin-ce to gi-ve mo-re we-ight to Pro-mi-s&'s
sup-por-ti-ve arm. “And I’'m not de-ad be-ca-use of Bog-gle.” His pa-le fa-ce be-came alit-tle mo-re



ani-ma-ted be-ne-ath the dis-com-fort. “ Also be-ca-use of that bas-tard Dark-ling. Wo-uldn’t he ha-ve
lo-ved to know that, that wretc-hed wad of li-zard mu-co-us?’

“I think thiswo-uld be bet-ter exp-la-ined in alo-cati-on whe-re our chan-ces of be-ing
ar-res-ted”-Ni-ko res-ted a hand on my sho-ul-der-“and dis-sec-ted are alit-tleless.” The hand
grip-ped and then po-in-ted.

“Gun. Only ru-delit-tle boysle-ave the-ir toyslying abo-ut.”

And | wo-uldn’t want to be ru-de, wo-uld 1? Or dis-sec-ted. | wal-ked over, avo-iding the third reil
that till Sz-zled with le-at-her and flesh, and re-co-ve-red the we-apon with fin-gersthat felt oddly
clumsy. Hard fight, long night, fri-ends dying and ri-sing aga-in, that sort of thing plaryed hell ona
per-son’s ner-vo-us system. Un-ders-tan-ding that didn’t stop me from cur-sing my numb fin-gers, the
sud-denly much he-avi-er than nor-mal Eag-le, and La-za-rus frig-ging Go-od-fel-low. Af-ter tuc-king
thegunin my je-ans, | pul-led off my shirt, tur-ned it in-s-de out, and put it back on. I’d go-nefrom a
dark-harired ma-ni-ac in ablack shirt, to just an ave-ra-ge guy in ared one. The dif-fe-ren-ce was
eno-ugh to fo-ol any nonp-ro-fes-si-onal eye, and he-re was ho-ping that cop | to-ok out was still
un-cons-Ci-0-Us.

Wedid ma-keit out, blen-ding in-to the pa-nic-ked whi-le ta-king turns hel-ping Ro-bin along. This
ti-me, we shel-led out the bucks for a cab and he-aded to Pro-mi-se's pent-ho-use at Park Ave-nue and
Six-ti-eth to re-cu-pe-ra-te. Pro-mi-se had of-fe-red. | was be-gin-ning to think she was fon-der of
Ro-bin than she let on. They we-re both long-li-ved, alt-ho-ugh he was much ol-der by far. They had a
com-mon bond that Ni-ko and | co-uldn’t be part of. Ac-tu-al-ly, the jury was still out on whet-her | had
in-he-ri-ted the Aup-he lon-ge-vity. It co-uld stay out aslong asit wan-ted. | wasn't out-li-ving Ni-Kko; |
wasn't out-li-ving my only true fa-mily, not by hund-reds or tho-usands of ye-ars. No. Just...no.

By the ti-mewe clim-bed out of theta-xi and we-re us-he-red in-to the bu-il-ding by an im-po-sing,
sl-ver-ha-ired do-or-man with an equ-a-ly im-po-sing swe-ep of mus-tac-he in pu-re whi-te,
Go-od-fd-low’ s cur-sing had grown lo-uder, but his mo-ve-ments ca-me with mo-re ease. A bru-ised
or crac-ked rib, that was what he' d ma-na-ged to es-ca-pe de-ath with-a dark purp-le splotch on the
left of hisback...pre-ci-saly over whe-re his he-art wo-uld be.

The key to his sur-vi-val had be-en the me-mo-ri-es of our bog-gle, which had be-en trig-ge-red by his
marte, and by Dark-ling. Dark-ling, a one with my body and my mind, had set up an am-bushin
Cent-ra Park. Whi-le Bog-gle had at-tac-ked Go-od-fel-low, Dar-k-ling...I...we had shot Ni-ko.
Po-int-blank ran-ge. | le-aned to-ward guns. Kni-ves we-re okay, but guns we-re the top of my
com-fort le-vel, and Ni-ko hadn’t for-got-ten that. When I’ d be-en ta-ken by Dark-ling, my brot-her
had worn a bul-letp-ro-of vest in an-ti-ci-pa-ti-on of just such an event. It had sa-ved hisli-fe.

Ro-bin knew that he was an as-sas-S-na-ti-on tar-get of two at-tempts al-re-ady. When we' d told him
we we-re brin-ging in anot-her bog-gle, it had bro-ught the fight of the past ye-ar to mind. Whi-le Ni-ko
had ex-pec-ted the gun then, Go-od-fel-low hadn’t. Dark-ling wasn't hu-man; he wo-uld ha-ve no
par-ti-cu-lar at-tach-ment to agun. Non-hu-mansra-rely did. That type of thin-king wo-uld' ve got-ten
Ro-binkil-led if he'd be-enin Nik’ s pla-ce. Asles-sonswent, it had ma-de an imp-res-si-on on the
puck.

Ha-meh birds, agir-rush...aman with agun was along way from cre-atu-res such astho-se. Long
way, long odds. But pucks, gamb-lersto the last one, knew al abo-ut odds and they knew the-ir
payof-fs. I'd won-de-red how so-me-one as long-li-ved as him had go-ne down so easily. Now |
knew. He hadn't. Af-ter the Ha-meh, he’ d bo-ught a bul-letp-ro-of vest and star-ted we-aring it un-der
hisfi-nely wo-ven fal swe-aters. The dam-ned things pro-bably matc-hed, cash-me-re and Kev-lar.

Rec-li-ning on overs-tuf-fed pil-lows and a sa-ge gre-en silk co-ver, Ro-bin waslo-un-ging in
Pro-mi-se' s gu-est ro-om with adis-tinctly su-pe-ri-or smirk on his po-in-ted fa-ce. Lo-ok at me. Lo-ok
how cle-ver. The bre-adth and re-ach of my in-tel-li-gen-ce are so un-fat-ho-mab-le to the ave-ra-ge
bra-in that | must ap-pe-ar god-li-ke to you les-ser mor-tals. Whet-her it was only in my he-ad that |
he-ard it or he'd ac-tu-al-ly sa-id it alo-ud, it didn’t mat-ter. My hand was a-re-ady clo-sing aro-und
so-met-hing on the dres-ser to toss at him. Gil-ded French va-se, crystdl de-can-ter, sta-tue of Ve-nus, |
didn’t lo-ok. | didn’t carre. | hef-ted it and coc-ked my arm back asif | we-retrying out for the



ma:j-ors when Ni-ko to-ok me by the scruff of my shirt and be-gan to hust-le me out of the bed-ro-om.

“Here-a-ly do-esn't de-a with the unex-pec-ted well, do-eshe?’ Ro-bin com-men-ted asif | and my
ma-kes-hift we-apon we-ren’t the-re. Rol-ling on-to his sto-mach, he his-sed at the cold as Pro-mi-sg,
who didn’t lo-ok par-ti-cu-larly ple-ased to be pla-ying nur-se, pla-ced an ice pack over the spre-ading
bru-ise. Fond-ness only went so far. Se-e-ing a half-na-ked Go-od-fel-low was ap-pa-rently the outer
li-mits of that af-fec-ti-on. “In hisworld the-re are no go-od surp-ri-sesand al pi-fatas arefil-led with
evil-tem-pe-red ta-ran-tu-las and po-ison-spit-ting sna-kes.” | he-ard the cluc-king of histon-gue
be-fo-re he res-ted hisfa-ce in the pil-lows for a muf-fled fi-nish. “We do ne-ed to work on that
at-ti-tu-de or he'll ne-ver be ab-le to enj-oy thetrue...”

| didn’t he-ar anyt-hing furt-her as the bed-ro-om re-ce-ded be-hind us. Pro-mi-s¢' s ho-me had soft
and glo-ri-o-udy wo-ven rugs, dra-pe-ri-es, and ta-pest-ri-es on the wall that all wor-ked to so-ak up
no-iseli-ke aspon-ge. | lo-oked at what was in my hand as Ni-ko kept marc-hing me aong. A
can-de-lab-ra, sil-ver and gold. It wo-uld’' ve ma-de a ni-ce dent in that curly he-ad. “He de-ser-vesit,” |
sa-id, knuck-les whi-te-ning as my grip tigh-te-ned.

“Why?’ At the end of the hall, we went down the win-ding sta-irs as the me-tal was deftly wor-ked
from my clenc-hed hand. “Why do-es he de-ser-ve it? For be-ing a self-righ-te-o-us ass, which is
not-hing new, or”-he put the can-de-lab-raon the ne-arest tab-le-

“for scaring you?’

“I ha-ve Saw-ney and the Aup-he to scarre the shit out of me” | dis-mis-sed stiffly. “Go-od-fel-low
do-esn't co-me clo-seto ma-king that list.” Af-ter dep-ri-ving me of my ex-pen-si-ve puck swat-ter,
Nik re-le-ased me, and | promptly be-gan to prowl theli-ving ro-om in ever-wi-de-ning circ-les. |
plun-ked the keys of an ivory-co-lo-red small pi-ano, glan-ced a se-ve-ra pic-tu-resin smp-le
po-lis-hed sil-ver fra-mes, and kept wal-king.

“The-reismo-re than one type of fe-ar, lit-tle brot-her. Y ou had anot so he-athy tas-te of that with
Ge-or-gi-naand me, and you did yo-ur best to for-get abo-ut it.” His ga-ze dril-led in-to mi-ne, let-ting
me know what he had tho-ught and till did think of that idea. Very damn lit-tle. “To push it down whe-re
you wo-uldn’'t ha-veto lo-ok at it, to think abo-ut it.” Hele-aned agaringt thewall as| shif-ted my wary
glan-ce away from him to the flo-or and kept pa-cing. “Or to de-a withit.”

| had exactly ze-ro de-s-reto talk abo-ut this, but | knew the dif-fe-ren-ce that wo-uld ma-ke. When |
pas-sed the pi-ano thisti-me, | dam-med afist down ins-te-ad of afew fin-gers. The dis-cor-dant crash
didn’t marke me fe-d any bet-ter, but it did ma-ke mefe-d li-ke | had com-pany in my cha-os. “|
de-d,” | grit-ted. “I de-d just fi-ne.”

“Yes, you'rede-ading. You re de-aing apath of dest-ruc-ti-on thro-ugh aho-me that Pro-mi-seis
qu-itefond of.” Fin-gerstap-ped lightly agaringt fol-ded arms as he led in-to what he' d sarid be-fo-re,
mo-re than on-ce, at-ho-ugh he hadn’t said it as of-ten as I’ d ex-pec-ted him to. He knew bet-ter than
| that | wasn't re-ady to he-ar it. Not then. “ Cd, Ro-binisdi-ve. Ge-or-gi-naand | aredi-ve. Thatis
what’ sim-por-tant-what did hap-pen, not what co-uld' ve hap-pe-ned.”

What did hap-pen, not what co-uld ha-ve. Ye-ah, it was adl very Tao and ac-cep-ting and al that. But,
Zen crap asi-de, it co-uld easily ha-ve go-ne the ot-her way. Over the past ye-ar and a half we' d be-en
lucky so many ti-mes. That luck, so-oner rat-her than la-ter, wo-uld ha-ve to run out. The law of
ave-ra-ges wasn't go-ing to be our bitch fo-re-ver.

| to-uc-hed afin-ger to the co-ol keys agarin, thisti-me ten-ta-ti-vely, and then | sat down to play. It
was't pretty mu-sic. It wasn't ugly et-her. Yet, in away, it was both. It was di-en-that was the best
desc-rip-ti-on. Dis-so-nant and il-lo-gi-cal-ly strung to-get-her, wild no-te to wil-der yet, but it hung
to-get-her so-me-how. A symphony from swamps and ca-ves, jewe-led bo-nes and for-got-ten
dun-ge-ons, li-ving tombs and empty gra-ves-the Dark-ling pla-ces. He had be-en re-la-ted to the
bans-he-es, a ma-le ver-si-on who-se his-tory had ne-ver be-en re-cor-ded, who-se true na-me along
with therest of hisgen-der waslost in ti-me. But li-ke hisfe-marle co-usins, he li-ked mu-sic, and he
li-kedto sing.

On the ot-her hand, des-pi-te in-he-ri-ting our mot-her’ s ho-ney and rum vo-ice, | co-uldn’t play or
sng ano-te. That hadn't stop-ped Dark-ling from le-aving me a pre-sent. Un-wel-co-me, un-wan-ted,



and unk-nown up un-til now. It didn’t mat-ter. He was de-ad, chop-ped to the fi-nest of pi-eces. I’'d
do-ne the chop-ping. | knew for afact he was go-ne.

But the ref-lec-ti-on came be-fo-re | co-uld stop it, at le-ast when he' d be-en in me, no mat-ter who
left, | wasn't ever do-ne. Schi-zo ashell, but not do-ne. It was atho-ught that |eft me so re-pul-sed and
ex-po-sed that | ve-ered away from it ins-tantly. Fol-ding arms on the top of the pi-ano, | res-ted my
chin on them. “I’m used to ha-ving all my eggsin one bas-ket.” That wo-uld be Ni-ko. One
ste-el-shel-led egg, one unb-re-akab-le bas-ket. God, | ho-ped.

It was an obs-cu-re sta-te-ment and co-ming af-ter an ex-hi-bi-ti-on of afre-akish mu-si-cal ta-lent |
sho-uldn’t ha-ve had, you had to gi-ve Ni-ko cre-dit for catc-hing on to it. “ The mo-re eggs you ha-ve,
themo-reli-kely oneisto bre-ak.”

“Po-ac-hed. Scramb-led. Pu-re-ed in ablen-der for an over-the-hill bo-xer. Wha-te-ver.” | ex-ten-ded
an arm and to-uc-hed the cor-ner of the ne-arest fraame. Pro-mi-se and a dark-harired lit-tle girl, both
co-lo-red se-piaand dres-sed in clot-hes from at le-ast a hund-red ye-ars ago. For the thingsthat | did
know of Ro-bin and Pro-mi-sg, the-re we-re tho-usands upon tho-usands of thingsthat | didn’t and
might ne-ver ha-ve the chan-ceto le-arn.

“I’m not go-od at this shit, Cyra-no. I’m not go-od at ca-ring, and I’ m su-re as hell not go-od at al the
crap that co-meswithit.” | lo-oked up at the ce-iling, eg-gshell with ahint of ro-se. It reemin-ded me of
thein-ner cur-ve of ashel sco-ured cle-an by sdt warter. Full of dawn’s pu-rity and glow. “He ma-de
me li-ke him, the son of abitch. And | don’t li-ke...didn’t li-ke an-yo-ne but you. But Go-od-fel-low
ma-de me li-ke him and then he go-es and pro-ves he' smor-ta af-ter dl. It sucks. It just god-damn
sucks.” | pus-hed away from the baby grand and sto-od. “I’'m hungry. Y ou hungry? Want a sand-wich?
Gre-at. Sand-wic-hes co-ming up.”

“I think you ne-ed to avo-id sharp obj-ectsfor awhi-le,” Ni-ko or-de-red as he mo-ved away from the
wall. “I wo-uld ha-te for you to ram abutc-her’ s kni-fe in Go-od-fel-low’ sleg in the ho-peshe
wo-uldn’t for-ce you to li-ke him any-mo-re. Alt-ho-ugh the abor-ted at-tempt to brarin him with a
can-de-lab-ramight d-re-ady ha-ve him tip-ped off to yo-ur cun-ning plan.”

“I am so scre-wed.” | sat back down, thisti-me on the flo-or. Dirty red shirt, damp je-ans, and black
sne-akers, | was ade-fi-ni-te test to the sta-in-re-pd-ling skills of the oys-ter gray, vi-olet, and ebony
rug be-ne-ath me. “Why do | li-kehim?’ | mut-te-red, mo-re to mysalf than to Nik. “Pro-mi-se...I
ha-veto li-ke her. | get that. She'syo-urs. You're hers. It' sa pac-ka-ge de-al. Ge-or-ge...” | shut my
mo-uth. The-re was no way to con-ti-nue that sen-ten-ce wit-ho-ut reg-ret, not asing-le one.

“We sho-uld ve left New Y ork. Even af-ter Dark-ling was de-ad and we tho-ught the Aup-he we-re,
we sho-uld've kept mo-ving.” | ex-ha-led he-avily as| she-at-hed fin-gersin my hair and sa-id by ro-te,
“You don't get at-tac-hed, you ne-ver tell an-yo-ne yo-ur re-al nasme, and you a-waysle-ave. Tho-se
we-retheru-les” You al-ways le-ave be-ing the most im-por-tant of them.

Ni-ko sat ac-ross from me on the flo-or. Hislegs we-refol-ded in a style that ma-de mi-ne ac-he just
to seeit. Helo-osdly res-ted his hands on his kne-es. His wrists we-re ban-ded with what |o-oked li-ke
ado-ub-le row of Ti-be-tan me-di-ta-ti-on be-ads, ex-cept the-se we-re ma-de of ste-el and wo-uld
def-lect the blow of ne-arly any bla-de easily. “1 know,” he sa-id. “I ma-de tho-seru-les.” The cor-ners
of hismo-uth de-epe-ned down-ward bri-efly. “ And Sop-hiatho-ught | scor-ned the old ways.”

Sop-hiadidn’'t ha-ve much ro-om to talk. She' d bro-ken ti-es with her clan when she' d run off, and
they’ d do-ne the sasmeto her ye-arsla-ter when they fo-und out what per-ver-se bar-ga-in she’d ma-de
with the Aup-he. Asfor the“old ways,” she had ne-ver pur-po-sdly ta-ught us athing, not on-ce Ni-ko
had re-fu-sed to be part of her scams. Asyo-ung as the age of six, Nik a-re-ady had an un-wa-ve-ring
mo-ral com-pass, hewas are-gu-lar Darla La-maof the tre-iler park. Whet-her we we-re in-vol-ved or
not, tho-ugh, it didn’t mat-ter-the les-sonswe-re ill the-re for the ta-king. She’ d run afor-tu-ne-tel-ling
con at the kitc-hen tab-le whi-le we watc-hed car-to-onsfo-ur fe-et away. At night she drun a
dif-fe-rent kind of con and the walls we-re much thin-ner than fo-ur fe-et.

“Her ru-les, yo-ur ru-les.” 1 sho-ok my he-ad. “I don’'t ca-re. We sho-uld'veli-ved by them. |
sho-uld’'ve. Y ou wan-ted to le-ave. | wasthe one who sa-id we sho-uld stay in New York.” | frow-ned
a him. “Usu-a-ly when I’'m anidi-ot, you don't listen to me.”



“If that we-retrue, | wo-uld be se-lec-ti-vely de-af every ho-ur out of the day,” he sta-ted, hit-ting my
knee with a not-qu-ite-pa-in-ful flick of hisfin-ger. “ Be-9-des, you we-re right. We tho-ught the enemy
dest-ro-yed and we had ma-de ali-fe he-re. Gran-ted it was ali-fe of only afew months and we both
bro-ke the ru-lesin do-ing so, but it was il ali-fe. We had an dly and fri-end in Ro-bin. We had the
po-ten-ti-a for mo-rein Pro-mi-se and Ge-or-gi-na. Why gi-ve that up for no re-ason at al?’

“Sa-nity isare-ason,” | co-un-te-red, scra-ping abru-ised knuck-le along the sil-ken fi-bers of the rug.

“Pretty go-od onetoo.”

We sho-uld’ ve known bet-ter. Se-e-ing the-ir dest-ruc-ti-on with our own eyes asi-de, we il
sho-uld' ve known bet-ter. The Aup-he we-re ill out the-re, and they wo-uldn’t stay hid-den fo-re-ver.
Then the-re was Ro-bin. So-me-one wan-ted him de-ad, and that was pro-bably afea-irly fre-qu-ent
event. Jesus. Asfor Saw-ney...we d ma-de him our prob-lem and it was pos-sib-le he co-uld ta-ke one
or mo-re of usout. I'd ma-na-ged to sur-vi-ve the un-cer-tarinty of Ge-or-ge'sand Nik’s
di-sap-pe-aran-ce months ago. Ma-na-ged, asin, just god-damn ba-rely, and only by be-co-ming the
col-dest son of abitch that | co-uld be.

De-d?

Wheat alie. Af-ter Sit-ting, pa-cing, Sit-ting aga-in, and thin-king of ot-her things to bash over Ro-bin's
he-ad whi-le he dept, | ob-vi-o-udy wasn't de-aling.

“I harveto get out of he-refor awhi-le.” | got up mo-re qu-ickly from the co-uch than | sho-uld ha-ve,
my body gro-aning from mul-tip-le re-ve-nant blows.

“It'sfo-ur am.,” Ni-ko po-in-ted out, un-mo-ving.

“Whe-rewill you...ah.” He ga-ve an ap-pro-ving nod.

“An ex-cd-lent ideg, if she co-ope-ra-tes. If shewill ‘lo-ok.”

“Ye-ah” | dar-ted to-ward the do-or. “ That'sabigif.” But if | had my way, she wo-uldn’t get away
with not lo-oking.

Not thisti-me.
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Ge-or-ge was Sit-ting on the sto-op of her gpart-ment bu-il-ding wariting for me. For that, she had
lo-oked. Or may-be for the lit-tle things, she didn’t |lo-ok. May-be she just knew wit-ho-ut any ef-fort at
al.

She was wrap-ped in aro-be. Hund-reds of patc-hes we-re stitc-hed to-get-her in ata-pestry of
vel-vet, sk, smp-le po-lis-hed cot-ton-any mate-ri-al you co-uld think of. So-mewe-re
emb-ro-ide-red, so-me not; the only re-qu-ire-ment was they we-re dl a sha-de of red. Scar-let,
gar-net, crim-son, ruby, candy-apple, every hue you co-uld ima-gi-ne was the-re. That com-bi-ned with
her de-ep gold-brown skin and cop-per ha-ir re-min-ded me of a pa-in-ting we' d pas-sed in the
mu-se-um whi-lelo-oking for Saw-ney. So-me ar-tist, the na-me be-gan with a K, but | reemem-be-red
the re-pe-ating pat-tern of squ-ares, the vib-rant co-lors, the tran-qu-il fa-ce.

At d-mogt fi-ve am. we we-re as ado-ne as you co-uld bein the city, and | lo-oked at her si-lently. She
knew. Abo-ut Charm, she knew, and | didn’t think that had anyt-hing to do with be-ing psychic. It had
to do with be-ing awo-man. | duc-ked my he-ad and then sat two steps be-low her.

Sheres-ted ahand on my hair, smo-ot-hing it. “We dl ha-veto le-arn our own way. Ma-ke our own
pas-sa-ge.” She drop-ped her hand and sa-id with an-ger and di-sap-po-int-ment, “Y ou a-wayswe-re
and a-wayswill be one for the dif-fi-cult path.” She squ-ared her sho-ul-ders and sho-ok her he-ad.
“The-reisthero-ad tra-ve-led, thero-ad less so, and the dliff. Y ou he-ad stra-ight for the cliff,
Cali-ban. Every ti-me. Every sing-leti-me.”

She tigh-te-ned the ro-be aro-und her and clas-ped hands aro-und her kne-es. “When you ti-re of
hit-ting the bot-tom, let me know. May-be I'll still be he-re. May-be | won't, but | can tell you this: The
only thingsthat you'll find on the dif-fi-cult path that aren’t on the smo-ot-her one are bru-ises and
reg-rets.”

Li-kel didn't know that.



How she knew that-now, the-re was a dif-fe-rent qu-es-ti-on a-to-get-her. “Y ou fi-nal-ly lo-oked,
then?’ | as-ked ca-uti-o-udy, un-cer-ta-inif | re-a-ly wan-ted to know the ans-wer to that and fe-eling
li-ke the ab-so-lu-te shit she me-ant meto. I'd tur-ned her away on-ce. | co-uldn’t ta-ke achan-ce; |
co-uldn’t bewith her if | didn’t know how thingswo-uld end up. | co-uldn’t risk her li-ke that. | had to
know...if shewe-rewith me, did she sur-vi-ve the Aup-he who we-re still run-ning free out the-re?
Mo-reim-por-tantly, did she sur-vi-ve the Aup-he in me?

“Cali-ban,” she said, her an-ger fa-ding dightly to are-sig-na-ti-on over an ar-gu-ment we' d had
ti-me and ti-me agaxin.

Of co-ur-se she hadn’t lo-oked. She ne-ver lo-oked at her own li-fe and she ne-ver tri-ed to chan-ge
the truly mo-nu-men-tal as-pects of the li-ves of ot-hers. What was sup-po-sed to hap-pen wo-uld
hap-pen. It was only the lit-tle things that co-uld be pla-yed aro-und with. She wasn't the only one who
was angry. I’ d pus-hed her away to sa-ve her and she wo-uldn’t even lo-ok to tell meif it was
ne-ces-sary. | cut her out of my li-fe to ke-ep her sa-fe, to ke-ep her di-ve, and she wo-ul-dn't...
god-damnit.

| lo-oked away.

| didn’t want to see the red and gold or the hurt, the an-ger, and the re-luc-tant un-ders-tan-ding that
ran un-der it al. If | co-uldn’t ha-veit, | didn’'t want to seeit. “Ro-bin’ sin tro-ub-le. So-me-oneistrying
to kill him and do-ing a pretty go-od job of it. We ne-ed to know who it is.” Ac-rossthe stre-et, a
gar-ba-ge truck rumb-led. It was easi-er to watch than what | co-uld sen-se cros-sing Ge-or-ge' sfa-ce.
“I want to know. Ro-bin wantsto know. Even Ni-ko, the only per-son mo-re Zen than you in thisworld.
We want to sa-ve Go-od-fel-low, so who the hdll is be-hind it? We got one hu-man. Was he in char-ge?
Was hethe last one?’ If shewo-uldn’t lo-ok at the fu-tu-re, may-be lo-oking at the past and pre-sent
co-uld help us.

| he-ard her shift and stand, her ro-be arust-le of warm vel-vet and co-ol silk. “Ro-bin did so-met-hing
on-ce, so-met-hing qu-ite...” Her vo-icetrailed off, the an-ger now bu-ri-ed. Thiswasn’t abo-ut us
any-mo-re. Thiswas abo-ut afri-end. “1 ima-gi-ne he hasales-sonto le-arn. Li-fe se-emsto beli-ke
that,” she con-ti-nu-ed, her sympathy for him pla-in. “I can’'t chan-gethat, and | sho-uldn’t try.” Which
was her way of saying shewo-uldn’t try. “Try to havefarith. Ro-binis cle-ver and he haslo-ya
fri-ends. Trugt that that will be eno-ugh.”

That was the prob-lem with Ge-or-ge, one of many. She saw the big pic-tu-re, and asing-leli-fewas
only asmall part of that pic-tu-re, only one of many les-sons. For me, that wasn't go-od eno-ugh. Li-fe
might be al we got, asfar as| knew, no mat-ter what Ge-or-ge sen-sed or tho-ught. Ligh-ting in-cen-se
and gta-ring at my na-vel whi-le Ro-bin got thisli-fe' sles-son ram-med down histhro-at viaan axe
thro-ugh his neck or asword in-to hisgut, that just wasn't go-ing to hap-pen. Un-li-ke tho-se of
Ge-or-ge, my pic-tu-reswe-re small, co-lo-red with fin-ger pa-ints, and in the he-re and now.

“Cali-ban?’ she sa-id from the do-or.

My eyes still onthe stre-t, | didn’t lo-ok, but she knew she had my at-ten-ti-on. She was a psychic
af-ter dl.

“I won't werit fo-re-ver.” Then the do-or shut on me, just as|’d on-ce shut it on her. It wasn't ago-od
fe-dling...no mat-ter what s-de you we-re on.

It was two ho-urslater, Six am., and my turn to open the bar. Sle-ep-who ne-eded it? The Ninth
Circ-le kept ir-re-gu-lar ho-urs. So-me pat-rons li-ke the night, so-me the early mor-ning, so-meal
damn day long. Is-hi-ah switc-hed it aro-und eno-ugh that ever-yo-ne co-uld find what they ne-eded on
one day or anot-her. It ma-de for we-ird ho-urs, awe-ir-der sche-du-le, and no damn den-tal eit-her.
Fi-gu-red.

De-li-lah sho-wed up ba-rely twenty mi-nu-tes af-ter | un-loc-ked the do-or. She lo-oked the seeme as
when she' d he-adled me...god-damn ama-zing. Wild and exo-tic, po-lis-hed and let-ha asa sword. She
sat on one of the sto-ols, pic-king up afe-at-her from the bar. No mat-ter how of-ten you cle-aned the
pla-ce, the-re we-re al-ways fe-at-hers. This one was Camb-ri-€l’s-Cam’ s, cre-am and cop-per. He
had the sa-me cop-per ha-ir in along pla-it and a scowl that co-uld cle-ar the bar in ase-cond. He a-so



mol-ted li-ke an ogt-rich with man-ge. Con-s-de-ring the pe-ri tem-per, | didn’t men-ti-on it...much.

“Pretty boy.” Funny that I min-ded Saw-ney ca-ling me aboy, but with her | didn’t mind so much. She
twir-led the fe-at-her and smi-led at me. De-li-lah’s smi-le wasn’t yo-ur usu-a smi-le. It was mo-re that
of the cat that ate the ca-nary or the fox that ate the hen-ho-use-then had the far-mer for des-sert. It was
sartis-fi-ed and mo-re than alit-tle wic-ked.

“De-li-lah.” 1 was surp-ri-sed. | hadn’t be-en su-re I’ d see her af-ter the sub-way fight. Not that |
hadn’t se-en alot of her then. A who-lelot. “ Co-meto gi-ve me my jac-ket back?’

“No. | li-kethe jac-ket. | ke-epit,” she an-no-un-ced.

I’d li-ked it too, but what are you go-ing to do? Sheli-ked it, I'd se-en her na-ked...it was afair
tra-de.

| shrug-ged. “It did lo-ok go-od on you.” And damn, had it. “ Y ou want adrink?’ Six am... It was
latefor the vamps, early for the wol-ves, but you ne-ver knew.

“No. Want this.” She drop-ped the fe-at-her, re-ac-hed ac-ross the bar, pul-led me clo-ser, and
kis-sed me. It wasn't li-ke Ge-or-ge. That kiss had be-en warmth and sun and the gent-le silk of
ton-gue. Thiswas hot, with te-eth and atas-te li-ke night un-der a blo-od-red mo-on. It was eno-ugh
that when we bro-ke apart | didn’t ha-ve a clue how much ti-me had pas-sed. | didn’'t much ca-re
at-her.

Okay, now | wasin the de-ep end of the po-ol. Aup-herug rat pho-biaand dl, | hadn’t had much
ex-pe-ri-en-ce in thisarea. Well, be-ing hun-ted, and De-li-lah was de-fi-ni-tely a hun-ter-that | had
plenty of ex-pe-ri-en-cein. But this...it de-fi-ni-tely wasn’t acom-for-ting warmth and ared and gold
girl on ape-des-td. It wasn't the clo-ver and swe-et songs of anymph eit-her. It se-emed li-ke |
sho-uld’ ve sa-id so-met-hing; | know | sho-uld’ ve sa-id so-met-hing, but “holy shit” didn't se-em
ap-prop-ri-ate. | sarid it any-way-with fe-eling and astin-ging lo-wer lip that | sus-pec-ted had the fa-int
dentsof sharpte-ethinit.

She smi-led aga-in. “Y ou smell of her. One who co-uld not run with you in the dark pla-ces.” Shedid
off the sto-al. “Y ou smell li-ke her but now you tas-teli-ke me.”

And with that sheleft. The-re wasthe swing of the long sil-ver pony-ta-il as she mo-ved and the
shut-ting of ado-or. If you co-uld say one thing abo-ut De-li-lah, it was that she sa-id what she had to
say, did what she had to do, and then she was do-ne. Bo-om. Go-ne.

| sidit agarin. “Holy shit.” Thekiss com-bi-ned with the ill very vi-vid men-ta pic-tu-re of her nu-de
in the tun-nel's had me glad the-re we-re only two cus-to-mers so far and that the bar casme up warist
high. By the ti-me Pro-mi-se ca-me in an ho-ur had pas-sed. Luc-kily.

De-li-lah and now Pro-mi-se. | was Mr. Po-pu-la-rity this mor-ning.

Pro-mi-se came in-to the pla-ce dres-sed in a snug sco-op-nec-ked swe-ater, de-ek pants, bo-ots,
and amatc-hing ho-oded clo-ak to pro-tect from the sun. Gray, vi-olet, and black, it al had re-min-ded
me of her rug I’ d sat on, the one un-der her pi-ano. Al-so the one that was pro-bably be-ing cle-aned
qu-ite tho-ro-ughly at this very mo-ment.

She smi-led, sat on the same sto-ol De-li-lah had, ca-re-ful-ly ar-ran-ged her clo-ak on the one
be-si-de her, and star-ted in on me abo-ut Ge-or-ge be-fo-re | co-uld get aword out. Not that my
word-din-ging abi-lity was so hot at the mo-ment. It' d be-en one hdl-lu-vamor-ning.

“So.” Shetil-ted her he-ad dightly. “What of Ge-or-gi-na? What did shetell you?’

| shif-ted my sho-ul-ders. “Not-hing.” The bar wasfil-ling up abit and | han-ded off adrink to a
vod-ya-noi in atrench co-at, scarf, and hat that had him pas-sab-le on the stre-et, just ba-rely.

“Shewo-uldn’t tell you asing-lething?’

Run-ning on ab-so-lu-tely no de-ep, | ga-ve Pro-mi-se awe-ary glan-ce over the bar. | was
be-gin-ning to do-uch, as you co-uld be whi-le ill tech-ni-ca-ly be-ing co-un-ted as up-right.
“Ge-or-geign’t big on hints. Ro-bin did so-met-hing bad. Kar-maiskic-king his ass. Les-sonsto be
le-ar-ned. Emb-ra-ce the wha-te-ver. In ot-her words, we get squ-at in the way of help. Why areyou
he-re any-way?’ | as-ked cu-ri-o-udy. “Nik is usu-al-ly the one who li-kes to po-int out my tac-ti-cal
er-rors. Y ou know, the whe-re and why of how | fuc-ked up. Y ou’ re dep-ri-ving him.”

“I'msu-rehe'll dis-cussthat with you later,” she sarid with amu-se-ment and ab-so-lu-tely no pity.



“Right now he's playing nur-se-marid to Go-od-fel-low. Tho-se pity-me eyes of Ro-bin’s.” She cast
her own up-ward in ve-xa-ti-on. “He do-esn’t know how to stop, | swe-ar. It’'s pat-he-tic. | re-fu-seto
suf-fer any lon-ger.” Sheres-ted pe-arl-co-lo-red na-ils on the bar sur-fa-ce. “And | nur-sed in the war.
| ha-ve put in my ser-vi-ce se-ve-ra ti-mesover. | am do-newith that.”

“Whichwar?’ | srarigh-te-ned up afew inc-hes with in-te-rest. Long enc-ugh ago and Pro-mi-se
co-uld've drarined as many sol-di-ers as shetri-ed to sa-ve. | didn’t know when the vam-pi-res had
gtar-ted li-ving hunt-free li-ves. It in-vol-ved hu-man-style nut-ri-ti-on, fo-ur fo-od gro-upsand dll,
com-bi-ned with mas-si-ve sup-ple-ments of iron and se-ve-ral ot-her ele-ments. It wor-ked...now. It
wasn't so-met-hing availab-le over ahund-red ye-ars ago. | wo-uld' ve li-ked to think that if the war
had be-en be-fo-re the ni-ne-te-en hund-reds, Pro-mi-se had only ta-ken the li-ves of tho-se who
wo-uld' ve di-ed any-way. | li-ked to think, but what did | know re-al-ly? Be-s-des that, it was no-ne of
my bu-si-ness. “World War Two? The Ci-vil War?’

“Asking awo-man her age. Y ou sha-me yo-ur gen-der. And, Carli-ban?’ Sab-le las-hes drop-ped
over lan-gu-id eyes. “The-reis not eno-ugh wi-nein this es-tab-lish-ment,” she sa-id with an
insc-ru-tab-le ami-le. “ Per-haps not in the en-ti-re city.”

| tho-ught abo-ut as-king her of thelit-tle girl in the pic-tu-re that had be-en pla-ced so ca-re-ful-ly on
the pi-ano, but | had afe-eling the qu-es-ti-on wo-uldn’t be any bet-ter re-ce-ived than the ot-her.
“Okay,” | garvein, “no wi-ne, then. Y ou want so-me fancy mor-ning thing with cham-pag-ne?’

“Yes, aBd-li-ni wo-uld su-it, if you wo-uld be so kind.” The bar had few win-dows and they we-re
co-ve-red with blinds and cur-tarins for the sun-into-le-rant among the cli-en-te-le. Pro-mi-se had used
the op-por-tu-nity to re-mo-ve her clo-ak and sha-ke her ha-ir free. It wasn't of-ten | saw it lo-ose and
un-bo-und. It was so-met-hing to see. The stri-pes po-ured and rip-pled down her back to past her hips
asshe sat...ati-ger on awo-oden perch.

By theti-me| re-tur-ned with her drink, she was re-ady to re-ve-a why shewasre-a-ly at the bar.
“S0”-she to-ok the smal-lest of sips-“you got what you wan-ted, then. Ni-ko told me whe-re you we-re
go-ing, and on-ce Ge-or-gi-na saw you, she wo-uld know.” She stu-di-ed me over the glassfil-led with
sun and cham-pag-ne. “ And she did, didn’t she? Do-es that ma-ke you happy, get-ting what you
wan-ted?’

The words we-re un-comp-ro-mi-sing, but be-hind them | he-ard are-luc-tant sympathy. Pro-mi-se
knew my re-aso-ning, but she al-so tho-ught | was atwenty-ye-ar-old idi-ot han-ging on to past te-en
angst for al | was worth-li-ke ababy with a pa-ci-fi-er. She knew my re-asonswe-re va-lid, but she,
li-ke the ot-hers, tho-ught the-re we-re ways aro-und them. V a-sec-tomy, cont-ra-cep-ti-on, cross
yo-ur fin-gers and ho-pe for a bo-un-cing baby non-flesh-eater. Let’ssay | didn’t trust any of the three.
No one knew what the Aup-he body was ca-pab-le of re-ge-ne-ra-ti-on-wi-se; con-doms bro-ke-as
Sop-hia had on-ce ca-re-les-dy sa-id, Ni-ko was pro-of of that; and asfor the last op-ti-on: No. No
way.

The only thing that wo-uld work, Ge-or-ge wo-uldn’t do. She wo-uldn’t lo-ok. She wo-uldn't che-at.
And asmuch as| cared for her, so-me-ti-mes| didn't much li-ke her.

“Ye-ah, I’'m happy. | got exactly what | wan-ted.” | didn’t snap or snarl. | said it in aper-fectly even
to-ne, which in so-me way was wor-se than the ot-her two wo-uld' ve be-en. It wastrue. I’ d got-ten
what | wan-ted. Ge-or-ge sa-fe. Sa-fe from me. Sa-fe from mons-ter of-fp-ring. Sa-fe from the
Aup-he, be-ca-useif | didn’t carre abo-ut her, then ne-it-her wo-uld they. If | didn’t see her, then they
wo-uldn’t no-ti-ce her. It was very much in her best in-te-rest not to be no-ti-ced.

She dip-ped her he-ad in apo-logy. “1, who ne-ver ha-ve the digh-test ur-geto med-dlein an-yo-ne's
per-so-nal af-farirs, can-not se-em to help mysdlf with you.” She ex-ten-ded ahand to lay it ac-ross
mi-ne. “After dl, Cali-ban, you arefa-mily.” She'd sa-id that, do-ne that, the hand thing, on-ce be-fo-re
and | hadn’t re-ac-ted very po-li-tely. | tri-ed to do bet-ter now. | left my hand un-der hersfor three
se-conds (I knew...l co-un-ted) and then tur-ned it to clasp hers bri-efly be-fo-re qu-ickly let-ting go.
Li-keI’d sa-id to Ni-ko, | wasn't go-od at this shit. | just wasn't, but | wo-uld try. For Pro-mi-se, |
wo-uld try.

“Want anot-her Bdl-li-ni?" | as-ked gruffly, ig-no-ring the fact herswas il three-fo-urthsfull.



She pon-de-red the glass gra-vely, then sa-id be-fo-re ta-king anot-her small sip, “Per-hapsin a
mo-ment.”

A hand ab-ruptly lan-ded on the junc-ti-on of my sho-ul-der and neck. It wasn’t afri-endly grip et-her.
“What now, boss?’ | sarid with agro-an. “I ha-ven’t im-pa-led a cus-to-mer in days.”

“No,” he ag-re-ed with bunc-hed jaw. “ Y ou did, ho-we-ver, ser-ve avod-ya-noi a mar-ga-ri-taon
ice”

“So?’ | shrug-ged, not se-e-ing the prob-lem.

“With sdt,” he ad-ded.

“And?’ | twir-led my fin-gersin an im-pati-ent co-me-on-alre-ady ges-tu-re.

“ And haf hisfa-ce md-ted on-to the bar.” He bent dightly to put his he-ad even with mi-ne. “ Sdt tends
to do that to them.”

“Oh.” | win-ced. | hadn’t do-ne it on pur-po-sg, alt-ho-ugh it was a go-od oneto remem-ber. Asa
mat-ter of fact, Ro-bin had men-ti-oned that on-ce the last ti-me we' d de-at with them-sal-ting them
li-ke agar-den dug-but I’ d tho-ught he' d be-en joking.

“But, ho-nestly, how can you tell abo-ut hisfa-ce? | me-an, co-meon.” | gri-ma-ced. A vod-ya-noi
was not pretty by any stretch of the ima-gi-narti-on. Mytho-logy saysthey lo-ok li-ke scaly old men with
gre-en be-ards. In re-dity, they ap-pe-ared mo-re li-ke hu-ma-no-id le-ec-hes. Neck-less, they did
ha-ve a sketch of ahu-man fa-ceto draw in the-ir prey. A mot-tling of co-lors. Small li-qu-id eyes, a
dark mark on gray flesh to imi-ta-te a no-se, and a suc-ker mo-uth they used to slurp out yo-ur blo-od.
Qu-ick intheri-versand la-kes, they we-re dow and awk-ward on land, which iswhy they ra-rely left
the warter. Why this one had don-ned a co-at and hat and lum-be-red his rub-bery way to the Ninth
Circ-lefor adrink, | had no idea, but | wo-uld’ ve tho-ught he wo-uld at le-ast know what salt |o-oked
li-ke...for farci-a pre-ser-varti-onif not-hing e-se.

A wad of rags and a spray bot-tle of in-dust-ri-al cle-aner we-re dap-ped on the bar be-si-deme. “I'll
Su-per-vi-se,” he an-no-un-ced with stony im-pa-ti-en-ce.

I nod-ded a go-od-bye to Pro-mi-se and he-aded down the bar. It cur-ved li-ke the bow of aship and
by the ti-me we re-ac-hed the end of it, | co-uld he-ar the shrill ke-ening co-ming from the unis-pe-ci-es
bath-ro-om down the hdl. “ Je-ez, he' snot gtill me-ting, ishe? That'll be one hel-lu-vamess, and you
can bet yo-ur assit won't go down the drarin in theflo-or.” Ac-tu-a-ly, | did fe-d bad...alit-tle. A
vod-ya-noi wo-uld est you if you dip-ped as much as agod-damn pinky toein his par-ti-cu-lar wartery
ter-ri-tory, but this guy had be-en he-re for adrink, not-hing €-se, and I’ d mel-ted the po-or son of a
bitch.

“Y ou worry abo-ut the cle-anup. I'll worry abo-ut the vod-ya-noi.” |s-hi-ah watc-hed mewi-pea
dick, snot-li-ke subs-tan-ce from the bar be-fo-re | be-gan wor-king on the set-in gray-gre-en sa-ins.
Af-ter afew mi-nu-tes of watc-hing me apply the &-bow gre-ase, he sa-id grimly,

“Ro-bin was shot, wasn't he?’

Y ou had to hand it to the pe-ris; if it was worth kno-wing, so-me-how they knew it. It ca-me from
run-ning bars. If the-re was in-for-marti-on ava-ilab-le, it was go-ing to pass thro-ugh a bar be-fo-re
anyw-he-red-se.

| rarised my eyesto his. “Why you as-king if you al-re-ady know?’

“Exer-ci-se yo-ur so-ci-a skillsfor amo-ment, wo-uld you?’ He le-aned ac-ross the bar, no-seto
no-se. “I know he sur-vi-ved. | know he wal-ked away. What | don’t know is how badly he's hurt.”

“Not bad.” | con-ti-nu-ed scrub-bing and snor-ted,

“The son of abitch was we-aring a bul-letp-ro-of vest. Can you be-li-eveit?’

“So he was shot and by ahu-man.” He mo-ved back, eyes dis-tant and spe-cu-lati-ve. “1 gu-ess that
sol-vesthat, then.”

That stop-ped my cle-aning. “Y ou me-an you know who the hdll isbe-hind this?’ The cloth, he-avy and
ri-pe with vod-ya-noi flesh, fell to the flo-or. “Y ou know?’

“The gr-rush, the Ha-meh birds, now ahu-man.” Thewingswe-re out in full for-ce. “Ro-bin
Go-od-fel-low on-ce did a...he did athing that was not qu-ite et-hi-cal. It wasalong ti-me ago and he's
grown sin-ce then. Chan-ged. | ho-pe.” The wings wa-ved, dis-tur-bed.



“And it was so very long ago that | can’t ima-gi-ne an-yo-ne se-eking ret-ri-bu-ti-on now, but...” He
sho-ok hishe-ad, scar whi-te-ning at hisjaw. “ Obvi-o-udy that isn't the ca-se.”

“Let meget thisstra-ight. Y ou know who' s be-hind this and Ro-bin do-esn't?’ | sa-id with dis-be-li-€f.

The wings di-sap-pe-ared ins-tantly as cont-rol re-tur-ned to fa-ce and body. “He knows. He may
even ha-ve known be-fo-re he was shot, sus-pec-ted at le-ast. But he's cer-tarinly not go-ing to tell you
or yo-ur brot-her.”

“And why the hell not?’ The qu-es-ti-on may ha-ve so-un-ded bel-li-ge-rent. It sho-uld ha-ve; it was.

“He res-pectsthe two of you,” Is-hi-ah answe-red dowly asif he co-uldn’t qu-ite be-li-eve it him-slf.
“He con-s-ders you fri-ends-Ro-bin Go-od-fel-low who has had very few of tho-sein hisli-fe. He
do-esn’t want to chan-ge that. He do-esn’t want to di-sap-po-int you.”

Now, the-re was a con-cept to bog-gle. Ro-bin didn’t want to di-sap-po-int us? Ro-bin who cha-sed
my brot-her re-lent-les-dy be-fo-re Pro-mi-se sta-ked her cla-im. Ro-bin who li-ed, che-ated, and
pic-ked poc-kets just to stay in prac-ti-ce, who had kil-led a suc-cu-busin cold blo-od be-ca-use she
wo-uldn’t gi-ve him the in-for-mati-on we ne-eded? Ro-bin who sold used cars? That Ro-bin didn’t
want to di-sap-po-int us?

I li-ked that Ro-bin, I’ d fi-nal-ly be-en for-ced to ad-mit to myself, but did | think he’ d worry abo-ut
di-sap-po-in-ting us? No. | didn’t buy it. Un-less...

“Just how not qu-ite et-hi-cal wasthisthing he did?’ | as-ked with ap-pre-hen--ve cu-ri-osity.

“Y ou do not want to know, and, re-gard-less, it'snot my story to tell.” Hefol-ded hisarms ac-ross his
chest. “1 wo-uld gi-ve you mo-re in-for-matti-on on at le-ast who the-se bas-tards are, but ge-ne-ral
know-led-ge isn't spe-ci-fic. Kno-wing the why and the very bro-ad who do-esn't get us any clo-ser
than if | knew not-hing at al.” The cont-rol flic-ke-red and | saw mo-rethan wings. | saw light and fi-re
and my ears ac-hed from the pres-su-re, and then it was go-ne. “Go. Ask him. May-be you can
con-vin-ce himwhe-re| can’t. Stub-born bas-tard.”

Jaw till alit-tle lo-ose from the light show, | was sud-denly ao-ne as he di-sap-pe-ared in-to the back
ro-om. | pe-ered over the bar ex-pec-ting to see smo-king fo-otp-rints bur-ned in-to the flo-or, but
the-re was not-hing. Pe-ris.

| still had to won-der.

Ha-ving gi-ven the unp-re-ce-den-ted go-ahe-ad to cut out of work early, Pro-mi-seand | did just
what 1s-hi-ah sug-ges-ted. We ar-ri-ved at her apart-ment at ten am. to find out from Ro-bin what
Is-hi-ah wo-uldn't tell us. Wewal-ked in, | told him what 1s-hi-ah had sa-id, and werited for the
res-pon-se. He was comp-le-tely co-ope-ra-ti-ve. Threw buc-kets of in-fo at us fas-ter than we co-uld
so-ak it up.

Y e-ah, right. Hewasn't td-ling us shit.

“I ha-ve no ideawhat that ca-nary with the ove-rac-ti-ve pi-tu-itary gland is on abo-ut,” Ro-bin said
lof-tily from the so-fa as he po-in-ted the re-mo-te at the te-le-vi-s-on that was nor-mal-ly disc-re-etly
hid-den be-hind a rep-ro-duc-ti-on of what was Warter-ho-use' s Win-d-f-lo-wers, or so | wastold. It
was awo-man with blo-wing brown hair, avi-olet and ivory dress, and flo-wers al aro-und her ba-re
fe-et. It was Pro-mi-se, | knew it was. She had be-en the mo-del. May-be not sketc-hed or pa-in-ted
out-s-de on that sunny mor-ning, but she' d be-en the ins-pi-ra-ti-on.

“Porn, whe-reisthe porn?’ Go-od-fel-low comp-la-ined.

“Do-es the wo-man not ha-ve a sing-le exo-tic en-ter-ta-in-ment chan-nel in her pac-ka-ge?
Un-be-li-evab-le”

“Ro-bin, we ne-ed to spe-ak with you. Pay at-ten-ti-on.” Ni-ko, playing part body-gu-ard, part
nur-se, re-mo-ved the re-mo-te and tos-sed it with brisk for-ce over his sho-ul-der to me.
For-tu-na-tely, | both ex-pec-ted and ca-ught it or | wo-uld’ ve cho-ked on it. Not one mo-ment of one
day co-uld | ho-pe not to be tes-ted at my brot-her’ s digh-test whim. It was se-cond na-tu-reto us
both, but it didn’t stop me from tos-sing it back. Ni-ko duc-ked gra-ce-ful-ly and it bop-ped Ro-binin
the fo-re-he-ad.

“Charon’s pasty whi-te balls.” Ro-bin gla-red and rub-bed afa-int red spot abo-ve his eyeb-row, but
tur-ned the te-le-vi-s-on off. “Not-hing hap-pe-ned in so-me for-sa-ken sand-rid-den land, and | ha-ve



no ideawho might want to kill me. Well...” His eyeb-rowstwitc-hed. “Let’ semb-ra-cere-dity. | have
no ideawho might want to kill me as a con-cer-ted plot. How abo-ut that?’

“You'relying,” sarid Ni-ko. The-rewasn't asing-le do-ubt to be he-ard in hisvo-ice,

“And how do you know?’ The he-ad til-ted, chin lif-ted, eyes nar-ro-wed-al in cha-len-ge.

“Be-cause you d-wayslie,” Nik sa-id with dark exas-pe-ra-ti-on. “Why wo-uld that pos-sibly
chan-ge now?’

“Ah.” Ro-bin did down alit-tle on the co-uch and fol-ded hisarms. “ Go-od po-int.”

“Then stop be-ing an as-sho-le and tell usa-re-ady,” | de-man-ded.

“Or what?’ he as-ked moc-kingly. “You'll hug me?’

“You son of abitch,” | grow-led. Ni-ko ca-ught me as| lun-ged, still cur-sing, to-ward the co-uch.

Cun-ning fox eyes grin-ned at me, but the ac-tu-a cur-ve of his mo-uth was un-cer-ta-in, asif that
half-assed hug was so far out-s-de hisworld that he ba-rely re-cog-ni-zed it for what it was. Y e-ah, you
and me both, pa, | tho-ught as| gla-red at him over Nik’s sho-ul-der. Le-ar-ning how to be afri-end
was abitch and ahalf.

“Ro-bin, just tell us. If you tdll us, we can help stop this. | wo-uld think you wo-uld want that.” Ni-ko
pus-hed me back with awar-ning gla-re of hisown. His gla-re was mo-re of an imp-li-cati-on...ale-ve
glan-ce, but | knew it for what it was.

“No.”

Ni-ko tur-ned back to Go-od-fel-low at the puck’ sres-pon-se. “No? You...no?’ | hadn’t se-en my
brot-her at alossfor words of-ten. If not for the Si-tu-ati-on, it wo-uld’ ve be-en en-ter-tarining. “No,
youwon't tell us,” hewent on, “or no, you don’t want the at-temptsto ce-ase?’

“Thefirst.” Ro-bin aimed the remo-te and tur-ned the te-le-vi-si-on back on and the so-und up.
“Now, why don’t you run aong and find yo-ur Scot-tish pa? Whi-le you' re was-ting ti-me he-re, he's
pro-bably scar-fing up a bus-lo-ad of kid-di-es as we spe-ak.”

It wasalow blow, and it was me-ant to be.

“Ro-bin,” | grow-led.

“No.”

“Go-od-fd-low...,” my brot-her in-ss-ted.

“No.”

“Y ou tiny-dic-ked pi-ece of shit.” | cur-led my fin-gersin-to afist.

“Not very in-ven-ti-ve, pro-ven fa-se, and no.”

“Thisisase-ri-o-us mat-ter.” That was Nik aga-in with the cam re-ason.

“No.”

“Lo-man.”

He lo-oked at me, but he didn’t say no thisti-me. He didn't say anyt-hing at al. The-re was not-hing
but 5-len-ce from him un-til we ga-ve up and left. From a puck...s-len-ce.

Which me-ant, for now, we we-re shit out of luck.

17

After afew ho-urs of ne-eded un-cons-ci-o-us-ness, | wo-ke that eve-ning, to-ok a sho-wer, and went
whe-re Ni-ko was sit-ting on the co-uch lo-oking at the pa-per spre-ad out on our bat-tle-scar-red
cof-fee tab-le. He must’ ve go-ne out to buy one, be-ca-use he didn’t tend to swi-pe the one from that
as-sho-le downs-tairsli-ke | did. Al-ways bitc-hing to the ma-na-ger abo-ut the no-ise, and | had to
ad-mit when you hit the flo-or af-ter be-ing thrown over yo-ur brot-her’ s sho-ul-der, that do-es ma-ke
so-meno-ise. So | pla-yed lo-ud mu-sic when we spar-red to co-ver up the flo-or po-un-ding, lamps
bre-aking, and tab-les over-tur-ning, but ap-pa-rently he wasn't afan of d-ter-na-ti-ve mu-sic eit-her.
The ma-na-ger ca-me by and squ-aw-ked at us on-ce awe-ek or so and the as-sho-le un-der uslost a
pa-per or three. Ni-ko didn’t ap-pro-ve but as Thou Shal Not Ste-al wasn't kis-sing co-usinswith Thou
Shall Not Kick Y o-ur Brot-her’ s Assin Spar-ring, | ig-no-red him.

“What'sup?’ | as-ked. “Y ou lo-oking for * Ni-nja ne-eded, soy-eating, anal-re-ten-ti-ve re-qu-ired’ in



the clas-S-fi-eds?’

“No.” Hedidn’t rarise his eyes from the pa-per. “It se-ems Saw-ney fi-nal-ly re-ce-ived so-me
pub-li-city af-ter dl.”

| sat be-si-de him and to-ok alo-ok for mysalf. The pic-tu-re wasn't so bad. Just agur-ney and afull
body bag. That’sahe-lu-vali-fetole-ad, isn't it, when abody bag isjust one of tho-se things? No big
de-a. The he-ad-li-ne ma-de up for it, tho-ugh: EIGHT SLA-UGH-TE-RED AT MAN-HAT-TAN
PSY CHI-AT-RIC CEN-TER. “Oh, shit,” | mur-mu-red.

It se-emed two se-cu-rity gu-ards and six of the men-tal pa-ti-ents had be-en kil-led. Two mo-re
pati-ents we-re mis-sing. Fo-ur we-re de-ca-pi-ta-ted and the ot-her fo-ur had the-ir thro-ats dit. All
we-re di-ced to hell and back. “Hell, we knew the son of a bitch do-es ha-ve atas-tefor the
psychi-at-ri-cal-ly cha-len-ged.” And for me. | re-ad the rest of the ar-tic-le. Thetwo mis-sing pa-ti-ents
we-re as-su-med to be res-pon-sib-le for the de-aths. . .with what? The-ir damn fin-ger-na-ils? Tho-se
po-or bas-tards had be-en ta-ken away eit-her de-ad to be eaten la-ter or di-ve for Saw-ney’sfun and
ga-mes. | ho-ped for the-ir sa-kes they we-re de-ad. “Want | sho-uld ta-ke asmell aro-und?’ | didn’t
see we co-uld do anyt-hing el-se ex-cept ma-ke su-re it was Saw-ney.

“I think that isan ex-cel-lent idea.” He re-fol-ded the pa-per and dap-ped it aga-inst my chest. “Ta-ke
that down to Mr. Ar-nold. He' s no do-ubt be-en lo-oking for it.”

My brot-her, oc-ca-s-ond-ly he did surp-ri-se me.

We warited un-til aro-und mid-night un-til dres-sing in black-jac-ket and co-at, shirt and pants-and
to-ok the tra-in up to East Twenty-fifth Stre-et. Ni-ko had do-ne so-me re-se-arch on-li-ne abo-ut the
pla-ce, but stan-ding ac-ross the stre-et |o-oking at the fen-ce top-ped with con-cer-ti-nawi-re, | didn’t
get awarm fuzzy fe-ding thin-king abo-ut the men-tal he-dth fi-eld. At le-ast se-ven-te-en sto-ri-estall,
the bu-il-ding was a brown |o-oming mass straright out of a Step-hen King bo-ok. Hund-reds of
glo-wing hungry eyes mas-qu-era-ding as win-dows, the do-ub-le do-ors that to-ok you in ne-ver to spit
you out aga-in, and the Kings-ter him-self do-ing the body ca-vity se-arc-hes. Then off you'd go to the
do-ub-le-lock-down ward whe-re cri-mi-na-ly in-sa-ne was a-re-ady prep-rin-ted on yo-ur na-me
tag. Hi, my na-meis Cal! | li-keto knit and kill, and | ha-ve fat-her is-su-es.

| kept lo-oking up at the pla-ce, hypno-ti-zed, then shud-de-red dightly and lo-oked over at Nik.
“Okay, if the-re’ sun-der-co-ver work in-vol-ved he-re)” | said, “ Saw-ney can eat ever-yo-nein the
damncity.”

Ni-ko snor-ted and we cros-sed the stre-et. The-re was till yel-low po-li-ce ta-pe flut-te-ring he-re
and the-re, but the cops had co-me and go-ne. The hos-pi-tal was bo-und to ha-ve up-ped the
se-cu-rity, but if we co-uldn’t avo-id them, then we we-re in the wrong job. We fo-und an areawhe-re
thetall se-cu-rity lamp had a shat-te-red bulb. ..co-ur-tesy of a 5-len-ced shot from my Glock. The
Eag-le | was sa-ving for Saw-ney or any re-ve-nants. | do-ub-ted I’ d ne-ed it-they’ d co-me and go-ne,
but you ne-ver knew. Ni-ko pul-led a pa-ir of bolt cut-ters and we we-re thro-ugh the fen-cein less than
ami-nu-te. The gro-undswe-ren’t al that big in and of them-sal-ves, but the bu-il-ding was hu-ge. It
to-ok awhi-leto cir-cum-naVvi-ga-te the pla-ce whi-le dod-ging the oc-ca-s-onal gu-ard, so-me of who
lo-oked pretty damn sca-red. Co-uldn’t say | blasmed them. Whet-her the kil-lers came from in-si-de
or out, | do-ub-ted the sce-na-rio had be-en in the emp-loy-ment broc-hu-re. We we-re mo-re than
half-way aro-und the pla-ce be-fo-re | smel-led him...Saw-ney and the re-ve-nants. | pres-sed clo-se
thro-ugh the bus-hes, put ahand on the cold sto-ne, and |o-oked up.

“Seeit?’ | as-ked.

“Yes,” Ni-ko res-pon-ded. “I see.”

Abo-ut fi-ve sto-ri-es up was a brand-span-king-new win-dow. Cris-scros-sed with wi-re the sasme
asthe ot-hers, thisone was alit-tle mo-re cle-ar, alit-tle less clo-uded with age. They had go-ne
thro-ugh the-re and back out aga-in from the smell. The scent was strong, stron-ger than aone-way trip.
“Did you want to ni-njayo-ur way up thewall or so-met-hing?’ | dug my hand in my poc-ket. “I think |
ha-ve so-me do-ub-le-si-ded sticky ta-pe in he-re. Y ou co-uld wrap it aro-und yo-ur hands and-" |
dod-ged the d-bow only to end up with the he-el of a cal-lo-used hand mil-li-me-ters from my no-se.
Bus-ted car-ti-la-ge, bo-ne shards in-to the bra-in....les-son le-ar-ned for the day.



“Youdon't play fair,” | grumb-led.

“Havel ever?’ Hedrop-ped his hand and kept lo-oking up at the win-dow. “And the-re’ s not-hing up
the-reto see.” He was pro-bably right. Only freshly scrub-bed ti-le flo-ors and gro-ut sta-ined a blo-ody
brown that wo-uldn’t co-me cle-an aga-in no mat-ter how much ble-ach ho-use-ke-eping used.

“Can you fol-low the-ir scent? See whe-re they left?’

“I’m not asu-per-na-tu-ral Las-sie” Hell, | wasn’t even as go-od as yo-ur ave-ra-ge be-ag-le, much
less blo-od-ho-und, but-“1"1l gi-ve it ashot.” Ke-eping an eye out for the gu-ards, | mo-ved ac-rossthe
grass. The-re was mo-re than Saw-ney and the re-ve-nantsto track; the-re was blo-od and lots of it.
So-aked in-to the gro-und and the fa-ding grass, it ma-de it-self known just aswell. It led to the north
si-de of the fen-ce. Up at the top you co-uld still see the mot-tled sta-ins of blo-od on the con-cer-ti-na
wi-re. “Up and over.”

We went thro-ugh, and from the-re | wa-ve-red. The da-ugh-ter had hap-pe-ned last night. A lot of
pe-op-le had co-me and go-ne sin-ce then. “ Okay, you' re go-ing to ha-ve to of-fer me a Sna-usa-ge or
so-met-hing, be-causel’velost it.”

“Try har-der.”

“What?" | de-man-ded. “No ‘1 know you've got it in you’ ? At le-ast gi-ve me so-me sort of
ins-pi-racti-onal spe-ech.”

“I did.” Here-pe-ated it: “Try har-der.”

Gre-at. | scow-led at him and did exactly that. | tri-ed har-der. To my surp-ri-se | pic-ked up
so-met-hing...afaint spo-re. Blo-od, bo-ne, and Saw-ney’s coldly che-er-ful in-sa-nity. | only ca-ught
traces of it every fif-te-en or so fe-et for ablock or so and then not-hing. | stop-ped and |o-oked down.

“Ah.” Ni-ko cro-uc-hed and to-uc-hed fin-gers to me-tal.

“He sgo-neto gro-und.”

Mo-re exactly, un-derg-ro-und. It was a man-ho-le co-ver.

Mo-re cold conc-re-te, mo-re wa-ter, mo-re dark-ness. | ex-ha-led, wis-hed Saw-ney’ d had athing
for tree ho-usesins-te-ad of ca-ves, and pul-led the Eag-le. Using the bolt cut-ters Ni-ko pri-ed up the
co-ver, jJum-ped se-ve-ral rungs down, and hung on the lad-der for asplit se-cond, then kept clim-bing
down. | fol-lo-wed, pul-ling the co-ver not qu-ite in pla-ce, but eno-ugh to fo-ol the ca-su-a eye.

It had rarined afew daysago and | co-uld he-ar the rush of wa-ter be-ne-ath us. It wasn't much
bet-ter than the tun-nels had be-en-NY C wasn't known for its pu-re mo-un-ta-in stre-ams-and the only
things | co-uld smell didn’t ha-ve anyt-hing to do with Saw-ney and everyt-hing to do with co-ur-tesy
flus-hes. It was a storm se-wer, not awas-te one, but the things wa-ter swept off the stre-etswe-ren’t
a-waysle-mony-fresh. | bre-at-hed thro-ugh my mo-uth and kept mo-ving down. When | hit the
bot-tom, the warter was cold, knee high, but it wasn't fil-led with flo-ating de-ad body parts. In
com-pa-ri-son to the SAS tun-ndl's, we co-uld grab aca-noe and call thisava-ca-ti-on.

Still, de-ad body parts or not, Saw-ney might use the se-wers as aho-me ba-se. Cold, dank-it was a
pos-g-bi-lity, which was mo-re than we had be-fo-re. Now that we' d be-en at the Se-cond Ave-nue
Sub-way const-ruc-ti-on, he was bo-und to ha-ve | eft the-re. Saw-ney wan-ted his spi-der-ho-le
sec-ret. We didn’t know whet-her he' d ac-tu-al-ly set-tled on that lo-ca-ti-on or not be-fo-rewe' d
shown up, but re-gard-lesswe' d spo-iled it for him.

Ni-ko switc-hed on hisflash-light. “ Do you re-mem-ber when you we-refi-ve and flus-hed yo-ur fish?’

“He was de-ad and that was in So-uth Ca-ro-li-na” | dos-hed thro-ugh the wa-ter.

“Mmmm.” Thelight dip-ped and | saw a si-nu-0-us sha-pe be-ne-ath the sur-fa-ce of the wa-ter
mo-ve past us. It was ba-rely three fe-et long and it was not Freddy. Go-od thing too. Freddy had be-en
api-ran-ha

We kept mo-ving and truth-ful-ly | was surp-ri-sed when we didn’t co-me ac-ross any pi-eces of
pati-ents. Saw-ney wasn't the ne-atest of eaters. Un-lesshe'd in-ves-ted in abib and aco-ur-sein
tab-le man-ners, then thiswasn’t ho-me or ho-me was much fart-her down. | wasre-a-ly ti-red of
tram-ping thro-ugh tun-nels and se-wers, but it [o-oked li-ke thiswasn’t go-ing to be an easy one.
“Jesus. We might ha-ve days of thisahe-ad of us,” | sa-id. “We€ |l ha-veto get mo-re help, bring pa-int
to mark the off branc-hes we co-ver, mo-relights.” | tur-ned and shot the re-ve-nant be-hind mein the



sto-mach. “ And get so-me rub-ber bo-ots. My god-damn fe-et are fre-ezing.”

It fell in the warter with agurg-le of blo-od and warter rus-hing from its mo-uth. Its ab-do-men was
pretty much go-ne-ablo-ody ru-in of shred-ded flesh and the car-ti-la-ge that pas-sed for the-ir bo-nes.
But the-re we-re gtill arms, ahe-ad and neck, part of achest, and afran-ti-ca-ly thras-hing set of legs
dill jo-ined, just ba-rely, at the pd-vis.

“I was be-gin-ning to won-der if you we-re ever go-ing to sho-ot it,” Ni-ko sa-id, “or we-re thin-king
of gi-ving it apig-gyback ri-deins-te-ad.”

| rol-led my eyes. “Assho-le. The-reé sno ple-asing you.” | nud-ged the legs with my fo-ot asthe he-ad
went un-der warter. “1 think | sho-uld’ ve used the Glock.”

“It wo-uld’ ve be-en mo-re con-ve-ni-ent for qu-es-ti-oning pur-po-ses,” Nik po-in-ted out with mild
exas-pe-rati-on as he dip-ped his hand un-der the wa-ter, grab-bed the neck, and lif-ted the he-ad up
out of the warter. “We wo-uld li-ke to ha-ve aword with you, if you' re not too oc-cu-pi-ed at the
mo-ment.”

The he-ad whip-ped back and forth, arms mo-ved in jerky di-g-0-in-ted mo-ve-ments, the up-per
tor-so drip-ped flu-id. Be-en se-e-ing alot of that la-tely. It was get-ting bo-ring. “1 can qu-es-ti-on the
bot-tom half if you want, but un-lessit can do sign lan-gu-age withitsto-es, | think I’'m out of luck.”

An even mo-re exas-pe-ra-ted gray glan-ce hit me, then tur-ned back to the re-ve-nant. “Whe-reis
Saw-ney?’ The gurg-ling tur-ned to ascre-am, then awhe-ezing la-ugh. “Tra-ve-ler.”

The-re was anot-her gurg-le as the he-ad went back un-der the warter. Ni-ko sig-hed as he held it
un-der. “I’m apati-ent man, but thisisal get-ting to be rat-her an-no-ying.” Corp-se gray hands
clawed a Ni-ko'sarms. Heig-no-red them. “ And if you can’t use yo-ur exp-lo-s-ve ro-unds
res-pon-sibly, I'll ha-ve to ta-ke them away.”

“It co-uld’ ve be-en Saw-ney,” | de-fen-ded. “I can’t smell shit down he-re. Okay, that’ s not
tech-ni-ca-ly true. | can smdll shit down he-re, but it re-a-ly issh...”

The ga-ze nar-ro-wed and | hols-te-red the Eag-le wit-ho-ut fi-nis-hing. “Y e-ah, any-way, he's
lo-oking alit-tle mo-re co-ope-rati-ve now,” | sa-id, nod-ding to-ward flo-ating arms and alack of air
bub-bles.

The he-ad was jer-ked back up and sha-ken briskly by the neck. Warter gus-hed from its mo-uth and
over itschest. “Now”-Ni-ko' sfin-gers tigh-te-ned aro-und the neck-“you’ re ob-vi-o-udy go-ing to die.
Re-ge-ne-ra-ting is not much of an op-ti-on for you, mis-sing one-third of yo-ur body. Ho-we-ver.” He
smi-led, and even | fdt theice cre-ep down my spi-ne at the sight of it. “'Y ou can die now or you can die
la-ter. | think you' d much pre-fer now.”

“Hu-man.” The word bub-bled thro-ugh the blo-od and wa-ter. “Worth-lessme-at. | don’t fe-ar you.”

That was dl re-ve-nant the-re. A lit-tle bit ar-ro-gant and awho-le lot stu-pid. He went back un-der. “I
do-ubt that he knows anyt-hing,” Ni-ko sa-id ab-sently as he tos-sed me his light and used his ot-her
hand to draw his shor-ter sword-the tan-to bla-de. “If he did, Saw-ney wo-uldn’t ha-ve let him fdll
be-hind.”

“May-be the re-ve-nants are sho-wing so-me mo-rewill now,” | of-fe-red, catc-hing the flash-light and
hol-ding it on the re-ve-nant. “ They’ re not that bright and they’ ve got an at-ten-ti-on span...” | wag-gled
my ot-her hand back and forth.

“Much li-ke yo-urs, you me-an,” Ni-ko sug-ges-ted.

| glared but went on. “ Saw-ney’ s fe-eding them so-me go-od stuff right now, but | do-ubt they’re
much in-to plan-ning the-ir fu-tu-re. He might be lo-sing so-me of his cont-rol.”

“Hmm. In-te-resting tho-ught. Let us see”

It to-ok awhi-le.

| didn’t think it was so much lo-yalty for Saw-ney as a hat-red of hu-mans. It'd beli-ke abig-eyed
lamb co-ming out of afi-eld, kic-king my ass, and ma-king me its bitch. Re-ve-nant ar-ro-gan-ce just
co-uldn’'t be-li-eveit or gi-veintoit. Not for along ti-me. Freddy and so-me fri-ends sho-wed up now
and aga-in to carry chunks of newly fo-und fish fo-od away in the-ir mo-uths.

When it did talk, and with Ni-ko it re-d-ly was only a mat-ter of ti-me, it didn’'t ha-ve much to say.

Y es, they’ d ta-ken the parti-ents thro-ugh he-re. We knew that. They we-re a-re-ady de-ad when



they’ d be-en drop-ped in-to the warter. It was the best that co-uld be ho-ped for. Asfor the se-wers
and Saw-ney, it didn’t know. Didn’'t know if he plan-ned to stay or go. Didn’'t know if thiswas ho-me or
just anot-her lo-ok at curb ap-pe-al.

It had wan-de-red off from the ot-hers with a pi-ece of flesh to gnaw on, got-ten full and de-epy, and
ne-ver fol-lo-wed the ot-hers on. Re-ve-nants we-re the sa-me as pe-op-le. The-re we-re smart ones
(re-lacti-vely), ave-ra-ge ones, and the-re was this guy. Dumb as afuc-king rock. But to gi-veit
cre-dit-post-hu-mo-us, but cre-dit al the sasme-even a smart re-ve-nant might not be on to wha-te-ver
Saw-ney was up to. That twis-ted bra-in-he wo-uld gi-ve an Aup-he arun for its mo-ney. Mur-der,
may-hem, and mad-ness, and that was just what he saw in his re-ar-vi-ew mir-ror. What was ahe-ad, |
don’t think any of us co-uld know.

But when we ca-me back to the se-wers we might just find out.

18

The next mor-ning-actu-a-ly, the next su-nup. Su-nup isnot mor-ning. It'shdl and not fit for any
hu-man be-ing, but Ni-ko, ha-ving as-cen-ded to a hig-her pla-ne of exis-ten-ce be-yond smp-lethings
li-ke ti-me, wasn't hu-man when it ca-me to exer-ci-se. He drag-ged my ass out of bed and off we
we-re to run atho-usand laps aro-und Was-hing-ton Squ-are Park. Okay, may-be not a tho-usand, but
it felt li-keit. Was-hing-ton Squ-are Park was the ne-arest park to our apart-ment, but it was not avery
big park and we had to run alot of laps for Ni-ko to fe-el li-ke we' d got-ten a go-od wor-ko-ut.

The-re wo-uld a-ways be things we co-uldn’t out-run: vam-pi-res, the wol-ves...De-li-lah wo-uld
catch mein fi-ve se-conds easy, but Ni-ko ma-de damn su-re | co-uld out-run things li-ke re-ve-nants.
Heran me at le-ast on-ce aday; mor-ning, af-ter-no-on, night-it varri-ed. Heran al three ti-mes, which
ma-de him fas-ter than me and lessli-kely to ha-ve hislungsturn in-s-de out. Go-od for him. Me?If |
co-uld'vefi-gu-red out away to get out of the onerun, | wo-uld’ve. That’swhy | had agun. Sho-oting is
easy; run-ning with Ni-ko was hard. He a-ways ran mein-to the gro-und, un-til | was so-aked in swe-at
and co-uldn't ta-ke anot-her step wit-ho-ut my legs fol-ding be-ne-ath me to dump me on the gro-und.
Be-ca-usethat wasre-d li-fe for us-run-ning to sa-veit.

| ill harted it.

After that and a sho-wer, Ni-ko and | sat in the kitc-hen and tri-ed to fi-gu-re things out re-gar-ding
Go-od-fd-low. Fin-ding Saw-ney was so-met-hing we we-re le-aving to the end of the dis-cus-s-on,
fri-end be-fo-re foe and a bet-ter su-bj-ect than dwel-ling on the Psychi-at-ric Cen-ter da-ugh-ter.

Ni-ko star-ted by gril-ling me on the guy who' d shot Ro-bin. He gril-led me yes-ter-day af-ter the
at-tack, but bet-we-en my job at the bar, ho-ping Ro-bin didn’t gro-pe him when he to-ok in ice packs,
and the kil-lings at the Psychi-at-ric Cen-ter, we' d be-en alit-tle busy for are-pe-at gril-ling. Hewas
ho-ping I’ d reemem-ber so-met-hing new and | did.

“Black ha-ir and dark eyes. Skin alit-tle dar-ker than yo-urs. What | think was so-me kind of Ara-bic
ac-cent. Farint, tho-ugh. And he kept sa-ying histask was do-ne. That he was ho-no-red to die.” Well,
he got hiswish the-re. “He al-so cd-led Ro-bin abet-ra-yer. He didn’t get in-to any spe-ci-ficsthe-re.
Wo-uldn't say if hewas alo-ne or not and | ga-ve him plenty of re-ason to spe-ak up.” And | wasn't
sorry for one damn bit of it. “Oh, wait. Hell, the-reis so-met-hing el-se. The son of abitch used so-me
fancy mo-veto throw me off of him-one that you' ve de-fi-ni-tely ne-ver ta-ught me,” | sa-id be-fo-re
pop-ping the tab on the Co-ke and ta-king aswig.

“Hoal-ding out on me, Cyra-no?’

He frow-ned. “A mo-ve I’ ve ne-ver shown you? Desc-ri-beit.” He had so-me soy, ri-ce-pow-der,
mud-co-lo-red drink he was nur-sing. He' d long ago le-ar-ned not to of-fer me one. It wasall | co-uld
do to ke-ep my own down watc-hing him drink his.

| got up and went ahe-ad to il-lust-ra-te the mo-ve afew ti-mes from the flo-or. He hel-ped by
as-su-ming my ro-le, strad-dling me with afin-ger po-in-ted un-der my chin. Fi-na-ly when hewas
sartis-fi-ed, | re-tur-ned to my charir. “Hmm. And an Ara-bic ac-cent, you sa-id.” Ni-ko mo-ved over
to the gro-aning bo-oks-helf aga-inst the li-ving ro-om wall and scan-ned the con-tents. He cho-se a



bo-ok, sat, and thum-bed thro-ugh it. Af-ter afew mi-nu-tes of re-ading, he sa-id with sa-tis-fac-ti-on, “
Var-zesh-e Pah-la-va-ni. An an-ci-ent form of Ira-ni-an mar-ti-a arts, at-ho-ugh in tho-se daysiit
wo-uld’ ve be-en cal-led Per-s-an arts. It swell over two tho-usand ye-ars old.”

“The ac-cent, Per-da, and Ro-bin de-fi-ni-tely twitc-hed when you men-ti-oned Baby-lon afew days
ago.” | wrung ano-te from the me-tal of the can. “1 think we ha-ve alo-ca-ti-on pin-ned down.” It was
all right, this. Just me and Ni-ko-li-ke back in the old days. Re-se-arch, le-ar-ning crap | didn’'t ca-re
abo-ut, prac-ti-cing obs-cu-re mo-ves. Y e-ah, the old days. . .the days be-fo-re | had to worry abo-ut
an obs-ti-na-te car sa-les-man who co-uldn’t be bot-he-red to worry abo-ut him-saif.

Damiit.

Wit-hin se-conds Nik was back with anot-her bo-ok. Un-der his bre-ath he was mut-te-ring
names... Tam-muz, Utuk-ku. | drank my Co-ke and let it drift in one ear and out the ot-her. When he
hit on so-met-hing, he wo-uld let me know. He didn’t. Sig-hing, he clo-sed the bo-ok. “We Il ha-veto
push Ro-bin on it agarin, but now for Saw-ney.” His eyes dar-ke-ned to match the grim curl of hislips.
“I think | ha-ve so-met-hing.”

“Ye-ah?' | said, surp-ri-sed. “What?’

“| cal-led the TA who sha-res the of-fi-ce with me whi-le you we-re sho-we-ring. | wan-ted her to pick
up mo-re clas-sesfor me un-til thisis do-ne. She had news.”

“Go-od or bad?’

“Bad.” He rep-la-ced the bo-ok on the shelf. “But in-for-ma-ti-ve. Stu-dents are di-sap-pe-aring at
Co-lum-bia. Se-ve-rd. It hasn't hit the pa-persin abig way yet asthey are stu-dents. Pro-neto
wan-de-ring off af-ter par-ti-es and not sho-wing up for aday or two. But Shan-non sa-id she he-ard
the-se stu-dents we-re re-li-ab-le, not the kind to ta-ke off wit-ho-ut tel-ling so-me-one.”

“That co-uld be an-yo-ne. Co-uld be yo-ur ave-ra-ge se-ri-al kil-ler.” | knoc-ked the salt and pep-per
sha-kersto-get-her. “ Saw-ney’ s not the only pre-da-tor aro-und.”

“True. But | ha-ve afe-eling abo-ut this. The-re's so-met-hing abo-ut Co-lum-bial can’'t put my fin-ger
on. So-met-hing | think | re-ad on-ce and ha-ve for-got-ten. We ne-ed to lo-ok in-to this.”

“Mo-re so than the sewers?’ | said skep-ti-cal-ly and rap-ped the sha-kers aga-in. | was equ-al-ly
skep-ti-cd that Ni-ko for-got anyt-hing he ever re-ad, but it was pos-sib-le. He had alot of
in-for-mati-on cram-med in that he-ad. “It'sa col-le-ge,” | went on. “1 do-ubt he’ s shac-king up in the
dorms.”

Heto-ok the clan-king sha-kers out of my hand and put them out of re-ach. “Trust me, and it’ll
cer-tarinly ta-ke lessti-me than ro-aming mo-re mi-les of se-wers.”

The-re was no do-ubt Ni-ko was hell on whe-elswhen it came to trac-king and fin-ding pre-da-tors.
That we hadn’t fo-und this one yet bug-ged the hell out of him...he' d go-ne from Zentoice-cold and
that didn’t spell well for Saw-ney. “We |l ne-ed so-me sort of in. The po-li-ce might not be the-rein full
for-ce, but the stu-dents will be on ed-ge. Fa-culty too. I’ m too yo-ung to passfor acop.” Alt-ho-ugh
it'd be easy eno-ugh to get the fa-ke ID. We' d be-en get-ting it Sin-ce | was six-te-en and Ni-ko
eigh-te-en. Any Rom worth his salt co-uld find away easy eno-ugh and we had. Our clan might not
ac-cept usthanksto my Aup-he hdf, but Sop-hiaknew the tricks. And from watc-hing her all tho-se
ye-arswe knew them too. “And you'retoo...” | shrug-ged.

“Toowhat?’

“Hdl, you'reli-ke a James Bond vil-la-in. Co-al, col-lec-ted, let-hal, and not ado-nut in sght. No one
wo-uld buy you as acop et-her.” Be-S-des, even tho-ugh at twenty-two he co-uld passfor twenty-six
or twenty-se-ven easy, that was gill too yo-ung for him to be con-vin-cing as a pla-inc-lot-hes
de-tec-ti-ve. And his chin-length ha-ir wo-uld im-me-di-ately brand him asan im-pos-ter if hewe-reina
uni-form.

He snor-ted. “When | start drin-king my soy-milk sha-ken, not tir-red, then we'll talk. Asfor anin, if
the-reisone, Pro-mi-sewill know.”

And she did. Bet-we-en her rich de-ad hus-bands and be-ing avam-pi-re, Pro-mi-se was pro-mi-nent
on the so-ci-a/chari-tab-le and non-hu-man sce-ne. If it was afat, fe-eb-le-min-ded rich guy you
ne-eded or a man-star-ved so-ci-ali-te, she just had to pick up a pho-ne. The su-per-na-tu-ra world



was alit-tle tric-ki-er to na-vi-ga-te be-ca-use of trust is-su-es, a-li-an-ces, and cre-atu-res that didn’t
think the-re was a damn thing wrong with mur-der. But in the end she casme thro-ugh for us.

A long ri-de up-town on the A tra-in la-ter, we we-re at Co-lum-bia Presby-te-ri-an tal-king with a
Japa-ne-se he-aling en-tity, O-Ku-ni-Nus-hi, known to his ob-li-vi-o-us hu-man col-le-agu-es as Ken
Nus-hi, doc-tor and spe-ci-a se-mi-nar inst-ruc-tor for the pre-med up-perc-las-smen a Co-lum-bia
Uni-ver-Sity.

A he-ding spi-rit, mo-re po-wer-ful than ahu-man he-aler by far, wo-uld' ve co-mein handy not so
long ago, but he didn’t know Pro-mi-se at the ti-me and vi-ce ver-sa. He knew of so-me-one who knew
so-me-one who knew so-me-one and so on. Asit tur-ned out, he co-uld still do usafavor. First, he
was ac-tu-a-ly wil-ling to pay us. Se-cond, he was ab-le to con-firm the stu-dents we-re mis-sing and
the col-le-ge was mo-re con-cer-ned than the cops we-re at this po-int.

“Y ou are cor-rect. Two stu-dents ha-ve di-sap-pe-ared on cam-pus over the past two days, a-so a
marin-te-nan-ce man.” Be-hind hisdesk, Dr. Nus-hi ste-ep-led long, thin fin-gers, two of which we-re
ban-ded with jade rings. One was whi-te, one red. He had afa-ce that was oddly mon-key-li-ke-lar-ge
ears, black hair in awi-dow’ s pe-ak, bro-ad no-se, and so-ul-ful eyes. Even mo-re oddly, in-dif-fe-rent
stu-dent that | was, | hap-pe-ned to re-mem-ber a mytho-logy les-son from ye-ars be-fo-re. In the
Japa-ne-se mythos, mon-keys we-re tho-ught to bring go-od for-tu-ne. If you ne-eded a doc-tor, go-od
for-tu-ne wo-uld be a ni-ce bo-nus along with a che-er-ful bed-si-de man-ner.

“I can-not say what has ta-ken them,” Dr. Nus-hi con-ti-nu-ed. “But the-re is so-met-hing he-re. A
pre-da-tor, hu-man or not, | can’t say. But the-reisadtil-Iness...an air...” Helo-oked a me, then
ope-ned his handsin a“who knows?’ ges-tu-re. | had an air abo-ut me too, he se-emed to think, but he
re-marined si-lent on that su-bj-ect. Luc-kily. Ni-ko ca-red for com-ments abo-ut my Aup-he
he-ri-ta-ge even lessthan | did. “I can-not put afin-ger onit,” he sarid, “but | know. De-athishe-re. A
go-od physi-ci-an re-cog-ni-zesit. Thisiswal-king, tal-king De-ath and it isusing our cam-pusas a
fe-eding gro-und. Hu-man or non, | want it go-ne. Thisisapla-ce of know-led-ge, not de-ath. But |
didn’t know what to do with the po-li-ce sarying we must weit forty-eight ho-urs. I didn’t know who to
con-tact, not un-til Mrs. Not-tin-ger cal-led with the of-fer of yo-ur ser-vi-ces.” He nod-ded his he-ad
to-ward Pro-mi-se.

“Saw-ney Be-ane.” Ni-ko had bo-wed to Dr. Nus-hi be-fo-re he' d ta-ken a se-at. Now, in black on
black, he sat stra-ight in the de-ep blue bro-ca-de cha-ir with fa-ce im-pas-si-ve. “It may bethe one
we' relo-oking for hunts he-re now. It may be, asyou say, a hu-man. Eit-her way, we will lo-ok in-toit.”
Helo-oked a Pro-mi-se, then back at me. “ The tun-nels and se-wers might not be to hisli-king. HE |l no
do-ubt ha-ve se-ve-rd pros-pects go-ing a oneti-me, trying to find the best pos-sib-le lo-catti-on for
histrue ho-me. On-ce he set-tleson one he'll stay the-re, but | don’t think he has yet. He co-uld be
hun-ting he-re and ta-king his vic-tims back to whic-he-ver lo-cati-on he' strying out now. Whic-he-ver
cave.”

“If that istrue, you will cer-tarinly be mo-re help than the po-li-ce,” Nus-hi sarid.

“The po-li-ce aren’'t he-re, then?” Pro-mi-se as-ked. We knew they wo-uldn’t find Saw-ney, if hewas
hun-ting he-re, but if they we-re pat-rol-ling the cam-pus in for-ce, they co-uld marke things dif-fi-cult
for our in-ves-ti-ga-ti-on. The-re sho-uld’ ve a-re-ady be-en ram-pant spe-cu-la-ti-on abo-ut ase-ri-a
kil-ler with as many bo-di-es as Saw-ney was le-aving aro-und.

But the thing was, bo-di-es we-ren’t be-ing left aro-und. We' d se-en that, ha-ving chec-ked the pa-per
for se-ve-ra days af-ter fin-ding the bo-di-esin the tre-es. The-re’ d be-en not-hing un-til the daryings at
the men-tal insti-tu-te. No sto-ri-es on the onesin the tre-es or on the va-ri-o-us body partsflo-ating in
the tun-nelsthat co-uld' ve be-en stumb-led ac-ross by the const-ruc-ti-on crews. Myste-ri-es. We had
too much on our plate a-re-ady, but it was so-met-hing we' d ne-ed to co-me back to-even-tu-al-ly.
Right now...it co-uld werit, but we d lo-ok in-to it. May-be in afew we-eks...or months. Af-ter Sawny,
ava-cati-on wasthe only thing | wan-ted, not myste-ri-es.

“They are pe-rip-he-ra-ly in-vol-ved, but as| sa-id, the stu-dents are adults le-gal-ly, aswell asisthe
marin-te-nan-ce man, and it has not yet be-en two days. They are in-ves-ti-ga-ting, but asthe-reare no
sgnsof fo-ul play asof yet...” He spore-ad his hands wi-der, then pla-ced them on the desk. “They are



cer-tarinly not he-reinfor-ce.” The brown eyes so-ught out usal one by one. “Thisismy ho-me, but |
am no war-ri-or. Mrs. Not-tin-ger has sa-id you are for hi-re. | will pay wha-te-ver you re-qu-ire to
tarke ca-re of this si-tu-ati-on be-fo-re it wor-sens.”

So-me-one was ac-tu-al-ly go-ing to pay usto risk our li-ves. Hot damn. It ma-de hor-ri-fic,
ne-ar-de-ath ex-pe-ri-en-ces a sha-de less an-no-ying. | sho-ved my hand in-to the poc-ket of my black
le-at-her jac-ket and fin-ge-red awell-worn rip. I’ d gi-ven De-li-lah my go-od one, but | li-ked this one
too. | co-uldn’t rep-la-ceit; it was aclas-sic, but | did ne-ed to rep-la-ce the Glock, and exp-lo-si-ve
ro-unds for the Eag-le didn’t co-me che-ap.

“Re-sults will not ne-ces-sa-rily beim-me-di-ate. We will do our best, but Saw-ney is aone-cre-atu-re
darugh-ter-ho-use, qu-iteli-te-ra-ly,” Ni-ko caruti-oned. “And if the kil-ler is hu-man, the po-li-ce
wo-uld pro-bably find him be-fo-rewe did.”

“Thenyo-ur bestisal that | can ask.” Dr. Nus-hi bo-wed. Nik bo-wed. And the me-eting was mostly
over. Ex-cept for Pro-mi-se po-li-tely but firmly as-king for Nus-hi’ s ho-me ad-dressfor bil-ling
pur-po-ses. She flas-hed abit of fang in eit-her strong in-cen-ti-ve or flir-ta-ti-o-us be-ha-vi-or. With
vam-pi-resit was hard to tell. Asthetips of Nus-hi’slar-ge ears flus-hed pink, I went with flir-ta-ti-o-us.

Wewe-re gi-ven fal-se stu-dent ID that wo-uld pass anyw-he-re on eit-her cam-pusif we we-re
stop-ped for any re-ason. Alt-ho-ugh | co-uldn’t ima-gi-ne why we wo-uld be. | [o-oked the
twenty-ye-ar-old punk-ass kid that | was. Ni-ko, twenty-two, |o-oked twenty-six, and co-uld passfor a
grad stu-dent or the TA that he was easily enc-ugh. Pro-mi-se...Pro-mi-se had an age-less qu-dlity, but
no one wo-uld stop her be-ca-use they tho-ught she was ase-ri-a kil-ler.

One stu-dent had di-sap-pe-ared on the way to French class, one whi-le do-ing la-undry in the
ba-se-ment of one of the dorms, and the ma-in-te-nan-ce man was amystery. He'd go-ne out on acall,
but ta-ken the do-cu-men-tarti-on with him. No one con-fes-sed to put-ting in are-qu-est and no one
knew whe-re he’d go-ne.

We se-pa-ra-ted to co-ver the most gro-und, ming-ling among the po-ten-ti-al me-als and lo-oking for
de-ad bo-di-es and/or mons-ters. | to-ok amap. Ni-ko na-vi-ga-ted by eit-her the stars or hisin-na-te
sen-se of pla-ce on the pla-net. It was past se-ven and dark; Pro-mi-se car-ri-ed her clo-ak over one
arm and drif-ted. Two se-conds la-ter I’d lost sight of her. She knew how to mo-ve. | only knew the
di-rec-ti-on she' d va-nis-hed by the tur-ning of ma-le he-ads and one or two fe-ma-le ones.

| lo-oked down at the map, con-si-de-red it for a se-cond, and then wad-ded it up to tossit in-to the
ne-arest trash can. It wo-uldn’t help me find Saw-ney. Smel-ling him wo-uld and thin-king li-ke him
wo-uld. | wasn't en-ti-rely happy with the fact that | tho-ught each wo-uld be an iden-ti-cal exer-ti-on.
I’ d be-en a hap-py-go-lucky ma-ni-ac mysdlf for over awe-ek on-ce. It wasn't dif-fi-cult at dl to
re-mem-ber the cur-ve and di-de of that par-ti-cu-lar tho-ught pat-tern. Far too easy, in fact. One jump
and you we-re on the ri-de, whiz-zing aong with the wind cack-ling li-ke in-sa-ne la-ugh-ter in yo-ur
ears.

| tri-ed my no-sefird. It felt sa-fer.

Co-lum-biaisbig-ger than it |o-oks, and it |o-oked plenty big eno-ugh. We we-re con-cent-ra-ting on
the Mor-ning-si-de He-ights cam-pus, whe-re the stu-dents and emp-lo-yee had all di-sap-pe-ared.
Not-hing had yet hap-pe-ned at the med scho-ol and hos-pi-tal fifty blocks up. The-rewas
Mor-ning-si-de Park bor-de-ring one si-de of the cam-pus and Pro-mi-se sa-id she wo-uld in-qu-ire of
any non-hu-mans wit-hin, a po-li-te way of saying she' d ask thelo-cd yo-kesif they’d se-en anew
mons-ter in the ne-igh-bor-ho-od.

| went from bu-il-ding to bu-il-ding, and first | tho-ught it was go-ing to be easy, be-caruse | smdl-led
him right off the bat. But it wasn't long be-fo-re | re-ali-zed that, ye-ah, his scent was
pre-sent...everyw-he-re. Rank and un-mis-ta-kab-le. He was hun-ting he-re al right. From whét |
co-uld tell he’ d ro-amed every no-ok and cranny of the scho-ol. Ke-eping to the sha-dows, avo-iding
the se-cu-rity lights, but ow-ning it...every inch.

Hot damn. We we-refi-nal-ly on to so-met-hing. From the smell of it he was he-re d-most if not every
night. Every night...but not that many stu-dents we-re mis-aing. Thisco-uldn’t beit, co-uld it? One of his
pos-sib-lelo-cati-ons? Or his new ho-me? He li-ked ca-ves, and the-re wasn't much ca-ve-li-ke



abo-ut this pla-ce. Still, so-met-hing was go-ing on. All we ne-eded to do was find the bas-tard, di-ce
off parts, and ask him what.

But fin-ding him was a prob-lem. With hissmell li-te-rdl-ly everyw-he-re, | wasn't su-re how to
pin-po-int it. It'sne-ver easy, isit?“Well, shit.” | stop-ped and cro-uc-hed on the long strip of grass
bet-we-en Bro-ad-way and Ams-ter-dam that con-nec-ted two sec-ti-ons of the cam-pus.

“Pretty boy.” A hand tick-led be-hind my ear. * Frust-ra-ted?’

De-li-lah.

“You co-uld say that,” | grun-ted, surp-ri-sed. | hadn’t he-ard her co-ming; she was Kin af-ter al, but
I’d smel-led her be-hind me. Wolf and vanil-la, but what in the hell shewas do-ing he-re | had no idea.
| tur-ned my he-ad and |o-oked up &t her as she twir-led alock of my black ha-ir aro-und her fin-ger.
“That son of abitch Saw-ney.”

She wrink-led her no-se, eyes tur-ning new-pen-ny bright. “Heishe-re. Heis everyw-he-re. The
gtench of in-sa-nity.” Which wastrue. He de-fi-ni-tely had the stink of crazy dl over him. Of co-ur-sehe
had the sa=me to say abo-ut me. She sat be-s-de me. “Ra-bid, but that is nor-mal for him. Stop
lo-oking.” She sho-ok her he-ad di-sap-pro-vingly. “Hewill eat you.” Her fa-ce, her mo-uth mo-ved
inc-hes from mi-ne. “Let me eat you” -her ton-gue to-uc-hed my lo-wer lip-“inste-ad.”

Okay, that was even mo-re of asurp-ri-se than her sho-wing up-not so much the of-fer, asthe ti-ming.
| wasn't Ro-bin-Jesus, who was?-but | knew when so-me-onewasin-te-res-ted in meor at le-ast
in-te-res-ted in parts of me. And my partsand | felt the se-me way abo-ut her, dt-ho-ugh haf of that
com-bo felt gu-ilty as hell abo-ut it. Not that that mat-te-red. Thiswasn’t the ti-me or the pla-ce. Two
stu-dents pas-sed, girls, blond and bru-net-te. They lo-oked at us and hur-ri-ed on, the-ir long legs
stri-ding fas-ter. | might lo-ok li-ke a punk-ass twenty-ye-ar-old kid and De-li-lah a cross bet-we-en a
mo-del and akick-yo-ur-ass bi-ker chick, but we gtill didn’t passin the hu-man world. Not re-al-ly.
Tho-se girlswo-uldn’t know why they felt the way they did abo-ut us, but they sen-sed the dif-fe-ren-ce
in us so-me-how.

“Lit-tlegirls” De-li-lah sa-id with ade-ri-9-ve toss of her pony-teril. “ Sca-red of mons-tersin the big
bad wo-ods.”

I hung my he-ad for amo-ment. She didn’t mind be-ing dif-fe-rent. I won-de-red why | did. “How’d
you know | was he-re any-way?’

She sat be-si-de me, her own long legs clad in le-at-her. She stretc-hed and rec-li-ned on her e-bows
inthe grass. “ Cal-led Pro-mi-se. Puck ans-we-red. Says Co-lum-bia. From the-re.” Sheto-uc-hed a
fin-ger to her small, stra-ight no-se. “I find yo-ur scent.”

“And what do | smell li-ke?’ | as-ked with are-luc-tant cu-ri-osity. “Fay didn’t se-.emto ca-refor it,
whate-ver itis”

The cop-per of her eyes dar-ke-ned back to light brown as she puz-zled on the qu-es-ti-on. * Stran-ge.
In-te-res-ting. Go-od and bad. Right and wrong.” She ga-ve an ac-qu-isi-ti-vely hungry smi-le. “ Swe-et
and so-ur.”

| re-ac-hed over and ran athumb aong the lo-wer cur-ve of that smi-le. “I ho-pethat’ s abo-ut sex and
not ma-king meame-al. Y ou wo-uldn’t be the first we-re-wolf that tri-ed to ma-ke me din-ner, and you
wo-uldn't bethefirst onel kil-led.”

She wasn't imp-res-sed, snor-ting. “ Pups.”

“Not al of them. Cer-be-rus was no Red Ri-ding Ho-od re-j-ect.” Ne-ver mind that it had ta-ken al
three of us...Flay, Ni-ko, and me...to tarke him down. We' d do-neit. | wasn't su-re an-yo-ne e-se
co-uld ha-ve.

“Cer-be-rus.” The ami-le was comp-le-tely dif-fe-rent now, dark and glo-ating. She lif-ted the snug
whi-te shirt shewo-reto ba-re her scars. “Not fit to be-ar his cub. Flay and I, our fa-mily, to Kin
Alp-has we are not go-od eno-ugh. Not high eno-ugh in pack. Not pu-re. We are bet-ter than pu-re. We
areWolf.” Sheres-ted ahand on her flat sto-mach. “But Cer-be-rus sa-id the-re wo-uld be no cub.”
Her lipstigh-te-ned and she pul-led the shirt back down. “No cubs ever now.”

| co-uld think of ab-so-lu-tely not-hing to say at first, alt-ho-ugh I’ d sus-pec-ted be-fo-re from the
ex-tent of the da-ma-ge that co-uld be se-en that she wo-uldn’t be ma-king her nep-hew, Say, any lit-tle



co-usns. Sorry se-emed wholly lac-king, and | fi-nd-ly went with my ins-tinct. “He di-ed pain-ful-ly, in
one god-awful blo-ody mess.”

It was the right thing. The smi-le re-tur-ned, bla-zing bright as her eyes. “ Sex. Now.” Sheto-ok my
hand, sto-od, and yan-ked me up with such strength that both of my fe-et a-most left the gro-und.

Not that it wasn't ni-ce to be wan-ted, to be used and abu-sed, but the scre-ams that rip-ped thro-ugh
the air emp-ha-5-zed that so-me things ha-ve to werit. Hey, I’ d al-re-ady got-ten la-id on-ce this
ye-ar...okay, on-cein ali-fe-ti-me. What was my hurry?

One of the girlswho’ d wal-ked past us ca-me run-ning back. She was alo-ne thisti-me, with blo-od on
her fa-ce and jac-ket. | didn’t bot-her to ask what had hap-pe-ned. It was self-evi-dent eno-ugh.
Saw-ney or are-ve-nant had co-me cre-eping out of the sha-dows for an eve-ning snack. She kept
run-ning past us with whi-te-rim-med, un-se-e-ing eyes. | ran in the di-rec-ti-on she had co-me from.
De-li-lah fol-lo-wed, mo-re out of bo-re-dom than any de-si-re to sa-ve a hu-man, | tho-ught. She
sta-yed in hu-man form, but kept up with me easily re-gard-less. Asweran, | pul-led out my cell pho-ne,
ga-ve Nik the ter-se facts, and tri-ed for mo-re spe-ed.

We pas-sed se-ve-ral stu-dents go-ing in both di-rec-ti-ons. They ve-ered away from us; it was
ob-vi-o-uswe we-ren’t jog-ging for our he-ath. We co-ve-red the length of the grass-co-ve-red walk,
va-ul-ted the small iron po-le and cha-in fen-ce that fra-med the grass, and fol-lo-wed the blo-od. It was
the only way we fo-und her...by the smell of her blo-od. It wasthick inthe air, asthick asthe
ines-ca-pab-le scent of Saw-ney and re-ve-nants.

And it was are-ve-nant that had her, not Saw-ney. Whi-le Saw-ney’ s spo-re was ho-urs old, that of
the re-ve-nant was as fresh asthe girl’ s blo-od. Both ca-me from a bu-il-ding of red brick, nar-row
win-dows, and chim-neys. It lo-oked li-ke a ho-use, not a cam-pus bu-il-ding. It was sur-ro-un-ded by
low hed-ges and that’ s whe-re we fo-und them-the vic-tim and three re-ve-nants. In a cro-ok of hed-ge
and bu-il-ding, sha-do-wed and pro-tec-ted from a ca-su-a glan-ce, they we-re fe-eding on her. One
was at her thro-at, one a her chest, and one at her so-mach, and the-re wasn’t a damn thing we co-uld
do for her. The re-ve-nants had ma-de scraps of her in amat-ter of mi-nu-tes. It was the dark-harired
one. Her short cap of ha-ir didn’t show the blo-od, but what strips of skin re-ma-ined did.

| grow-led and kic-ked the he-ad of the re-ve-nant from her thro-at. | wasn't we-aring sne-akers
to-day. | was we-aring scuf-fed black com-bat bo-ots, thick-so-led and he-avy, and | bro-ke the
bas-tard' s neck ins-tantly with the blow. Not that that stop-ped him. His body stag-ge-red up and
to-ward me whi-le his he-ad was bent at an acu-te ang-le. I’ d bro-ken the bo-ne, but the spi-na cord
was gtill in-tact. Da-ma-ged pro-bably, but not eno-ugh to ma-ke a dif-fe-ren-cein the pri-mi-ti-ve
or-ga-nism that was are-ve-nant. De-li-lah, ap-pa-rently for-go-ing the wolf thisti-me, to-ok one out
with akni-fe. To-ok him down, out, and had him in pi-eces wit-hin se-conds. Why worry abo-ut lo-sing
aper-fectly go-od set of clot-hesin the trans-for-ma-ti-on for ame-re three re-ve-nants-1 co-uld see her
po-int. Thele-at-her pants...and what they con-ta-ined...ye-ah, that wo-uld be a cri-me... shit.

| wor-ri-ed less abo-ut my hor-mo-nes and mo-re abo-ut the third re-ve-nant that jum-ped me with
claws and te-eth as sharp as any kni-fe and alot less hygi-enic. | duc-ked and he dam-med in-to the one
with the ca-tast-rop-hic crick in his neck, and they both tumb-led down. | didn’t use my gun. It was
dif-fi-cult eno-ugh scuf-fling in the mid-dle of cam-puswit-ho-ut be-ing no-ti-ced, even at night, and |
used my own kni-fe and to-ok one he-ad whi-le De-li-lah to-ok the ot-her.

“And you le-ave me not-hing. Y ou are an in-con-si-de-ra-te brot-her, to say thele-ast.”

| lo-oked over my sho-ul-der at Ni-ko, who sto-od with ka-ta-na drawn. “Y ou’ re get-ting Sow, old
man. Get a sco-oter and we'll talk abo-ut sa-ving you so-me assto kick.”

| ba-rely saw the swat, but | cer-ta-inly fet it. Re-ss-ting the ur-ge to rub the back of my sho-ul-der, |
lo-oked down at the de-ad girl, then away. “ Our new bossisn’t go-ing to be happy.” | didn’t blaamehim
one bit. | wasn’t happy eit-her.

“No, hewon't be. They’re get-ting bol-der.” Ni-ko knelt be-g-de the girl. “ They drag-ged her off the
path, but whe-re did they co-me from? He-re?” Helo-oked up at the bu-il-ding.

“Kin-dasmall,” | com-men-ted and it wastrue. It Smply wasn't lar-ge eno-ugh. If re-ve-nants and
Saw-ney had set up shop the-re, so-me-one wo-uld’ ve no-ti-ced. It wasn't li-ke they co-uld hi-de out in



yeol-deat-tic li-kefirst co-usins flip-per kids.

“Yes, itis” hesaid ab-sently, san-ding. “But se-e-ing is not d-ways be-li-eving. Tell mewhat you
smell.” Heglan-ced over a De-li-lah. “You aswell.”

| in-ha-led de-eply as De-li-lah did the sasme. It re-eked. The who-le god-damn pla-ce stunk to high
he-aven of Saw-ney and the re-ve-nants, far mo-re so than any ot-her pla-ce on cam-pus, which was
saying so-met-hing, and far mo-re than any ot-her pla-ce he' d be-en: the wa-re-ho-use, the se-wers,
the Se-cond Ave-nue sub-way. That wasit for the se-wers, then. It was kind of are-li-ef that the-re'd
be no mo-re trud-ging thro-ugh wa-ter. “Thisisit dl right,” | con-fir-med, trying not to gag.

De-li-lah ag-re-ed with anod. “The Den. They co-me he-re. Go from he-re. Li-ve he-re.”

Not exc-lu-g-vely, but from the she-er con-cent-ra-ti-on of odor, he-re mo-re than anyw-he-re e-se.

“Well then, Ale-xan-der Saw-ney Be-ane.” Ni-ko smi-led, that ra-re, an-ti-ci-pa-tory smi-lethat didn’t
bo-de well for who-ever was at the end of his sword.

“Knock, knock.”

We had |eft cam-pus be-fo-re any stu-dents or se-cu-rity spot-ted us. Pro-mi-se and Ni-ko no-ti-fi-ed
Dr. Nus-hi of the events and the bo-di-es-which | sus-pec-ted wo-uld so-on di-sap-pe-ar. Saw-ney or
mo-re re-ve-nants co-uld co-me for them or that myste-ri-o-us wha-te-ver that se-emed to ha-ve a
li-cen-se in body col-lec-ti-on. Nik and Pro-mi-se went back to our apart-ment for re-se-arch and
ot-her things. And for on-ce, ot-her thingswe-rein my sche-du-le aswell. Damn, twi-ceina
ye-ar-whe-re we-re the Gu-in-ness pe-op-le when you ne-eded them?

De-li-lah had an apart-ment...of sorts. Wol-veswe-ren't re-al-ly dl that go-od at things li-ke rent and
da-ma-ge-de-po-sitsand uti-li-ti-es. Not yo-ur ave-ra-ge wolf any-way. That’ swhat Alp-haswe-refor.
Alp-hasto-ok care of the pack. Told them whe-reto li-ve, fo-und the fo-od to ta-ke down...the
mem-bers of an Alp-ha s pack we-re, in away, his child-ren. In we-re-wolf so-ci-ety, es-pe-ci-a-ly in
the Kin, the Alp-ha of apar-ti-cu-lar pack wo-uld buy up a bu-il-ding or two-ye-ah, they had that kind
of mo-ney-and ta-ke ca-re of the po-wer and warter. Then the-ir pack wo-uld mo-ve in. They might
set-tlein one cor-ner of awarre-ho-use or they might set-tle in a se-ri-es of gpart-ments, mo-ving from
flo-or to flo-or every month or so. It de-pen-ded on the wolf.

They d-ways|o-oked aban-do-ned from the out-s-de with blac-ko-ut cur-ta-ins or blinds on the
win-dows to ke-ep up the imp-res-si-on. The do-ors we-re a-so kept cha-ined, but if any ho-me-less
hap-pe-ned to be smart eno-ugh to find anot-her way in...wdl, yummy man-nafrom doggy he-aven.

De-li-lah’ s pla-ce had on-ce be-en ascho-ol. The-rewas arusty cha-in-link fen-ce and graf-fi-ti
everyw-he-re. Old graf-fi-ti. Any ne-wer as-pi-ring ar-tistss wo-uldn’t do any bet-ter than the
ho-me-less. She used the key to open the charins and re-loc-ked them thro-ugh asmdl ho-le
fas-hi-oned in the ste-€l-bar-enhan-ced sa-fety glass. Snif-fing me qu-ickly, she nod-ded. “Co-me.”

Be-fo-re we' d got-ten wit-hin ten blocks of the pla-ce, she had pro-du-ced asmall spray con-ta-iner,
li-ke atiny per-fu-me bot-tle, and squ-ir-ted me li-be-ra-ly with it. “ From the puck,” she had sa-id. And
| reemem-be-red it from our pre-vi-o-us run-in with the Kin. “Will ma-ke you smdl| dif-fe-rent. Not li-ke
you. Not hu-man fo-od. Not Aup-he.” Not hu-man, be-ca-use so-me-one might want to jo-in in on the
me-al. And not Aup-he, be-ca-use...hdll, that didn’t ne-ed exp-la-na-ti-on.

She had cho-sen aro-om on the third flo-or and we ma-de our way qu-i-etly up dar-ke-ned stairs,
stop-ping if she he-ard any ot-her wol-ves. | might not ha-ve the scent of ahu-man or an Aup-he, but |
had to be so-met-hing, and if they saw me, they wo-uld know it wasn't wolf. Ma-na-ging to avo-id thét,
we re-ac-hed her pla-ce. It was a big ro-om that had on-ce be-en two. A wall had be-en knoc-ked
down with aded-ge-ham-mer from the lo-oks of the rag-ged conc-re-te frame. The ins-ti-tu-ti-ona
walls had be-en pa-in-ted an um-ber co-lor, smol-de-ring in thelow light of the oc-ca-s-onal lamp. The
sha-des we-re light red-dish brown glass run thro-ugh with hund-reds of ran-dom frac-tu-res, Tif-fany in
a post-mo-dern world.

The-rewas no co-uch, only cus-hi-ons. A nest of six lar-ge cus-hi-ons ma-de up what | gu-es-sed to
bethe equ-iva-lent. Threefe-et by three fe-et, they we-re fo-rest gre-en, de-ep brown, rusty red.

“Ni-ceplace” | said po-li-tely and then got to the po-int. “ Y ou don’t eat pe-op-le, do you?’ For



nut-ri-ti-on, I me-ant. | knew the vast ma:j-ority of the Kin did aswell as so-me non Kin wol-ves. “|
might ha-ve is-su-eswith that.”

“Pe-op-le.” Shedip-ped off her jac-ket, then her shirt. She wasn't we-aring abra and sud-denly
pe-op-le pi-tas se-emed alit-tle less im-por-tant than they had be-en. But | held on, be-ca-use it was
im-por-tant. | wasn't Aup-he and | wasn'’t de-eping with so-me-one who wo-uld do the things Aup-he
wo-uld do. “No chd-len-ge” shedis-mis-sed. “| am ahun-ter. Hun-ter. | am not jac-kd li-ke so-me
Kin.”

Okay, that was go-od to know. The-re was anot-her pi-le of cus-hi-ons, dightly lar-ger ac-rossthe
ro-om, and they we-re whi-te, every one of them-the ba-rest sha-de pa-ler than De-li-lah’sha-ir. “You
de-ep asawoalf, don't you?’

She pe-eled my jac-ket off me in one smo-oth mo-ti-on. “Wolf dre-ams.” Her eyeswe-re bright. “ They
areric-her, shar-per. Y ou tas-te, smell, he-ar, to-uch. The very sasame asthisworld he-re.” She
shrug-ged, which did in-te-res-ting thingsto very in-te-res-ting parts of her.

“May-bethat istheworld. May-bethisisonly the dre-am.”

“Dre-am-ti-me.” | con-si-de-red the hols-ter, then dip-ped out of it. Ro-bin wo-uld no do-ubt say
she'd li-kemeto ke-ep it on. Kinky and al, but sho-oting off yo-ur own balls du-ring sex ismo-re kink
than | carred to think abo-ut. And was | bab-bling in my he-ad ner-vo-udy? Y e-ah. So what? It was my
se-cond god-damn ti-me. | co-uld be ner-vo-usif | wan-ted. “ So-unds s-mi-lar to so-met-hing that
Abo-ri-gi-nesin Aust-rarliabe-li-eve. Nik told me abo-ut it on-ce, srid it was...” Gre-at, | was
bab-bling out-si-de my he-ad now.

But it wasthe last word | sa-id that night as | was tack-led to the flo-or. Last string of co-he-rent words
any-way. | did say afew sing-le exp-lo-s-ve ones. De-li-lah was no nymph. She wasn't soft and dow,
me-an-de-ring and mild. De-li-lah was awhirl-wind of wants and ne-eds and de-mands, and be-fo-re
the night was over, she ta-ught me how to be the sa-me.

| was glad, tho-ugh, that she co-uldn’t smell me thro-ugh Ro-bin’s con-coc-ti-on. Co-uldn’'t smell the
lin-ge-ring do-ubt un-der the sa-va-gely sharp ple-asu-re. The fa-int re-mor-se be-ne-ath the she-er holy
shit spi-ne-knot-ting eup-ho-ria

Theto-uch of gu-ilt be-hind every bi-te, thrust, and ca-ress.

Thereg-ret.

19

The New Y ork Met-ro-po-li-tan Mu-se-um was big. | knew that. But it was so-met-hing | knew inthe
back of my he-ad...li-ke that the sky isblue. That fi-re burns. That aman can't get it up in fifty-deg-ree
warter no mat-ter what Ro-bin tho-ught. Ba-sic, com-mon-sen-se know-led-ge.

So whi-le | knew the mu-se-um was big, | ne-ver tho-ught abo-ut it-not un-til early the next mor-ning
when | waslogt in the ba-se-ment un-der the marin bu-il-ding. | had got-ten Sang-ri-da' s per-mis-si-on
over the pho-neto be the-re, just chec-king for mo-re sir-rush, I'd sa-id, and she' d ma-de su-re the
sa-me do-or to the ba-se-ment was un-loc-ked, but that wasit. And it wasn't asif | co-uld re-qu-est a
se-cu-rity gu-ard to help me find the mummy. Firg, | didn’t know which men we-re hers and not yo-ur
ave-ra-ge rent-a-cop, and, se-cond, | didn’t know if she was awa-re that Wa-han-ket had ma-de a
bur-row un-der her fe-et.

| didn’t think pis-sing off the mummy wo-uld be ago-od idea. I’ d se-en the cold ra-ge lur-king be-hind
the ye-low glow that fil-led tho-se eye soc-kets. He hadn't tri-ed to kill us, but he till wasn't what I'd
cal an easy-go-ing guy. And if helost hisho-me, | damn su-re didn’t want him de-eping on my co-uch.

Ro-bin had led us con-fi-dently thro-ugh ama-ze of stac-ked crartes and dusty, for-got-ten ex-hi-hits.
I’d parid at-ten-ti-on, but ap-pa-rently not eno-ugh. And now, lac-king atra-il of bre-ad crumbs, | was
tho-ro-ughly lost. The lights we-re back on thisti-me, and | wan-de-red thro-ugh row af-ter row of
de-li-cate gilt fur-ni-tu-re co-ve-red with he-avy plas-tic dra-pes, can-va-ses of al sha-pes and s-zes,
marb-le startu-ary, dra-mactic black-and-whi-te masks, and gri-me-co-ve-red ca-se af-ter ca-se of
we-gpons. Swords, dag-gers, even axes. It was ama-zing. Y ou didn’t even ne-ed to be a puck to get



itchy fin-gersat the sight of it.

But that wo-uld be wrong, and, mo-re im-por-tantly, dif-fi-cult to smug-gle out past the gu-ards at the
ent-ran-ce. Now, that was a Ro-bin tho-ught and it bro-ught me back to the re-ason | was the-re. Ti-me
to stop win-dow-shop-ping and get to it.

Ne-it-her he nor Nik wo-uld be happy to know whe-re | was or what | was do-ing. Ro-bin be-ca-use
| was po-king my no-se whe-re he' d ma-deit very cle-ar he’'d as so-on chop it off. Nik...Nik wo-uld
not be en-t-hu-g-as-tic-strongly not ent-hu-si-as-tic-abo-ut the fact | was ro-aming aro-und the
lo-carti-on of asir-rush at-tack. The-re co-uld be a hund-red of tho-se damn things down he-re; the-re
was ro-om.

Fi-nal-ly stop-ping be-s-de a Japa-ne-se scre-en, | ga-ve in to theine-vi-tab-le and cal-led out,
“Wa-han-ket.”

Not-hing.

| tri-ed aga-in, lo-uder thisti-me. “Wa-han-ket!”

Thisti-methe-re was arust-ling and the-re was a sen-se of mo-ti-on in the cor-ner of my eye. |
tur-ned, gun in hand. Sang-ri-da had left one of her gu-ards 9mms for me at the ba-se-ment ent-ran-ce
I’d used, un-der the starirs. It wasn't the Vi-king bro-ads-word I” d ex-pec-ted, which wasfi-ne by me.
They we-re he-avy as hell. Du-ring the mu-se-um’ swor-king ho-urs, get-ting my own gun thro-ugh
se-cu-rity wasn't fe-asib-le, but this one wo-uld do.

The mo-ti-on and flic-ker I’ d se-en ma-te-ri-di-zed in-to asmall fi-gu-re. It was cat-s-zed, no do-ubt
be-ca-useit was acat. It sat and sta-red at me with black-and-whi-te eyes. Parin-ted eyes. Therest of it
was a de-ep tar-nis-hed bron-ze with the glim-mer of gold aro-und its neck. It sta-red for afew mo-re
se-conds, then sto-od and di-sap-pe-ared smo-othly in-to the sha-dows with the clink of me-tal paws
aga-ingt the flo-or. It was an in-vi-tarti-on and | ac-cep-ted it.

An ani-ma-ted me-tal cat. It was bi-zar-re and then so-me. How co-uld it mo-ve? Wasit ali-ve or
so-me sort of an-ci-ent Egyp-ti-an sor-ce-rer’ smind trick? | didn’t know, at-ho-ugh | wasle-aning
to-ward the lat-ter. | be-li-eved in mons-ters-hdll, ye-ah. But ma-gic? If the-re wasn't so-me form of
flesh or bo-ne be-hind it, | had ahard ti-me bu-ying in-to it. | did know that | pre-fer-red the wal-king
satue ideato the tho-ught that it was so-me dri-ed-up cat mummy.

Fa-ke ma-gic or re-d, it led me to Wa-han-ket. With his pre-oc-cu-pa-ti-on with tech-no-logy, |
sho-uld've pic-tu-red him sur-fing the Net or watc-hing cab-le, but | co-uldn’t. The men-tal ima-ge was
too in-cong-ru-o-us. It was much easi-er to ima-gi-ne him plun-ging an an-ci-ent dag-ger in-to the chest
of so-me po-or schmuck writ-hing on an al-tar. Or may-be drag-ging hisfo-ot and mo-aning as he
shamb-led to-ward his prey. Shamb-le, drag. Very sham-bo-lic. Was that even aword?

Pro-bably not, but | was right abo-ut one thing: He wasn't sur-fing the Net. He was. . .dis-sec-ting
so-met-hing-arat, | tho-ught. A re-a-ly big rat. Hu-ge. | ma-de afa-ce and draw-led, “ Sup-per?’

“Y ou, une-du-ca-ted ba-bo-on, sho-uld not mock the ways of yo-ur bet-ters.” The curd-led sha-dows
inste-ad of asickly glow in his eye soc-kets must ha-ve me-ant he was fe-eling mel-low. “Which wo-uld
be ever-yo-nein-ha-bi-ting thisin-fes-ted world, inc-lu-ding my new pet.” He in-di-ca-ted the ro-dent
with the flo-urish of an an-ti-que sca-pdl.

Pet? And | re-ali-zed he wasn't ta-king it apart; he was put-ting it back to-get-her. | wasn't su-reif that
was less dis-tur-bing or mo-re so, and | de-ci-ded to ig-no-re it a-to-get-her. Shif-ting my ga-ze dightly
away from the blo-ods-ta-ined cra-te do-ub-ling as an ope-ra-ting tab-le, | sa-id, “I’ m he-re abo-ut
Go-od-fel-low.”

“The puck.” The scal-pel was dis-car-ded for a ne-ed-le thre-aded with afi-ne sil-ver wi-re that
gle-amed bet-we-en hard black fin-gers. “Histon-gue isim-per-ti-nent, but his gifts are ac-cep-tab-le.
What ha-ve you bro-ught me?’

For-tu-na-tely I’ d tho-ught of that. Un-for-tu-nartely that early in the mor-ning the stre-et ven-dor
sup-pli-es had be-en skimpy. “ Y e-ah, abo-ut that...” | [o-oked down at the gun in my hand. Nor-mal-ly
| didn’'t ma-ke aha-bit of gi-ving up awe-apon to acre-atu-re | ba-rely knew and didn’t trust, but I'd
be fo-oling mysdf to think Wa-han-ket wo-uld ne-ed agun to try to kill me. Or to ta-ke me gpart and
put me back to-get-her in so-me sort of hi-de-o-us pa-rody of Ca Le-and-ros. “He-re.”



The dark hand cur-led aro-und the grip, and | felt the brush of skin har-der than horn. “Ahhh, such a
pretty toy. The mo-dern equ-ivarlent of the flint-lock.” He aban-do-ned therat for aclo-ser
exami-na-ti-on. “I ha-ve se-en many ima-ges, but the-re are no examp-les of such re-cent fi-re-arms
down he-reinmy do-ma-in.” Thete-eth gnas-hed inagrin. “Man’s ent-hu-s-asm for kil-ling hisown
kind still ple-ases me, even af-ter dl thisti-me.”

Asmy eyesdrif-ted back re-luc-tantly, be-hind him | tho-ught | saw therat twitch. No, | was su-re of
it...with belly sill ga-ping half open and eyes blankly empty, it twitc-hed. | |o-oked away aga-in and
de-ci-ded bre-ak-fast wasn't the way to go to-day. “ Gre-at. I’m glad you' re happy. Sorry the-re’sno
bow and rib-bon. Now can we talk abo-ut Ro-bin?’

“Barbo-ons we-re ne-ver one for pati-en-ce.” He pul-led out the clip asif he’d do-neit atho-usand
ti-mes. “Inte-resting.”

Therat squ-e-aked. It was farint and raspy and now-he-re ne-ar be-ing on my list of la-test frig-ging
gre-atest hits. “Go-od-fel-low,” | emp-ha-s-zed sharply. He-aring my own vo-ice was bet-ter than
he-aring the a-ter-nati-ve. “ So-me-one strying to kill him. Y ou know anyt-hing abo-ut that? 'Y ou know
who might be gun-ning for him?’

The clip was dam-med back ho-me and aton-gue as we-at-he-red as be-ef jerky clic-ked aga-inst the
te-eth. *Y ou ask much of me. | hold the sec-rets of Os-ris, the know-led-ge of Thoth, the de-ath rolls of
Anu-bis, but alist solong?Y ou re-qu-est theim-pos-sib-le.”

That wasthe stan-dard li-ne. Y o-ur po-or, yo-ur hungry, yo-ur hud-died mas-sesye-ar-ning to kill me,
that was Ro-bin’ s mot-to. “How abo-ut you nar-row it down to the top twenty or so? Think you co-uld
do that?’ The-re wasthe scrab-bling of paws and the mo-ist thump of what | ho-ped was ata-il agarinst
wo-od. “ Co-me on, Hank. | ga-ve. Now you gi-ve, and you can get back to yo-ur Fran-ken-rat, okay?’
Po-or dam-ned trash munc-her. | was no ro-dent fan, but Jesus.

“Twenty?’ The we-gpon was pla-ced ca-re-ful-ly, -most lo-vingly, on top of aglasscase
con-tarining a stuf-fed ba-bo-on, which, by the way, did not lo-ok li-ke me. “As| ha-ve sa-id,
im-pos-sib-le. Y ou ask me to se-pa-ra-te twenty gra-ins of sand from the de-sert’s mighty stretch. Such
atask can-not be do-ne.” The-rewasaho-lein hischest. | hadn’t no-ti-ced that be-fo-re. A sun-ken
ho-le and the shi-ne of gold and tur-qu-o-ise de-ep wit-hin. “ Per-haps | co-uld thin the whe-at from the
chaff and gi-ve you a hund-red cre-atu-res who wish de-ath upon the puck.” Arms of bo-nes and ropy
flesh wrap-ped with brown wrap-pings cros-sed. “Go. Re-turn in se-ven daysand | will ha-ve the
in-for-mati-on you se-ek.”

“Se-vendays...” | star-ted to pro-test asthe-re was alo-uder thump, wet and hor-rib-le, and then the
skit-ter of ra-cing paws. | lo-oked down; | co-uldn’t help it. Hur-ri-edly, | lo-oked back up, tas-ted
bi-le, and ho-ped | ne-ver saw arat, de-ad or un-de-ad, aga-in aslong as| li-ved.

“Go.” The glow was re-tur-ning to Wa-han-ket’ s hol-lows of bo-ne.

| went.

A we-€k...I only ho-ped Ro-bin li-ved that long.

| went back in-to the ma-ze, wan-de-red far eno-ugh away from Wa-han-ket that | felt alit-tle mo-re
com-for-tab-le, and then | did it aga-in...once mo-re do-ing what I’d told Nik | wo-uldn’t. | sat on the
dusty flo-or, cross-leg-ged, and held out my hand. | fo-cu-sed, twis-ted that fo-cus, and it ca-me. | kept
it smal-ler than afull-s-zed ga-te as| had be-fo-re, but went for just alit-tle big-ger thisti-me. From the
si-ze of an oran-geto that of abas-ket-bal. And | then fo-cu-sed har-der. The ga-te, not-hing but the
ga-te. No tho-ughts of Tu-mu-lus or the Aup-he. No tho-ughts of fe-eding so-me-one to them. No
tho-ughts that we-ren’t mi-ne. It wasn't go-ing to hap-pen. | wo-uldn’t let it. May-be | wo-uldn’t even
ad-mit to ha-ving them in thefirgt pla-ce.

The gray light swir-led and ed-di-ed li-ke a par-ti-cu-larly dan-ge-ro-usrip-ti-de and it glo-wed li-ke
flesh-mdl-ting ra-di-o-ac-ti-vity. It was ill ugly as hell and clam-ped down on the ba-se of my bra-in
li-keavi-se. It hurt, it felt cold and wrong, and he-re | was do-ing it any-way.

Why? Be-ca-use li-ke I’ d tho-ught be-fo-re, it co-uld sa-ve my li-fe so-me-day. It co-uld sa-ve
Ni-ko'sli-fe. That ma-deit worth do-ing. It ma-de the pa-in, the blo-od, and the sen-se of te-ete-ring on
achasm hungry for just one mis-step worthw-hi-le. The Aup-he had ne-ver gi-ven meadamn thing |



wan-ted to ha-ve or know, but if so-me ge-ne-tic trick of the-irs co-uld ever sa-ve my brot-her or
an-yo-ne d-sel ca-red abo-ut, then so-me go-od wo-uld co-me out of the hor-ror show they had tri-ed
to ma-ke of me and the world.

| re-al-ly wan-ted that bit of go-od. I’d sa-ved Ro-bin and mysdlf be-fo-re. | wan-ted to be ab-leto do
that agarin if push ca-meto sho-ve. Ni-ko li-ved ali-fe of mons-ters and mad-ness be-ca-use of who I'd
be-en born. And he held his own-we both did, but if | co-uld ha-ve that emer-gency exit ava-ilab-le, I'd
fe-el bet-ter. I'd fe-el may-be afrac-ti-on less res-pon-sib-le for the mess the Aup-he had ma-de of
both our li-ves.

If only I co-uld get alit-tle god-damn bet-ter at it.

Des-pi-te my de-ter-mi-na-ti-on, the chasm whis-pe-red at me. It sa-id things....bad things. It wan-ted
things too, things even wor-se. | co-uld al-most to-uch tho-se things, tas-te them, fe-el them...

Shit.

With amas-g-ve ef-fort, | shut them out. They we-re go-neand | felt adight sen-se of
satisfac-ti-on...avery wary sa-tis-fac-ti-on. | wasn't stu-pid.

The pain spi-ked and with ahiss at the sharp ac-he, | clo-sed the do-or-way. The light fa-ded away
and | wi-ped my no-se with the dish to-wel I’d bro-ught for the oc-ca-s-on. It wor-ked bet-ter than the
paper to-welshad. Asl did, | tho-ught it was not-hing. Just things | ima-gi-ned the Aup-he tho-ught and
felt. | wasin acre-epy as hdl ba-se-ment do-ing an even cre-epi-er thing and who wo-uldn’t ima-gi-ne
so-me crap in that S-tu-ati-on? It was aflu-ke thefirgt ti-me and my ima-gi-na-ti-on thisti-me.

The blo-od kept co-ming and | wad-ded the cloth and held it agaringt the flow for ne-arly ten mi-nu-tes
be-fo-reit stop-ped. My ears we-re okay. Only that big ga-te I’d ma-de to es-ca-pe the sir-rush had set
them off. Wi-ping my fa-ce tho-ro-ughly, | fis-hed the Tyle-nol out of my poc-ket and swal-lo-wed two.
The he-adac-he, the blo-od, it was dl still the-re. Prac-ti-ce didn’t se-em to be ma-king per-fect. That
su-per ga-te |’ d ope-ned whi-le figh-ting the Hob months ago had de-fi-ni-tely got-ten down and dirty
with wha-te-ver | used to open tho-seripsinre-aity. | co-uld a-most fe-el the bloc-ka-gein my bra-in.
Li-ke ada-marged area, har-de-ned...thic-ke-ned li-ke scar tis-sue. I’d ha-ve to get aro-und it or push
thro-ugh it.

Or, as Ni-ko had sa-id, my bra-in wo-uld co-me 0ozing out my ears. Eit-her or. If he fo-und out what |
was do-ing, that might just be thele-ast of my con-cerns.

| ma-de my way back ups-ta-irs, get-ting lost abo-ut as many ti-mesas| ex-pec-ted. On-cethe-rel
kept my he-ad duc-ked down and ma-de my way to the ne-arest bath-ro-om to check for any |ef-to-ver
blo-od on my fa-ce. Ever try to check yo-ur ref-lec-ti-on wit-ho-ut ac-tu-a-ly lo-oking in-to amir-ror?
Not so easy. | to-ok so-me pa-per to-wels and so-ap and scrub-bed first, then to-ok alo-ok that
las-ted abo-ut afrac-ti-on of ase-cond be-fo-re qu-ickly tur-ning my he-ad away.

It was ne-arly as hu-ge an ac-comp-lish-ment as shred-ding aho-lein spa-ce it-self. Pho-bi-as are
tricky things. | knew a de-mon wasn't go-ing to co-me out of amir-ror and ta-ke me. | knew be-ca-use
I’d kil-led that de-mon, but that was the first glimp-se I’ d had of mysdlf in amir-ror sin-ce Dark-ling had
craw-led out of one to gob-ble me up.

How did I lo-ok?

Gu-ilty ashdll. Ni-ko was so go-ing to kick my ass.

When | sho-wed up at Pro-mi-se's gpart-ment twenty mi-nu-teslacter, I’ d tuc-ked the gu-ilt far out of
sght with the na-tu-ra ac-ting skills Sop-hia had shown her marks over the ye-ars. In ot-her words, |
pas-ted abig fat lieon my fa-ce. If | was half as go-od as she'd be-en, | might just pass. At the
apart-ment do-or | pul-led up haf astep be-hind Ro-bin’s ho-use-ke-eper, Se-rag-lio. She to-ok one
lo-ok up at me, sho-ok her he-ad, and fis-hed in the poc-ket of her co-at to hand me crac-kers and
pe-anut but-ter in mac-hi-ne-wrap-ped cel-lop-ha-ne. “ A stiff wind wo-uld blow you over, su-gar, and
we' re abo-ut to fa-ce abig gusty hot one now. Eat up.” She had asmall su-it-ca-se with her. So-me of
Ro-bin’'sthings, | tho-ught, but...

| ope-ned the crac-kers eagerly, to-ok abi-te, and sa-id aro-und it, “Whe-re are the rest?’

“Theta-xi dri-ver isbrin-ging them up, al fi-ve of them,” she sig-hed as she knoc-ked on the do-or.



“And for one mess of chan-ge, you' d bet-ter be-li-eve. God for-bid he sho-uld help alady out of the
go-od-ness of histiny shri-ve-led he-art.” Sha-king her he-ad im-pa-ti-ently, she had lif-ted asmal fis to
knock aga-in when the do-or was flung open and out ca-me Is-hi-ah in one hell of atem-per. That
wasn't the surp-ri-se. He was d-waysin atem-per, a hot-blo-oded guy to lo-ok asif he sho-uld be
spor-ting a ha-lo. The surp-ri-se was that he was the-re-that Ro-bin had ope-ned the do-or for him.
Wings out of sight, he mo-ved bet-we-en Se-rag-lio and me, didn’t 1o-ok at eit-her of us, and stro-de
down the hdl to-ward the ele-vartor.

Shrug-ging, | to-ok the su-it-ca-se from Ro-bin’ s ho-use-ke-eper and fol-lo-wed her in-to the
apart-ment. Ro-bin wasin aro-be, pro-bably one that had be-lon-ged to one of Pro-mi-se’s past
hus-bands, eating bre-ak-fast. “Y o-ur crap, sir.” | flop-ped the su-it-ca-se on the di-ning ro-om tab-le.
“Tips are ap-pre-ci-ated, you che-ap bas-tard.”

Fork sus-pen-ded half-way bet-we-en mo-uth and pla-te, he lo-oked at the ca-se and de-man-ded
ins-tantly, “ That' sjust the harir ca-re pro-ducts. Whe-re' sthe rest?’

Se-rag-lio was d-re-ady le-aving, pre-fer-ring to me-et the cabd-ri-ver half-way rat-her than to de-a
with her emp-lo-yer. | didn’t much bla-me her. Chan-ging my mind abo-ut bre-ak-fagt, | sat at the tab-le
and snatc-hed aho-ney-drib-bled cro-is-sant from his pla-te and ateit. “1 saw Ishinthehal.” He'd
be-en trying to talk sen-sein-to Ro-bin, ha-ve him tell uswhat was go-ing on, | knew. Is-hi-ah wo-uldn’t
tell ushim-sdlf, but he co-uld use histi-meto end-les-dy prod Ro-bin in-to tl-ling us him-sdf. “He
se-emed pis-sed. Even mo-re pis-sed than usu-al.” Which me-ant Ro-bin hadn’t co-ope-ra-ted.

| lic-ked my fin-gers cle-an of the sticky swe-et-ness from the bun. “He al-so se-emed wor-ri-ed
abo-ut you. Se-ri-o-udy, Ro-bin, who is he? He knows you, and | me-an re-al-ly knows you, the go-od
and the bad. Not many pe-op-le can say that.” Ni-ko and | co-uldn’t, not en-ti-rely-not with Ro-bin
hol-ding back on us.

He he-g-ta-ted, pus-hed the fo-od aro-und on his pla-te, then ex-ha-led. “What is he wo-uld be mo-re
ap-prop-ri-ate. A rec-ru-iter for the go-od and nob-le li-fe, you co-uld say, one with amo-ral co-de
even mo-re strin-gent than that of yo-ur brot-her.” He ga-ve amock shud-der at the tho-ught. “It’'s
un-can-ny. Un-hin-ging might be the bet-ter word. Far too many Boy Sco-utsin theworld.” Themild
an-no-yan-ce de-epe-ned to so-met-hing dar-ker. “We ha-ve a his-tory, Is-hi-ah and | do. One of him
pus-hing and pus-hing and ut-terly pis-sing me off. He' d ha-ve me gi-ve up everyt-hing that ma-kes me
the mag-ni-fi-cent spe-ci-men | am.”

“Thelying, the che-ating, the scre-wing everyt-hing in Sght?’ | as-ked with agrin.

“Exactly.” Heto-ok ahi-te of eggs, out-ra-ged at the tho-ught.

It was hard to imargi-ne the guy with the ballsto try and rec-ru-it Ro-bin Go-od-fel-low to the straright
and nar-row. Even har-der to ima-gi-ne why. “Here-a-ly did se-em wor-ri-ed as hell abo-ut you,” |
sarid aga-in. He' d be-en angry, but cont-rol-led be-ca-use | hadn’t se-en hiswings as he' d stal-ked off.
The-re d be-en only apa-le gray le-at-her jac-ket, blue shirt, and fa-ded je-ans. His blond ha-ir had
co-ve-red the scar, so it didn't gi-ve anyt-hing away. Blond ha-ir...but pa-le, not the mo-re fami-li-ar
dar-ker sha-de I’ d se-en every day of my li-fe. Over-cast blue-gray eyesin cont-rast to pu-re win-ter
sky, farir skin to Rom oli-ve, aninch or two ta-ler, but...

There-di-za-ti-on prick-led in the back of my brarin, not qu-ite ma-de but wor-ming its way up.
Ro-bin li-ked Ni-ko, a hel-lu-valot. He had cha-sed him re-lent-les-dy in the past be-fo-re Pro-mi-se
sho-wed up. Hdll, cha-sed him alit-tle bit af-ter that too. And Is-hi-ah...Ishi-ah lo-oked li-ke Ni-ko.

No. No, that wasn't it at al. Ni-ko lo-oked li-ke Is-hi-ah.

Ro-bin, a-re-ady gat-he-ring in the cre-aky wor-kings of my bra-in, lo-oked me up and down and
to-ok in my rump-led clot-hing for aqu-ick chan-ge of su-bj-ect be-fo-re | co-uld open my mo-uth.
“Agein...inoneye-ar? How can you be-ar the exer-ti-on?’ he draw-led. “ Just re-mem-ber, on-ce you
go furry, you ne-ver ha-veto worry. Wdll, tech-ni-cal-ly that’ s not true. She co-uld trans-form half-way
thro-ugh and eat you...ha-ve a co-okie with her no-okie. Or wor-se yet, ha-ve you se-en tho-se
na-tu-re chan-nels? Ro-mu-lus s hariry sac. Y ou co-uld be stuck for ho-urs. Next ti-me be su-reto
tarke the cros-sword, just in ca-se. Or a crow-bar and so-me WD-40.”

That ef-fec-ti-vely ru-ined my ap-pe-ti-te. “1 ho-pe yo-ur ribs hurt li-ke hell,” 1 grumb-led as Ni-ko and



Pro-mi-se ap-pe-ared in the ro-om. The Is-hi-ah mat-ter wasn't for-got-ten, but | sho-ved it on the back
bur-ner as Ni-ko had so-met-hing on hismind. | fi-gu-red that out when he sho-ved mein the
bath-ro-om, dap-ped abar of so-ap in my hand, ato-wel over the mir-ror, and bo-ught that big lie | was
till we-aring. Af-ter the qu-ick sho-wer, he was pus-hing me out the do-or past a swe-ating and
swe-aring cab-bie to-ting what had to be a one-hund-red-and-fifty-po-und ste-amer trunk. Po-or
bas-tard. Bet-ter him than me.

By the ti-me we hit the stre-et, Ni-ko fi-nal-ly spo-ke. “We ne-ed to check on Bog-gle.”

| was ac-tu-al-ly rat-her re-li-eved to he-ar it. | fet...hdl, | wasn’'t su-rewhat | felt. Bog-glewasa
kil-ler and a pre-da-tor, but we' d got-ten her in-to that mess. If she di-ed be-ca-use of it...itwasn't a
go-od tho-ught. “Okay. Wan-na bring so-me lol-li-pops for the kid-di-es?’

“And,” he ad-ded, ig-no-ring the wi-se-ass re-mark,

“Pro-mi-seand | ha-ve ve-ri-fi-ed Saw-ney’ s new ‘ ca-ve.

“Ye-ah?' | said with grim in-te-rest. “Isit in that bu-il-ding?’

“Mo-reor less. Un-der it wo-uld be mo-re pre-ci-se. It was what I’ d for-got-ten re-ading af-ter all.
That bu-il-ding is Bu-éll Hall, the last re-marining struc-tu-re of afor-mer in-sa-ne asy-lum asthey
cd-led it back then.”

Oh, Jesus. It ma-de sen-se. It ma-de per-fect sen-se. The da-ugh-ter at the men-tal ins-ti-tu-te, his
fond-ness for the mo-re psycho-lo-gi-ca-ly da-ma-ged ho-me-less, hisfas-ci-na-ti-on with the tas-te of
Aup-he cra-zi-ness that he was so su-rewasin me. Saw-ney was al abo-ut
in-sa-nity...twenty-fo-ur-se-ven. It ma-de ab-so-lu-te god-damn sen-se he' d ho-le up in the ru-ins of an
old asy-lum-asmuch as| didn’t want it to.

But that ne-at, qu-a-int brick bu-il-ding? It [o-oked li-ke the ho-use of so-me-on€e' s grand-mot-her.
Co-oki-es and milk, not eect-ros-hock and straritj-ac-kets. “Y ou're kid-ding. Tell meyou're kid-ding,”
| de-man-ded.

He wasn't kid-ding. Whe-re Co-lum-bia now sto-od had on-ce be-en the New Y ork Lu-na-tic
Asy-lum, re-na-med the Blo-oming-da-le In-sa-ne Asy-lum ye-arsla-ter. From 1808 to 1894, it had
sto-od be-fo-re mo-ving to the New Y ork Hos-pi-tal in Whi-te Pla-ins.

Frig-ging fas-ci-na-ting.

It wasn't cre-epy eno-ugh that the re-ve-nants we-re ra-va-ging the cam-pus; they and Saw-ney we-re
a-so ro-aming the un-der-rem-nants of an in-sa-ne asy-lum from the eigh-te-en hund-reds. In
ad-di-ti-on to Bu-ell Hall, the-re was the asy-lum tun-nel system, on-ce used for ste-am or co-a
trans-port, that ran be-ne-ath the cam-pus. Tun-nel upon tun-nel. It wo-uld be per-fect for get-ting
aro-und the pla-ce and pop-ping up li-ke a hel-lish jack-in-the-box wit-ho-ut be-ing se-en in tran-sit.

It was the per-fect ca-ve.

“It was sarid to ha-ve be-en qu-ite abe-a-uti-ful sight initsday. Lo-vely gro-unds,” Ni-ko said aswe
wal-ked. | wasn't su-reif he was yan-king my charin or not, but eit-her way, | didn’t bot-her to hi-dea
shud-der.

“Ye-ah, be-a-uti-ful. Jesus.” Not-hing li-ke a brisk walk aro-und the asy-lum with the lo-oni-es to get
yo-ur day go-ing.

Gray eyesgle-amed a my dis-com-fort. “Too many hor-ror mo-vi-es when you we-re yo-ung ha-ve
war-ped yo-ur vi-ew of the men-ta he-dth system.”

Right. Scary mo-vi-eswhen | was akid, that was the prob-lem. Not that the Aup-he asara-cewe-re
ra-ving ho-mi-ci-dal ma-ni-acs or that Saw-ney kept on li-ke | was alu-na-tic-fla-vo-red lol-li-pop. That
had not-hing to do with it. “ So we can get in-to the tun-nelsthe-re-at Bu-ell Hall.”

“Pre-su-mably.”

It was get-ting col-der and | stuf-fed my handsin the poc-kets of my le-at-her jac-ket. Zip-ping it up
wasn't an op-ti-on, not if | wan-ted easy ac-cessto my hols-ter. “And if we go down the-re and find his
night-marre ass, what then? We ha-ven’t had too much luck so far. Guns don’t work. Swords don’'t
work. Hell, bog-gles don’t work. Whe-re do-es that le-ave us?’

“I’ve be-en thin-king abo-ut that. Ex-ten-g-vely.” Thelast of the le-aveswe-re be-gin-ning to fall inthe
park and Nik ca-ught one that waf-ted down in front of him. He tur-ned it over with long, Si-newy



fin-gers, then hdd it up. “What co-lor isit?’

“Red, | gu-ess” | said, ha-ving no ideawhe-re he was go-ing with this. “With so-me oran-ge.”

“No.” He held it up and ad-mi-red it be-fo-relet-ting it drift away. “ It' sthe co-lor of fi-re.”

| got it then. “And Saw-ney’ sno fan of fi-re.”

“No. Be-ing bur-ned at the starke will tend to do that.” Ni-ko didn’t se-em too sympat-he-tic. “All we
ne-ed to do isrec-re-ate that.”

“Wit-ho-ut the army they had the first ti-me,” | re-min-ded him.

“‘We-ary the path that do-es not chal-len-ge,’” he qu-oted. “Ho-sea Bal-lou.”

“‘I li-kethingseasy,’” | co-un-te-red. “Me. Want to wri-teit down?| can re-pe-at it.”

“That won't be ne-ces-sary. Af-ter twenty ye-ars, | do be-li-evel ha-veit.” Hetug-ged at my
pony-teil. “1 ha-ve anidea. One I’ m surp-ri-sed you ha-ven't tho-ught of, but we' Il dis-cussit la-ter.”

| lo-oked at him warrily. “What are we go-ing to dis-cuss now?’

“I want to talk to you abo-ut De-li-lah and the nymph and the ot-hers who'll co-me af-ter them,” he
ans-we-red, gi-ving one last tug on my ha-ir asthe te-asing hu-mor fa-ded from his eyes.

All right, | knew we' d had this par-ti-cu-lar talk with ad-ded stick-Aup-he fi-gu-re il-lugt-ra-ti-ons
when | wasten. He-re' sCd. He-ré sagirl. He-re' sthe-ir flesh-gna-wing baby eeating the ne-igh-bor’s
dog. | didn’t be-li-eve Ni-ko was set-ting up for are-pe-at per-for-man-ce. | wasright.

“You haveto be care-ful.” Thewind blew at hishair, but it wastightly se-cu-red and it ba-rely
ruf-fled.

“You know I am.” If an-yo-ne knew that, it was Nik. If an-yo-ne knew what I’ d gi-ven up to be
care-ful, it was him...and Ge-or-ge.

“That’ snot what | me-an. | know how ca-uti-o-us you arein that res-pect. | know how much you' ve
gi-ven up.” The-rewas astrong grip on my sho-ul-der. “I’'m tal-king abo-ut the Aup-he. They are out
the-re. We ha-ven't se-en them in months, but they will be back. The-reisno es-ca-ping that. You
ne-ed to watch yo-ur-sdlf...if | can’t bethe-reto doiit for you.”

The-reit was, hiscon-cern, and it was avarlid one. | was on my own mo-re now than I’d be-en just a
ye-ar ago. Inthe past, | was eit-her with my brot-her or with Ro-bin. Now on oc-ca-s-on | waswith
tho-se who didn’t ha-ve the saeme lo-ydty to me as my brot-her, Pro-mi-se, and Go-od-fel-low did.
Wo-uld they ha-ve my back li-ke tho-se threeif the Aup-he ca-me for me?

“I'm gro-wing up, Mom.” | cur-led my lips and ga-ve him alight punch. “It was bo-und to hap-pen.”

He stop-ped wal-king, but the le-aves kept fa-ling. “ Y ou' re my brot-her, Cal. Y ou' re my fa-mily. You
aremy only true family. Do not le-ave me out of stu-pi-dity or ca-re-les-sness.” Then, as| tur-ned to
face him, he sarid so-met-hing | only very ra-rely he-ard from him. “Ple-ase.”

The last ti-me he' d ma-de that re-qu-est he' d sha-ken me ne-arly sen-se-less. He' d be-en fu-ri-o-us,
and be-hind that fury had be-en con-cern. Thisti-me the s-tu-ati-on was less ur-gent, but the con-cern
wasthe same.

He had ra-ised me. My brot-her. | wo-uldn’t in-sult him by cal-ling him mot-her or fat-her, not af-ter
the ones|’d had, but he' d fil-led the ro-les. Bro-ught up my ass and kic-ked it when it ne-eded it.
Truth-ful-ly, he hadn’t kic-ked it qu-ite as of-ten as it ne-eded it. He was to-ugh, but he knew what my
li-fewas. And what it wasn't-what it co-uld ne-ver be. Nor-mal. He' d cut me dack, mo-re than |
de-ser-ved. | was di-ve be-ca-use of him. Mo-re im-por-tantly, | was sa-ne be-ca-use of him-no
Blo-oming-da-le In-sa-ne Asy-lum for me. Wit-ho-ut Ni-ko, | co-uldn’t ha-ve sa-id that with such
ab-so-lu-tefaith.

“I'll be care-ful. | pro-mi-se.” | sarid it with that sasme fa-ith and | me-ant it. For Nik, the-rewasn't
much | wo-uldn’t do. Shit, the-rewasn’t an-y-t-hing | wo-uldn’t do.

“Go-od.” Hewal-ked on, the le-aves se-eming to drift with him. “I’m glad ban-ging yo-ur he-ad
againg atrariler wasn't ne-ces-sary thisti-me.”

“You'redl abo-ut thelo-ve, Cyra-no. Don't let an-yo-netell you dif-fe-rent.” | grin-ned.

Bog-gle, it tur-ned out, di-sag-re-ed with that.

Strongly di-sag-re-ed.



It to-ok awhi-leto cross the park and thro-ugh the par-ti-cu-lar gro-uping of tre-esto ar-ri-ve at the
cle-aring that held Bog-gle’ s ho-me. The bog-letswe-rein thetre-esal aro-und us. The-ir oran-ge eyes
blen-ded in with the last of the le-aves. The-ir muddy hi-deswe-re al-so go-od ca-mo-uf-la-ge aga-inst
the bark of limbs and trunks. They we-re comp-le-tely qu-i-€t, the only so-und the oc-ca-si-onal fla-ke
of mud tumb-ling down to the gro-und, and only Ni-ko was ni-njaenc-ugh to he-ar so-met-hing li-ke
that.

But at le-ast | spot-ted the eyes and smel-led them. That sa-ved me a pu-nis-hing swat and fif-te-en
blocks ex-ten-ded on-to our daily run. “What are they do-ing?’ | as-ked qu-i-etly.

“Gu-ar-ding the-ir mot-her,” he ans-we-red as softly, not bot-he-ring to lo-ok up at them or draw his
karta-na. | had the odd fe-dling he didn’t want to in-sult them by “spot-ting” them. “They're
ho-no-rab-le child-ren.”

Hewasright, in both res-pects. When we re-ac-hed the mud at the ed-ge of the wa-ter, they flo-wed,
af-ter le-aping from tree to tree, down the tre-es to sur-ro-und us. Still in s-len-ce, they stal-ked back
and forth, ke-eping bet-we-en us and the pit. “We apo-lo-gi-ze,” Ni-ko sa-id, ra-ising hisvo-icethis
ti-me, “for the harm do-ne to yo-ur mot-her.”

The s-len-ce en-ded and the grow-ling star-ted. A pack of ga-tors with lon-ger legs and arms, mo-re
agi-le, smar-ter, and far mo-re pis-sed off than yo-ur ave-ra-ge swamp dwe-ler. “I don’t think they
ac-cept.” | pul-led the Eag-le. “ And you so-un-ded re-al-ly sin-ce-reto me.”

| didn’t bla-me them for be-ing lessthan for-gi-ving. | didn’t think bog-gles lo-ved or li-ked or had any
emo-ti-ons be-s-des “ hungry now” and “bright-shiny.” But even wit-ho-ut what we might con-g-der
af-fec-ti-on, Bog-gle had rarised her child-ren, fed them, kept them ali-ve. As bog-gleswent, | tho-ught
she pro-bably qu-ali-fi-ed as ago-od mom. And we' d sent her back to them skin-ned ali-ve. If
so-me-one had do-ne that to my fa-mily, do-ne that to Ni-ko, inad-ver-tently or not, | wo-uldn’t ha-ve
be-en too god-damn happy myself.

“Bog-gle.” Ni-ko swung hisbla-delazily inthe air, sketc-hing asil-ver li-nein the me-tap-ho-ri-ca
sand. Do not cross. “We don't want to en-ga-gein vi-olen-ce. We only wish to see that you're
re-co-ve-ring and find out if you le-ar-ned anyt-hing abo-ut Saw-ney whi-le do-ing bat-tle with him.”
Ever the prac-ti-ca one, Ni-ko, mi-xing com-pas-s-on with cu-ri-ogty.

The-re was amo-ment when | tho-ught hiswords we-ren’t go-ing to me-an adamn thing-to the
smd-ler bog-gles or the lar-ger one. The bog-lets we-re dit-he-ring clo-ser and the thick crust of mud
re-marined un-mo-ving. It lo-oked li-ke so-me-one was go-ing to ha-ve to go down, and, haf-grown
kid-di-es or not, it wasn't go-ing to be Nik or me. | aimed the Eag-le and put pres-su-re on the trig-ger.

“Leg?’ Ni-ko mur-mu-red.

“Domy best,” | mut-te-red back. Mary Pop-pinswith agun, that was me. If a spo-on-ful of su-gar
didn’t do thetrick, aleg-ful of le-ad just might.

That’ swhen Bog-glefi-na-ly came up for air. One clawed hand thrust up thro-ugh the mud and
warter, then the ot-her. Using the ed-ge of the so-lid gro-und, she pul-led her-salf up thro-ugh the
thic-ke-ned sur-fa-ce. Mud co-ated her pe-eled chest, but it se-emed |o-oser the-re than on the rest of
her...asif the-rewas mo-reli-qu-id. Asif her skin-ned raw flesh was we-eping. Jesus.

Saw-ney-he had do-ne that. It was go-od to ke-ep that in mind. If an-yo-ne wasto bla-me, it was him.
Bog-gle had be-en pa-id, she' d ag-re-ed to the task and the pri-ce. She had un-ders-to-od the
dan-gers. | lo-we-red the gun. “Lo-ok, kid-di-es. Mom' sup. Let’s every-body calm down.”

The oran-ge eyes we-re dul-led, but the-rewas still a spark be-hind the film-amur-de-ro-us gle-am
that ma-de her of-fgp-ring se-em li-ke alit-ter of play-ful pups. “You. Y ou co-me he-re. You da-re.”

“We we-re con-cer-ned.” Ni-ko's grip had fir-med on his sword. “Re-mem-ber that Saw-ney isthe
onethat did thisto you, not us.”

He was ec-ho-ing my tho-ughts, but Bog-gle didn’t se-em to buy it. She ca-me on to so-lid gro-und;
dowly, but she ca-me. The bog-lets gat-he-red mo-men-ta-rily, grow-ling and his-sing, then scat-te-red.
“I'am hurt. | will not he-al for many days. Many that | can-not hunt, be-ca-use of the Red-cap.” The
gums we-re mot-tled an un-he-athy gray with the black, but the te-eth we-re the seeme asthey’ d be-en
be-fo-re. Imp-res-si-ve. “Be-ca-use of you.”



All our best in-ten-ti-ons we-re fast he-ading down the tu-bes. We co-uld ret-re-at, but she co-uld
fol-low, as co-uld the bro-od. We wo-uld ha-ve to hurt so-me-one, most li-kely kill so-me-one. It
wasn't what we wan-ted, but it |o-oked li-ke that’ s what we we-re go-ing to get. “Bog-gle,” | said,
“don’t do this, okay? Just fuc-king don’'t.” I’d d-most sa-id Boggy. I’ d a-most for-got-ten for a se-cond
thiswasn’t our old bog-gle.

She lo-we-red her he-ad, chuf-fing ahu-mid bre-ath and rip-ping the earth to de-ep fur-rows with
ran-dom stro-kes of her claws. “Can’t hunt. Can’t hunt.”

Fo-od wasn't the prob-lem. The kids we-re ca-pab-le of brin-ging in al the mug-gers ne-eded. They
we-re old eno-ugh and big eno-ugh, but, as I’ d tho-ught be-fo-re, this bog-gle wasn't li-ke the last. She
wan-ted to hunt, ne-eded to hunt, and in her eyes we' d scre-wed that up for her. Tem-po-racrily
cer-tainly. And right now, she was temp-ted to deny that fa-te with us.

The hand fle-xed aga-in and mo-re dirt flew. “Can’t hunt.” 1t was sa-id mo-urn-ful-ly thisti-me, and she
def-lated as the eyes shif-ted from my gun to Nik’ s sword. The puf-fing of muddy sca-les set-tled and
she dec-re-ased in S-ze by athird, not that she wasn't still hu-ge. “ Can-not hunt. Can-not ro-am.
Can-not be.”

Now | re-a-ly did fe-e li-ke shit.

“Youwill he-d,” Ni-ko sarid. “Youwill hunt aga-in.”

Her ho-mi-ci-dal mo-od shif-ting, Bog-gle set-tled on-to the gro-und. “He can-not suf-fer eno-ugh.
Ne-ver eno-ugh.”

“I think you' d be surp-ri-sed how much we can ma-ke him suf-fer.” Ni-ko lo-we-red hisbla-dein
dow, wary inc-re-ments. “He was bur-ned at the sta-ke on-ce. We' Il ma-ke him wish for that day
again.”

The oran-ge eyes bur-ned with sud-den cla-rity thro-ugh the clo-uded Iens. “He can-not be kil -led.
Can-not.”

“Wewill kill Saw-ney,” Ni-ko co-un-te-red with cer-ta-inty. “ That, | pro-mi-seyou.”

Then hetold her how.
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Ni-ko's pro-mi-se and the in-for-mati-on tur-ned out to be eno-ugh for Bog-gle. We en-ded up
wal-king away. | had my sus-pi-ci-ons the-re was mo-re to it than ac-tu-al for-gi-ve-ness, fa-ith, and
go-od-will. I tho-ught that Bog-gle didn’t want to lo-se one or mo-re of her child-ren. Whate-ver the
re-ason, it didn’t mat-ter. We wal-ked away and no bog-lets had to die, and that was a go-od day.

We hadn’t le-ar-ned anyt-hing new abo-ut Saw-ney, but that had be-en along shot any-way. Bog-gle
had ro-amed the tun-nels se-pa-ra-te from us, lo-oking for him, but not-hing had ca-ught her at-ten-ti-on
ot-her than afew bo-di-esflo-ating in the warter. | didn’t ask what she’ d do-ne with them, if anyt-hing.
They we-re de-ad al-re-ady. No one ex-cept Bog-gle who co-uld use what was |eft of them. It suc-ked
for them and the-ir fa-mi-li-es, but the-re you go.

On the way back, we dis-cus-sed Ro-bin and ca-me to the conc-lu-si-on that if we didn’t catch
who-ever was af-ter him in the act, we we-re up the cre-ek. I’ d tho-ught it was pos-sib-le the guy hit by
the tra-in might' ve be-en the only one be-hind it al, but from the way Is-hi-ah was pus-hing the puck, it
now se-emed lessli-kely. With the Saw-ney S-tu-ati-on, Ro-bin’s prob-lem co-uldn’t have co-me at a
wor-se ti-me. He al-so co-uldn’'t ha-ve pic-ked awor-se ti-me to be a stub-born as-sho-le abo-ut it, but
that was Go-od-fel-low for you.

Ishi-ah had sa-id Ro-bin had do-ne so-met-hing not qu-ite et-hi-cal in the past. No surp-ri-se, right?
But from the way he had sa-id that, from the way Ro-bin re-fu-sed to talk abo-ut it, not et-hi-ca, in
re-dity, pro-bably didn’'t be-gin to co-ver it. Not for the ret-ri-bu-ti-on it had put in-to mo-ti-on. We
didn’'t even know how long ago wha-te-ver had hap-pe-ned had ta-ken pla-ce.

| did know it was amess, and if we hadn’t ne-eded him figh-ting with us so badly, I’d ha-ve be-en
temp-ted to le-ave him at Pro-mi-se' swith Is-hi-ah to ke-ep an eye on him. But we ne-eded ever-yo-ne
we co-uld get. Hell, | plan-ned on as-king Is-hi-ah if he'd clo-se the bar for anight and tarke on



Saw-ney with us. And if he co-uld bring anot-her pe-ri or two with him, that wo-uld be
fan-frig-ging-tastic.

[t didn't turn out that way.

“No,” hesaidinflat refu-sd. “I’m sorry.”

He didn't so-und sorry as he sto-od be-hind the bar, arms fol-ded and lo-oking allit-tle too much li-ke
Ni-ko for my pe-ace of mind. Now that I’ d had the tho-ught, it was ado-ne de-dl. | co-uldn’t unt-hink
it, and | had no de-si-re to be ro-aming aro-und Go-od-fel-low’ s sub-cons-ci-o-us cra-vings, se-xu-a
or ot-her-wi-se. No-ne at all.

“1 tho-ught you wan-ted to help Ro-bin,” 1 de-man-ded. I’ d stop-ped by the bar as Ni-ko went on to
check out that idea he’ d had re-gar-ding Saw-ney. It was ago-od idea, damn go-od. He-re was ho-ping
it wor-ked.

“| do want to help Go-od-fdl-low with his prob-lem from the past, but Saw-ney Be-aneis not that
prob-lem. | ha-veto pri-ori-ti-ze.”

He ac-tu-a-ly sa-id it. Pri-ori-ti-ze. An in-sa-ne mass mur-de-rer, unk-nown as-sas-sins, cre-atu-res
with wings, aman with ge-nesfar mo-re de-mon than an-gel, tal-king birds, tal-king mummi-es, de-ad
wol-ves, re-ve-nant af-ter re-ve-nant, skin-ned bog-gles, and he ac-tu-a-ly had the sto-nesto say
pri-ori-ti-ze.

| was...well, hell, not to be re-pe-ti-ti-ve...bog-gled.

“But you can ha-ve the night off,” he ad-ded po-li-tely. “I’ll con-si-der it a per-so-na day. Y o-ur check
will, of co-ur-se, be doc-ked.”

For-get bog-gled, now | wasjust pis-sed.

“Saw-ney co-uld kill Ro-bin as easly aswho-ever’ s af-ter him. So you're sarying you' |l be okay with
that?’ | le-aned ac-ross the bar to emp-ha-si-ze the ac-cu-sarti-on.

“Pri-ori-ti-es,” he sa-id, un-mo-ved, “and | a-so ha-ve a pri-or com-mit-ment. Not that that’ s any
bu-si-ness of yo-urs.” Thick dark browslo-we-red. “I wo-uld think that you wo-uld be mo-re
con-cer-ned abo-ut pre-pa-ring for the bat-tle than be-ra-ting yo-ur emp-lo-yer. And if you ke-ep
mu-ti-la-ting the cus-to-mers, you won't ha-ve one of tho-se for much lon-ger.”

I ma-na-ged to le-ave wit-ho-ut tarking aswing a him, but it was ane-ar thing. Asls-hi-ah had a
tem-per every bit as bad as mi-ne, he wo-uld' ve siwung back. He might lo-ok li-ke a Nor-dic ver-s-on
of Ni-ko, but the-re the re-semb-lan-ce en-ded. No mat-ter how long-li-ved Ish might be, he was hell on
whe-els. He might be the most mo-ra son of abitch in the city, ac-cor-ding to Ro-bin, but right now, he
wasn't any damn help.

That wo-uld turn out to be athe-me of the day.

De-li-lah tur-ned out to be una-va-ilab-le, per Pro-mi-se. In ot-her words, she co-uldn’t find her with a
blo-od-ho-und-her or any ot-her wol-ves wil-ling to go up aga-inst Saw-ney aga-in. Bog-gle was down
for the co-unt and Nus-hi was, ashe' d sa-id, ahe-aler, not afigh-ter. On-ce aga-in it was down to the
fo-ur of us. Fo-ur agarinst co-unt-less pse-udo corp-ses and one ge-nu-ine corp-se re-tur-ned to li-fe,
brin-ging his scythe and a hun-ger that co-uldn’t be sa-ted.

Two...no, three stu-dents now, and one marin-te-nan-ce man. | knew bet-ter than to think that wo-uld
fe-ed dl of Saw-ney’snew clan. They hun-ted so-me on cam-pus, but | knew they we-re brin-ging
ho-me mo-re ba-con than that. Using Co-lum-bia as a cent-ral lo-ca-ti-on and the asy-lum tun-nels as
ho-me, they we-re brin-ging them in mo-re than gro-ups of two and three. Re-ve-nants had a hun-ger to
al-most match that of Saw-ney. Hun-ger to hun-ger, obe-di-en-ce and mad-ness, alar-ge clan of she-er
gar-varti-on and ra-ving in-sa-nity ...

Fo-ur of usagaringt that. Why the hell not?

“Don't for-get the he-ad shot,” Ni-ko sa-id a my sho-ul-der.

We sto-od just in-si-de the front do-ors of Bu-€ll Hall-an empty Bu-éll Hall thanksto Dr. Nus-hi. HeE d
co-oked up afu-mi-ga-ti-on for arat in-fes-ta-ti-on sche-me that had kept the pla-ce loc-ked up for the
day and now the night. HE d clarimed he' d se-en afew of Mic-key’sway-ward co-usins at are-cent
spe-ech to the pre-med club and they co-uldn’t clo-se down the pla-ce fast eno-ugh.

“The-re’ snot-hing li-ke ahe-ad shot to dist-ract aguy, I'll gi-veyou that,” | sa-id. “Just don’t for-get



how fast heis. I’ll do my best, but...” | ga-ve ashrug and acold grin. “At le-ast | can pro-mi-seto hit
part of him. He might be ab-leto walk aro-und with afist-si-zed ho-lein him, but I’ d li-ke to see him do
it with Six-te-en or so of them.”

“Alwaysthe op-ti-mist.” He dap-ped melightly on the back. “Y ou res-to-re my farith in the hu-man
con-di-ti-on.”

| didn’t bot-her to open my mo-uth on that one. One com-ment on how | was only haf of the hu-man
con-di-ti-on wo-uld get me apain-ful ner-ve pinch. I let it go. “I try,” | snor-ted, hef-ting the Eag-le. |
had a hand-ful of ext-raclipson me, thisti-me al exp-lo-g-ve ro-unds. Re-ve-nants, Saw-ney, | didn’t
carewhich | blew apart to-night.

“You dore-di-zeI’'m il in ut-ter agony, avir-tu-al crip-ple that you' ve drag-ged to ne-ar cer-tarin
de-ath.” Ro-bin wasim-ma-cu-la-te in cop-per shirt and brown dacks. His sword' s hilt was cha-sed
with matc-hing cop-per and small eme-rads. It was abe-a-uti-ful and gra-ce-ful cre-ati-on, but that
didn’t ma-ke the ed-ge of the bla-de any less de-adly. | won-de-red what ex-cu-se he’ d gi-ven
Se-rag-lio to pack that up and bring it to Pro-mi-se’ s gpart-ment. Sho-wing off hiswe-gpons
col-lec-ti-on may-be. That wo-uld work. Li-ving as ahu-man car sa-les-man didn’t stop “Rob Fel-lows”
from be-ing one hel-lu-va show-off.

“Y es, when you at-temp-ted to se-xu-a-ly as-sa-ult my cle-aning lady, yo-ur pa-in and suf-fe-ring was
abun-dantly cle-ar.” Pro-mi-se’ s he-at-her eyes nar-ro-wed and fo-cu-sed on asmall gold ho-op
de-co-ra-ted with one tiny eme-rald drop that hung from Ro-bin’ s ear. “Isthat my ear-ring you are
we-aring?’

“It matc-hed the sword,” he dis-mis-sed. “And it gi-ves me a pi-ra-ti-ca lo-ok. | both pil-lageand |
plun-der. Infact, | al but in-ven-ted the con-cepts,” he sa-id as he ra-ised one wic-ked eyeb-row.
“Be-g-des,” he ad-ded carre-les-dy, “you'll get it back.”

“1f you sur-vi-ve that ne-ar-cer-ta-in de-ath you spo-ke of 7’ she re-min-ded with swe-et po-ison.

“I’'m su-reyou’ Il pluck it from my cold, clammy ear-lo-be, Mrs.
Not-tin-ger-Gran-vil-le-Scho-ens-te-in-Par-sons-Depry. Y ou se-em to be qu-ite adept at that.”

A few days at Pro-mi-se's pla-ce had di-sin-teg-ra-ted the tru-ce the two had on-ce had. Ro-oming
with afri-end ne-ver wor-ked out when it came right down to it. Mild af-fec-ti-on co-uld turn to
ho-mi-ci-dd fury from oneto-wel left on the flo-or or, in Ro-bin’s ca-se, one orgy in theli-ving ro-om.
Cre-dit whe-re cre-dit was due, the ma-j-ority of them did se-em to be nur-ses. Or at le-ast they we-re
dres-sed li-ke nur-ses. | didn’t no-ti-ce any of them tre-ating his crac-ked rib be-fo-re Pro-mi-se be-gan
thro-wing them thro-ugh the front do-or, but the me-di-cd fi-eld is an ar-ca-ne bu-s-ness. I might ha-ve
mis-sed it.

“After I'm do-ne with you, you won't ha-ve eno-ugh mo-le-cu-les jo-ined to-get-her to form an
ear-lo-be,” she snap-ped back. The Egyp-ti-an dag-ger Ni-ko had gi-ven her wasin her hand and
re-ady to tas-te blo-od.

“We ne-ver sho-uld've had two kids,” | sa-id to Ni-ko. “ One wo-uld’ ve be-en plenty.”

He had dof-fed his dus-ter and was hef-ting a back-pack over hislong-de-eve gray shirt, the ste-el
bands aro-und hiswrists ba-rely sho-wing. The-re was no ro-om on his back for the she-ath of his
karta-naand he was car-rying it in one hand. “Do not put thison me. I’ vera-ised one d-re-ady.”

Iden-ti-cal lo-oks of con-tempt hit usboth. “Okay,” | sa-id hur-ri-edly. “I’m re-ady. Nik, you re-ady?’
How much wor-se co-uld Saw-ney be than a pis-sed-off vam-pi-re and puck jo-ining for-ces agaringt
us? Then, dl joking asi-de, | as-ked, “Ro-bin, se-ri-o-udy, you up for this?” He d in-sis-ted that he was.
The po-ison had pas-sed from his system days ago, the rib was crac-ked and ac-hed, but it wo-uldn’t
hold him back in afight.

“Up for it? Kid, | was on the be-ach at Troy. By theway, Ac-hil-les? Everyt-hing they say hewas” He
lif-ted his chin, ga-ze un-wa-ve-ring. “Be-li-eve me, | can hand-lethis”

Po-iso-ned, shot, ne-arly an ext-rain Hitch-cock’s The Birds, why wo-uld he want to hand-le it af-ter
al that?1 didn’'t want to ad-mit it, had be-en strug-gling with it for along ti-me, but | knew the re-ason.
Hewas our fri-end. My fri-end. Jesus, | was such agirl. When the hell had | got-ten so damn soft?

“Just don't get yo-ur asskil-led, okay?’ | or-de-red gruffly. I didn’t weit for an ans-wer. We'd



sco-uted out the up-per bu-il-ding and it was cle-ar. Now it was ti-meto he-ad down-ward, and | did. |
mo-ved down the hall to the ba-se-ment-access do-or and hit the stairs.

The-re was not-hing the-re. Not if you didn’t co-unt the stench of Saw-ney and the re-ve-nants. It was
eno-ugh to ha-ve me bre-at-hing thro-ugh my mo-uth. “Whe-re’ sthe tun-nd ent-ran-ce?’

Ni-ko had ob-tarined amap of the tun-nel system from Nus-hi, me-mo-ri-zed it, go-ne over it with me
se-ve-rd ti-mes, and then drawn it in per-ma-nent ink on the back of my hands and on my fo-re-arms.
Fol-lo-wing that, he' d stuf-fed the map in my poc-ket, sarying, “In ca-se we' re se-pa-ra-ted. It snot
eno-ugh, | fe-ar, but it' sthe best | can do.” Brot-hers be-li-evein you, but they al-so know you. | know
east from west, but that was the most | co-uld ho-pefor.

“In the so-ut-he-ast cor-ner, be-si-de the fur-na-ce.”

Which wo-uld be one re-ason the smell was so strong. It was li-te-rd-ly co-oking agarinst the sur-fa-ce
of the fur-na-ce. | fol-lo-wed Ni-ko and then hel-ped him pry up the me-tal trap-do-or intheflo-or. It
wasn't loc-ked, but it had be-en. The rem-nants of a pad-lock lay off to one s-de. The me-tal was
he-avy as hell in our hands and we eased it down so-und-les-dy to sta-re in-to the depths. Mo-re Sa-irs,
but the-se we-re much ol-der. Splin-te-red wo-od fra-med with iron, they di-sap-pe-ared in-to the
dark-ness. One whiff wasdl | ne-eded and | nod-ded. “Ho-me swe-et ho-me.”

Ro-bin sta-red over my sho-ul-der and sig-hed pla-in-ti-vely, “ At le-ast the be-ach at Troy was warm.
The-rewas sun and sand.”

“Blo-ods-tarined sand,” Ni-ko po-in-ted out as he star-ted down.

“It was gtill sand.” Ro-bin fol-lo-wed him. “In my li-fe I’ ve le-ar-ned you ta-ke the small ple-asu-res
whe-reyou find them.”

Wewe-ren't go-ing to find any of tho-se be-low, | knew. No small ple-asu-res-only the very lar-ge
sartis-fac-ti-on of put-ting Saw-ney down, thisti-me for go-od. | wa-ved Pro-mi-se on. Ha-ving her at
Ro-bin’ s back might ke-ep him mo-re on histo-es. Dan-ger from al s-des, that wo-uld ke-ep the
ad-re-na-li-ne pum-ping and the sen-ses sharp and re-ady. And if | enj-oyed the hun-ted lo-ok he threw
over his sho-ul-der be-fo-re he mel-ted in-to the murk, hey, that wasjust gravy.

When Pro-mi-se va-nis-hed be-low, | tur-ned on the flash-light | car-ri-ed in my left hand and went
down af-ter them. Gun in one hand, torch in the ot-her, | wal-ked down the steps with ca-re. As cre-aky
asthey lo-oked, they we-re sturdy be-ne-ath my fe-et.

“All cle-ar.” Ni-ko'slow mur-mur ca-me drif-ting up past sto-ne and plas-ter walls. They on-ce
wo-uld' ve be-en comp-le-tely co-ve-red with plas-ter and pa-in-ted. Over the ye-arsthat plas-ter had
be-en so-aked ti-me and ti-me aga-in and had rot-ted. Hand-fuls we-re go-nein so-me spotsand in
ot-her are-as not-hing but sto-ne re-ma-ined.

The-re we-re splat-ters on the steps, the sto-ne and thefilthy plas-ter. Brown and dri-ed. Blo-od. One
hel-lu-valot of blo-od. Saw-ney had pic-ked hisca-ve al right and it was ago-od one, up un-til afew
re-ve-nants had got-ten doppy and po-ac-hed from the cam-pus. Then they’ d ac-tu-a-ly kil-led and fed
abo-veg-ro-und right at the-ir front do-or. Saw-ney was in-sa-ne, but he was smart. He wo-uldn’'t ha-ve
or-de-red that or a-lo-wed it if he knew. Y ou don't shit in yo-ur own back-yard; every go-od
two-leg-ged pre-da-tor knows that. That me-ant the dis-cip-li-ne wasn't as al-encom-pas-sing as it
se-emed, at le-ast not with al of them. It was ago-od sign. If we co-uld ta-ke Saw-ney, the re-ve-nants
might scat-ter. They wo-uld de-fi-ni-tely beless of athre-at if they re-ver-ted to typi-cal re-ve-nant
figh-ting kills. Every gho-ul for him-self.

At the bot-tom of the starirs the brown sta-ins co-ve-red the en-ti-re flo-or, fromwall towall. | co-uld
pic-tu-reit. The body, may-be only half de-ad, of the vic-tim be-ing tos-sed down the stairsli-ke
gar-ba-ge. If they we-ren't de-ad at the top, | ho-ped li-ke hell they we-re when they hit the bot-tom.
What kind of world was it when that co-uld be cre-di-ted as an ac-tu-a ho-pe?

Saw-ney’ sworld.

Thetun-nel wasn't as cram-ped as| tho-ught it might be, but it ma-de me cla-ust-rop-ho-bic
no-net-he-less. The-re we-re no ro-oms, no a-co-ves, not-hing-just one long ran-ge of tun-nel. You
co-uld go for-ward or back, but that wasit. The-re was no spre-ading out if so-me-one ca-ught you
from the front and be-hind. It wasn't ago-od tac-ti-cal po-si-ti-on to bein. Wewe-remo-ving at a



pa-ce dow eno-ugh that | co-uld walk back-ward with gun re-ady for any re-ve-nant that might be
brin-ging ho-me adoggy bag. It wasavery re-a pos-s-hi-lity. We' d cho-sen night for the as-sa-ult as
we ho-ped most of the re-ve-nants wo-uld be out hun-ting. Saw-ney might be aswell, but if he was,
on-ce he caught din-ner he' d co-me ho-me with it. That’sal we ca-red abo-ut-na-iling him when he
did.

If we' d co-me du-ring the day, they all wo-uld' ve be-en down he-re. Not a go-od pros-pect for
suc-cess. Re-ve-nants co-uld and did pass du-ring the day-light if they co-ve-red up with ho-oded
jac-ketsto hi-de dick flesh and wo-re sung-las-sesto con-ce-a amilky flash of eye. If they kept the-ir
he-ad down, they co-uld di-de thro-ugh the crowds, but mi-xing with the po-pu-la-ce was dif-fe-rent
than kil-ling and drag-ging a body ac-ross cam-pus. Night-ti-me was best for that sort of work.

Thisway we' d do-ub-le our chan-ces of co-ming ac-ross Saw-ney with con-si-de-rably fe-wer
re-ve-nants at his si-de. That didn’t ma-ke the odds in our fa-vor, but it did ma-ke them bet-ter. I'd
tarkeit.

“We'reat thefirst split.”

| stop-ped and tur-ned to see the tun-ndl bre-ak off to the left and right. Both tun-nels re-eked, but the
oneto theleft did just alit-tle mo-re. | jer-ked my he-ad in that di-rec-ti-on. “That way.”

We mo-ved and thisti-me fas-ter as| set-tled for snatc-hing a glan-ce over my sho-ul-der every few
se-conds at the tun-nel be-hind us. We had mo-re spa-ce bet-we-en us and the ent-ran-ce now, as well
astwo tun-nesfor the re-ve-nants to cho-ose from. They did use both from the smell of it, even if this
was the-ir ma-in path of tra-vel.

“He Il know we're co-ming,” Ro-bin sa-id as hisfi-nele-at-her sho-estrod s-lently on the brown,
crus-ted path.

“How do you know that?’

Helo-oked back a me, the sto-len ear-ring glit-te-ring in the be-am of my flash-light, but it was
Pro-mi-se who be-at him to the punch with the mil-dest of sar-casm.

“Only be-ca-use he has every ti-me so fa?’

“Go-od po-int,” | ad-mit-ted.

“He' |l know, but hewon't run,” Ni-ko sarid. “ Thisis histrue ca-ve. He will not gi-veit up, and in his
mind it isnot asif he has anyt-hing to fe-ar from us”

That was the sad truth. De-ad wol-ves, a skin-ned bog-gle, and the fact that he’ d eaten a chunk of my
chest we-re dl pro-of of that. He had no re-ason to run. We we-re bet-ter than cab-le, the most
en-ter-ta-in-ment he'd had in along, long ti-me. Se-ve-ra hund-red ye-arsto be exact. The son of a
bitch wo-uld pro-bably be glad to see us-cack-lein-sa-nely in glee. And why not? Whe-re bet-ter to do
anyt-hing in-sa-nely than in the sub-ter-ra-ne-an lef-to-vers of an asy-lum?

So-met-hing spar-ked brightly at the bot-tom of the wall to the right and | stop-ped to pick it up. It was
an en-ga-ge-ment ring. The di-amond was small and sur-ro-un-ded by even smal-ler ru-bi-es. Pretty, but
for the co-up-le on abud-get. | knew the ot-hers had se-en it; the-ir eyeswe-re as sharp as mi-ne, but
they’d pas-sed it by. What co-uld you do? She was go-ne, who-ever she’ d be-en. Go-ne far from this
pla-ce and may-be shewasno pla-ceat dl, | didn’'t know. | did know she wo-uldn’t want pro-of of her
lo...of her existen-ce...hid-den down he-rein the fe-tid dark-ness. | put the ring in my poc-ket. At the
very le-ast | co-uld le-ave it so-mew-he-re up top...so-mep-la-ce in the sun. Pro-mi-se’ sga-ze was the
one that tur-ned back thisti-me, her eyes soft. | scow-led and |o-oked away. It was corny and stu-pid,
pic-king up that ring-two things | wasn't. | re-al-ly wasn't. And | ha-ted that |I'd be-en ca-ught in it.

We wal-ked on and the tun-nel se-emed to get mo-re and mo-re nar-row, but | tho-ught that was
mo-re me than ac-tu-a re-ality. We' d be-en un-derg-ro-und alot la-tely and it remin-ded me.. . of
what, | wasn't re-a-ly su-re. Ab-ba-gor’ s ca-ve? Alt-ho-ugh we' d a-most di-ed the-re mo-re than
on-ce, | didn’t think that wasiit. It was de-eper than that, an abs-cess ac-hing from along ti-me ago. No,
not Ab-ba-gor, but may-be so-met-hing mo-re ter-rif-ying than even he had be-en.

The Aup-he had had mefor two ye-ars. | co-uldn’t re-call asing-le mo-ment of tho-se ye-ars spent in
aworld se-pa-ra-te from this one. But the-re we-re ti-mes | wo-ke up to the fe-eling of rock be-ne-ath
my fin-gers and the sen-se of tons of the sa-me han-ging over-he-ad. Ca-ves, the mons-ters|o-ved the



god-damn ca-ves.

| drew in abre-ath of tarin-ted air, trying to cle-an away what ba-rely qu-ai-fi-ed as the sha-dow of a
me-mory, and mo-ved past Pro-mi-se and Ro-bin to stand be-si-de Ni-ko. “Y e-ah?’

“We havearo-om.” Hein-di-ca-ted the do-or al-most fifty fe-et down the hal. | co-uldn’t ma-ke out
any de-tarils. It was at the ed-ge of the flash-light be-am.

“Okay. I'mre-ady.” With the De-sert Eag-le and the exp-lo-si-ve ro-unds, | was de-sig-na-ted
dist-rac-ti-on of the day. | ne-eded to ke-ep Saw-ney’ s at-ten-ti-on on me whi-le Ni-ko put his plan
in-to play. Asthe Red-cap had a-re-ady ac-qu-ired atas-te for me, it sho-uldn’t be that hard. I went on
ahe-ad with Ni-ko clo-se at my back. When | re-ac-hed the do-or, | no-ti-ced the fa-ded prin-ting onit.
HYDROT-HE-RAPY TRE-AT-MENT RO-OM. | wan-ted to ask Nik what wa-ter had to do with the
tre-at-ment of men-tal he-alth, but kept si-lent as | mo-ved a hand to-ward the hand-le. He co-uld be
the-re. Saw-ney co-uld beright the-re, and | wasn't go-ing to tip him off. | wasre-ady for thisto be
over.

The ele-ment of surp-ri-se waslogt with the scre-ech of hin-ges a-most rus-ted in-to a so-lid who-le.
That didn’t me-an it hadn't be-en ope-ned re-cently. The me-tal was so old; it wo-uld ne-ver open easily
aga-in. Gri-ma-cing, | sho-ved at the do-or hard and with Ni-ko's help got it open eno-ughto let a
per-son dip thro-ugh, and thro-ugh | went. The ro-om was small and empty ex-cept for awa-ter-fil-led
squ-are in thefilthy ti-led flo-or. Fi-vefe-et by fi-vefe-et, it wastoo smal to be apo-ol and alit-tletoo
early in plum-bing history to be awhirl-po-ol tub.

“Why isthe-rewarter init?’ | mu-sed ao-ud. It was murky and im-pe-net-rab-le and it sho-uldn’t
ha-ve be-en the-re. Wharte-ver it had be-en used for in asy-lum days, | wo-uld think it wo-uld'velong
dri-ed up over the past hund-red ye-ars or so. “And what the hell wasit for?’

“In less edu-ca-ted days, men-ta he-alth wor-kers used to plun-ge pe-op-le over and over
un-der-warter. It was so-me ti-me be-fo-re they ca-me to ad-mit that ne-ar drow-ning didn’t se-emto
imp-ro-ve an-yo-ne' smo-od di-sor-der.” Ni-ko re-gar-ded the flat sur-fa-ce of the wa-ter with
dis-da-in-ful re-pug-nan-ce. “I do-ubt Saw-ney isusing it for are-ason any mo-re en-ligh-te-ned.”

Hewasright.

A hint of whi-te swel-led un-der the wa-ter, bre-ac-hed, then sank aga-in. An arm, it had be-en an arm.
Christ. You'd think I" d be get-ting used to fin-ding body parts lit-te-ring the lands-ca-pe in Saw-ney’s
warke. | wasn’t. Aswe con-ti-nu-ed to watch, aleg ap-pe-ared and di-sap-pe-ared, fol-lo-wed by a
hand. All we-re di-sem-bo-di-ed, al whi-te and dra-ined of blo-od. The hand was awo-man'’s,
de-li-ca-te with na-il po-lish the exact co-lor of aro-sel’d on-ce se-en at aflo-wer stand. Pink with the
farin-test to-uch of pe-ach-the co-lor of spring. It was be-a-uti-ful and it was aw-ful and | won-de-red if
the ring be-lon-ged to her.

“Go-ulash,” Ro-bin sarid be-s-de us. “Lo-vely. I'll ne-ver eat aga-in.”

“I ha-ve se-en wor-se. So ha-ve you.” Pro-mi-se nud-ged him in-to mo-ti-on.

“Sol have” he ex-ha-led. “ Altho-ugh | co-uld' ve do-ne wit-ho-ut the re-min-der.”

Weadll tur-ned to exit the ro-om. I’ d taken one step when the cold hand fas-te-ned aro-und my ank-le
and | was sud-denly bre-at-hing warter-black warter that ser-ved as the broth for body parts. | cho-ked
and held my bre-ath as | kic-ked at the iron grip that pul-led me down. | felt the ran-dom bump of
de-caying flot-sam and jet-sam and kic-ked all the har-der. It didn’t help. The-re was the sharp scra-pe
of ati-le-edged ope-ning a my warist just as| felt fin-gers on my wrist from abo-ve. Warm fin-gers.
Ni-ko. But as sud-denly as his grip had ap-pe-ared, | was yan-ked fromit. | pas-sed thro-ugh the
ope-ning that | co-uld only fe-el, not see. Af-ter that the-re was mo-re water, the bur-ning of my lungs,
and that imp-la-cab-le grasp on my ank-le,

Fi-nal-ly just as my bre-ath thre-ate-ned to gi-ve out, | was drag-ged out in-to the air fe-et-first. Not
un-li-ke my birth, I ca-me out kic-king and scre-aming. Or kic-king and spit-ting wa-ter-log-ged cur-ses.
A re-ve-nant had histe-eth bu-ri-ed in my thigh. | kic-ked him off with my ot-her fo-ot and he |o-oked
up, grin-ning a me with amo-uth-ful of mot-tled ye-low and gre-en te-eth. | aimed the De-sert Eag-le
the-re and blew his he-ad off. The-re was mo-re splas-hing of water and | twis-ted to see anot-her



re-ve-nant ri-sing from the warter. | fi-red aga-in and the pi-eces of him sank be-ne-ath the sur-fa-ce.

Now ao-ne on theti-le flo-or-except for one de-ad re-ve-nant-1 co-ug-hed up wa-ter and did my best
not to think abo-ut what had be-en in that warter. Aro-und me was aro-om that wasiden-ti-cal to the
one I’d be-en yan-ked from. Gre-at. Mo-re cut-ting-edge men-tal he-alth ca-re. | l0-oked at the warter
one mo-reti-me and then sho-ok my he-ad dog-fas-hi-on, sen-ding the wa-ter flying. Nik wasn't
co-ming. If he we-re, he'd ha-ve be-en he-re a-re-ady. The ot-her re-ve-nant must ha-ve clo-sed
so-me sort of hatch in the pas-sa-ge that con-nec-ted the two tanks of warter. Clo-sed and loc-ked it.

| st theflash-light on the flo-or to prop aga-ingt my leg, which wasn't ble-eding too badly, wi-ped at
my fa-ce, and rol-led up my de-eve. On my arm the map of the tun-nels sprang in-to vi-ew. Ni-ko's
anal-re-ten-ti-ve ways pa-id off yet aga-in. | men-ta-ly tra-ced a path that wo-uld con-nect the tun-nel
thisro-om was off back to the tun-nel whe-re the ot-herswe-re. | knew Nik wo-uld be do-ing the
sa-me. Ho-pe-ful-ly, I'd me-et them in the mid-dle. | grab-bed the light and scramb-led to my fe-et. The
do-or to the ro-om was half open and | dip-ped thro-ugh in-to the hall, tur-ning | eft.

And the-re was the bad news.

It was aconc-re-te wall, one that wasn't on the map. It wasn’t ne-arly as old asthe walls of the tun-ndl.
A re-cent ad-di-ti-on, per-haps to ke-ep tres-pas-sers and the mo-re ad-ven-tu-ro-us stu-dents out of a
less stab-le part of the tun-nels. Wha-te-ver it was, right now it was ahu-ge paininthe ass. |
hols-te-red my gun, switc-hed the light to the ot-her hand, and chec-ked the map aga-in. The-re was
anot-her con-nect, but it wasin the ot-her di-rec-ti-on and fart-her. | ga-vein to theine-vi-tab-le and
star-ted a ste-ady 1o-pe.

Theair was co-ol and damp, re-min-ding me too much of the warter I’d just co-me out of. | clo-sed
my mo-uth aga-ingt it and kept mo-ving. The re-ve-nants we-re weriting. | didn’t ex-pect anyt-hing
dif-fe-rent. It was the onesthat we-ren’t out hun-ting. ..who we-re do-ne with hun-ting for the night.
They we-rewell fed and alit-tle dug-gish for it, but dug-gish for are-ve-nant is till fast-just not fast
enoc-ugh. They cameintwos and thre-esin-to the light. | went thro-ugh half aclip, but it wasn't the
re-ve-nants that wor-ri-ed me. It was Saw-ney. If he sho-wed up, that wasit. He d hand-led dl of us
with abog-gle and wolf cha-ser. If he ca-ught me do-ne, ego and a smart mo-uth wo-uldn’t help me one
damn bit. | tho-ught of ma-king aga-te over to the next tun-ndl, but if | did that, the-rewas no
gu-aran-tee |’ d be ab-le to do my part when the ti-me ca-me. The-re was no gu-aran-tee l’d be
cons-ci-o-us to even walk thro-ugh that ga-te-not af-ter the last ti-me. | co-uldn’t ta-ke that chan-ce.

| kept run-ning, but | liste-ned for afami-li-ar in-sa-ne cack-le. | liste-ned hard. And when | came
to anot-her wall, | did so-met-hing €l-se as hard.

“Son of abitch.”

Thiswall wasthe saeme as the ot-her, and it ef-fec-ti-vely pen-ned me in the sa-me as a mo-uset-rap.
It was alit-tle less than a hu-ma-ne one with the re-ve-nants run-ning aro-und, but a damn ef-fec-ti-ve
one. Co-uldn’t the-se pe-op-le up-da-te the-ir maps? | had the exp-lo-si-ve ro-unds, true, and if it had
be-en aplas-ter wall, | co-uld’ve used aclip to put ani-ce ho-leinit. But thiswasn't plas-ter; thiswas
conc-re-te. If | used every ro-und | had on me...may-be, and then what wo-uld | useto dist-ract
Saw-ney? Ot-her than ser-ving up myself as abuf-fet sup-per, not adamn thing.

| didn’t want to go back in the warter, but | didn’t see any way aro-und it. | didn’t know if | co-uld get
past wha-te-ver obst-ruc-ti-on was down the-re, but | knew | co-uldn’t get past this one. We we-re
lo-sing ti-me. Thela-ter it got, the mo-re re-ve-nants wo-uld co-me ho-me from the hunt, and that
wo-uld only ma-ke things har-der. They we-re hard eno-ugh a-re-ady. God-damn it. | tur-ned and this
ti-me, as-su-ming I'd nariled dl the re-ve-nants, | ran fas-ter.

Assu-ming, it wasn't what I’ d be-en ta-ught. Ni-ko has aqu-ote...hell, Ni-ko has a qu-ote abo-ut
anyt-hing and everyt-hing. This one had be-en abo-ut over-con-fi-den-ce or comp-la-cency,
so-met-hing to that ef-fect. And then Ni-ko had sum-med it up in terms | wo-uld ac-tu-a-ly
re-mem-ber. As-su-me, he had sa-id, and you will get yo-ur ass kic-ked by me. It wasdightly
dif-fe-rent than that old sarying I d le-ar-ned in the sixth gra-de, but it got the po-int ac-ross. And | did
re-mem-ber Ni-ko's ver-s-on most of theti-me, but on-cein awhi-lel blew it. On-cein awhi-le| had
to say hel-lo to Mr. Fuc-kup.



| tho-ught | was do-ne. | waswrong.

“Traveler.”

It stop-ped mein my tracks, that one sing-le vo-ice. | tho-ught it was his at first, Saw-ney’s, but the
se-cond ti-meit came, | knew bet-ter. It was as glo-ating and pre-da-tory, but it wasn’t co-ated with
theoil dick of in-sa-nity. Inste-ad it was co-ated with the dryness of dust and the grit of de-sert sand. |
co-uld smell the he-at of amer-ci-less sun ri-sing from li-mes-to-ne tombs. Co-uld al but he-ar the
chan-ting of pri-ests and the mo-ve-ment of a sto-ne dab that wo-uld se-al you in for hu-man
li-fe-ti-mes.

My flash-light be-am shot back and forth for se-ve-ral se-conds be-fo-re | spot-ted what | knew |
wo-uld see. The-re was no cow-boy hat thisti-me, but the-re was the sa-me re-sin-har-de-ned flesh,
blac-ke-ned and wit-he-red lips, brown stubs of te-eth...ban-da-ges, dry ones. He had be-en he-re
aw-hi-le, then...waiting.

Wa-han-ket.

The dusty glow fla-red in his eye hol-lows and the |e-at-hery jaw crac-ked in a cro-oked, jag-ged grin.
“Surp-ri-sed, trave-ler? Y ou sho-uld not be. On oc-ca-si-on every scho-lar sho-uld en-ga-gein fi-eld
re-se-arch.”

“What are you do-ing he-re? How the hell did you even know we d be he-re?’ | as-ked warily as|
pul-led my gun.

“Kno-wing yo-ur mo-ve-ments, the most smp-le of things. | set my lit-tle pet to fol-low you.” Pet? Oh,
Jesus, that damn sgu-e-aking zom-bie rat he' d be-en put-ting back to-get-her at the mu-se-um. It'd run
off inthe sha-dows and | ne-ver tho-ught abo-ut it agarin. “It was my eyes. | saw you co-meto this
pla-ce be-fo-re...abo-ve. | knew you wo-uld re-turn he-re, be-low. Asfor what | want?’ The corp-se
grin twisted. “Obser-ving. Re-cor-ding. That has be-en my li-fein that wretc-hed ba-se-ment for ye-ars
upon ye-ars. | want to par-ti-ci-pa-te.” Li-ke akid who wan-ted to bein the scho-ol play. Ye-ah,
wharte-ver.

“l want it to be asit on-ce waswhen | cre-ated kings. As | ha-ve cre-ated one now. Awa-ke-ned one,
rat-her.” 1t was sa-id with glo-ating sa-tis-fac-ti-on. Dynasty af-ter dynasty, Ro-bin had sa-id.
Tho-usands and tho-usands of ye-ars, even aking ma-ker and scho-lar co-uld get bo-red-co-uld want
to get back in the game. Ha-ve alit-tlefun. But it didn’t mat-ter what he wan-ted, be-ca-use he wasn't
go-ingto getit.

The gle-am of me-tal in my hand wasn't the only one. | saw anot-her as the wit-he-red hand flas-hed
up-ward. I"d for-got-ten the brit-tle ba-se-ment-dwel-ling sa-ge lo-ved al things high-tech. And guns
we-re de-fi-ni-tely ad-van-ced tech-no-logy, li-ke the 9mm | had so mo-ro-ni-ca-ly gi-ven him. | threw
mysdf aga-ingt thewdl, drop-ping the flash-light and fi-ring as | went. The plas-ter exp-lo-ded be-5-de
me, but se-ve-rd fe-et down. Lo-ving tech-no-logy didn’'t ne-ces-sa-rily trans-la-te in-to be-ing go-od at
using it. Tar-get prac-ti-ce had be-en li-mi-ted in the mu-se-um.

Altho-ugh he wasn't a crack shot, he was qu-ick for abag of bo-nes and scraps of flesh. He
di-sap-pe-ared in the dark. “What is Saw-ney gi-ving you, you bas-tard?’ | snap-ped. He d wo-ken him
up just as he had the rat. Wa-han-ket had so-me-how trig-ge-red Saw-ney’ s re-in-teg-ra-ti-on. Gi-ven
him wha-te-ver bo-ost he ne-eded to exp-lo-de back to li-fe. That tra-ve-ling ex-hi-bi-ti-on had shown
up in the mu-se-um and the mummy had se-en his chan-ce to be what he’ d on-ce be-en, aking ma-ker.
But Saw-ney wasn't his pup-pet. Saw-ney wasn't ru-led by anyt-hing ex-cept his own mad-ness.

“Saw-ney Be-ane of-fers me not-hing in the way of mate-ri-al go-ods. He of-fersme not-hing at all.
But he cre-atesanewly in-te-resting world,” drif-ted the vo-ice of the Sphinx. “I ti-re of this
mMo-no-to-no-us exis-ten-ce. Day af-ter day, ye-ar af-ter ye-ar. | ti-re of the blo-od-less qu-est for
know-led-ge.” The-rewasady sa-tis-fac-ti-on.

“Evenif that qu-est ga-ve the Red-cap this pla-ce. Histrue ho-me. | ti-re of it dl. | am re-ady for
chan-ge and thisone bringsit in splen-did, bold stro-kes.”

The gun fi-red aga-in. The bul-let ca-me clo-ser. I d tos-sed the flash-light when I’ d first fi-red the
Eag-le, not that Wa-han-ket se-emed to ne-ed the help. Co-uld mum-mi-es seein the dark? Pro-bably.
Co-uld they re-pel bul-lets?



We d see abo-ut that.

| met-ho-di-cal-ly spra-yed the en-ti-re clip back and forth ac-rossthe tun-ndl, s-deto s-de and top
to bot-tom. Re-ading abo-ut gun bat-tles on the In-ter-net was dif-fe-rent than be-ing in one, at-ho-ugh
he was pro-bably hell on whe-elswhen it came to abow and ar-row or sword. A gun,
tho-ugh....over-con-fi-den-ce....over-con-fi-den-ce was-damn, if only | co-uld reemem-ber Ni-ko's
qu-ote.

The smédll of smo-ke fil-led my fa-ce, and my ears rang from the con-cus-9-ve blagts. | sta-yed clo-se
to the wall, felt aro-und on the flo-or for the flash-light and switc-hed it on, and held it a army’ slength
from my body to dec-re-ase my chan-ces of be-ing hit. | flic-ked it back and forth. Not-hing. Okay,
tech-ni-cal-ly not true. The-re was so-met-hing, just not the who-le pac-ka-ge. | mo-ved for-ward and
bent down to pick up Wa-han-ket’ s gun, along with his hand still wrap-ped aro-und it. As| ma-de my
way fart-her, | saw ot-her bits and pi-eces of him. Not much, the oc-ca-si-onal scrap of brown li-nen or
blac-ke-ned pi-ece of dri-ed flesh, but not-hing subs-tan-ti-al. It was atra:il of bre-ad crumbs, and they
led back to the ro-om, back to the po-al.

The king ma-ker had |eft the bu-il-ding.

Wa-han-ket had chan-ged his mind abo-ut be-ing a par-ti-ci-pant af-ter al. The ro-le of re-se-arc-her
co-uld be bo-ring and mo-no-to-no-us, but the mu-se-um ba-se-ment was sa-fer than the re-al world.
Wa-han-ket had lost his ed-ge along ti-me ago in tho-se de-sert sands.

| lo-oked down at the black wa-ter. “ Once mo-rein-to the bre-ach,” | mur-mu-red to mysdlf. Or as
Go-od-fel-low wo-uld’ ve sa-id, on-ce mo-re in-to the bre-ec-hes. | gri-ma-ced. It was as bad he-aring
itinmy he-ad ashe-aring it in per-son. Ex-ha-ling, | hols-te-red the Eag-le, pri-ed Wa-han-ket’ s gun out
of hisse-ve-red hand, and sho-ved it in my warist-band be-fo-re di-ving in-to the wa-ter. | was lucky;
Hank had |eft the hatch open for mein his hurry to es-ca-pe. It ma-de the body parts bum-ping agarinst
me as | swam not so bad. Y e-ah, right. It was god-damn hor-rib-le, and when | re-ac-hed the ot-her
S-de, | scramb-led out asfast as| pos-sibly co-uld.

Wet fo-otp-rints led away ac-ross the ti-le. Wa-han-ket was run-ning back to his ba-se-ment. He'd
think twi-ce abo-ut le-aving it agarin.

“Whe-re the hdll ha-ve you be-en?’

| lo-oked up from the fo-otp-rints to see Ni-ko in the do-or-way. He was till wet from his at-tempt to
pull me out of the warter. “ Cor-rec-ti-on,” he sa-id with nar-ro-wed ga-ze, “what to-ok you so damn
long to get back?’

“Y ou worry too much, Grand-ma.” | grin-ned in re-li-ef at the sight of be-et-led brows and ir-ri-tab-le
gray eyes. Ni-ko’ sworry was al-ways cle-arly exp-res-sed-as an-no-yan-ce. “Did you see
Wa-han-ket?’

Heig-no-red the qu-es-ti-on as he lo-oked me up and down, but Ro-bin, be-hind him, ans-we-red.
“We saw afew wet fo-otp-rints and a pi-ece of li-nen. Wa-han-ket, eh? Crafty corp-se. But |
sup-po-se that exp-lains how Saw-ney fo-und a pla-ce so per-fectly su-ited for him.”

“And for that, per-hapswe will de-a with him la-ter.” Ni-ko in-di-ca-ted whe-re the ma-te-ri-a of my
je-answasrip-ped over my thigh. “Re-ve-nant?’

Asmuch as| hated to ad-mit it, | had to. “Ye-ah.”

“One?’

“Two,” | sarid de-fen-g-vey, “and | wastrying not to drown & the ti-me. It'snot my fa-ult.”

“It'sama-zing. The per-son who shows up at our spar-ring ses-s-on lo-oks so very much li-ke you
too.” Hesaid it asif he hadn’t felt my hand di-de thro-ugh hisin the wa-ter as | di-sap-pe-ared to God
knowswhe-re. Asif he hadn’t run from one hal to anot-her only to be bloc-ked by conc-re-tewalls.
Weal had ways of de-aling. When the si-tu-ati-on had be-en re-ver-sed, | de-at the same, with
sharp-edged sar-casm-once |’ d kil-led everyt-hing that had got-ten in my way.

“I’d say bi-te me, but I’ ve be-en bit-ten al-re-ady. Be-s-des, Go-od-fel-low might jump over you and
take ad-van-ta-ge of it,” | grumb-led, but cur-ved my lips aga-in. “ And the-re was not-hing over the-re
but re-ve-nants and Wa-han-ket. No Saw-ney.”

“Thenlet'sgo find him,” Nik sa-id, weriting un-til | pre-ce-ded him. Watc-hing my back.



“By theway, you ha-ve ab-so-lu-tely not-hing | want to bi-te,” Ro-bin snor-ted as he mo-ved thro-ugh
the do-or. “Ego-ma-ni-ac.”

Pro-mi-se swal-lo-wed that one in si-len-ce, but it wo-uld ma-ke are-ap-pe-aran-ce la-ter. | had
farith. We exi-ted the de-ad end of the ro-om and star-ted back down the tun-nel. We wal-ked a
hund-red fe-et be-fo-rewe saw it. At first, | saw only aglimp-se. Perle, it flas-hed, di-sap-pe-ared,
re-ap-pe-ared, and then va-nis-hed aga-in.

“Travelers” The-rewasthelow hiss of se-ve-ra vo-icesin uni-son. “ Tres-pas-sers.”

Gre-at, anew ref-ra-in.

“They’vele-ar-ned anew word,” | draw-led. “How god-damn cle-ver isthat?’

“Se-ve-rd rungs be-low abra-in-less par-rot,” Nik res-pon-ded with arc-tic bi-te, “and an ut-ter
was-te of our ti-me.” Mo-re damn re-ve-nants and no Saw-ney. We we-re al di-sap-po-in-ted. | knew
| wasti-red of hac-king at the-ir stub-born, dis-gus-ting flesh. The-re was no ho-nor in bat-tle, no ho-nor
inkil-ling. The-rewas only ne-ces-sity. Ni-ko had ta-ught me that. But if the-re had be-en ho-nor,
re-ve-nants wo-uldn’t ha-ve en-te-red that pic-tu-re anyw-he-re.

“Tres-pas-sers.” What had be-en glimp-ses be-ca-me along lo-ok and then a clo-se-up of one of the
most fre-akish things I’ d ever se-en. “ Tres-pas-ser-s-t-res-pas-sers-tres-pas-sers.” They bo-iled in-to
thelight, amsflailing.

They we-re we-aring Straritj-ac-kets, every last one of them-left over from the go-od old mad-ho-use
days. No lon-ger whi-te, the grubby cloth wasrot-ting and rip-ped. The overly long de-eveswe-ren't
fas-te-ned be-hind. Ins-te-ad they flap-ped li-ke the wings of mad-de-ned birds or wo-ve thro-ugh the
air li-ke a stri-king sna-ke as the re-ve-nantsran. It was oddly hypno-tic and not-so-oddly hor-ri-fic. It
wasn't eno-ugh that re-ve-nants |o-oked li-ke zom-bi-es; now they lo-oked li-ke zom-bi-es of the
in-sa-ne. Saw-ney wasn't happy just be-ing mad him-sdlf or se-eking it out; he had to dress up his
god-damn petsthat way aswell. Talk abo-ut yo-ur hob-bi-eswe al co-uld' ve do-ne wit-ho-ut.

“I’veli-ved along, long ti-me and I’ ve se-en many, many things,” Ro-bin sa-id, awed, at my back, “and
| can con-fi-dently say that | ha-ve ne-ver se-en anyt-hing qu-iteli-kethat.” | didn’'t ha-veti-meto
res-pond. They we-re al-most on usand | ra-ised the Eag-le and fi-red se-ve-ral shots.

Explo-s-ve ro-unds, they might not ha-ve much ef-fect on Saw-ney, but they wor-ked li-ke afuc-king
charm on hisboys. We didn’t end up figh-ting them, but we did end up we-aring them. | wi-ped ahand
ac-rossmy fa-ce, cle-aring it of pul-ve-ri-zed flesh and thin, watery blo-od. | didn’t weit for Ro-bin’'s
out-ra-ged com-ment abo-ut his ward-ro-be that had to be fast on itsway. “Y e-ah, sorry abo-ut that,” |
said auto-mati-cal-ly as| he-ard his dis-be-li-eving gurg-le be-hind me.

We mo-ved on wit-ho-ut furt-her dis-cus-s-on. All in al, the best thing for me. We step-ped over the
bo-di-es of stra-itj-ac-ke-ted re-ve-nants and dod-ged the two dow-mo-ving ones that had crartersin
the-ir he-ads. The spo-on-ful of brarinsthey had left kept them mo-ving aro-und, but not too awa-re.

Which isexactly how | felt when the gro-und di-sap-pe-ared be-ne-ath me.

21

Thisjust wasn't my day.

| used to hate the sen-sa-ti-on of fal-ling, sssame as an-yo-ne e-se. But sin-ceI’d ma-de afew ga-tes
and tra-ve-led thro-ugh them. .. atra-ve-ler just as Saw-ney sa-id...that had chan-ged. | till didn’t li-ke
it, don’t get me wrong, but | sort of re-cog-ni-zed the fe-eling. Wal-king thro-ugh tho-se ga-teswas li-ke
fa-ling, only not just down. It felt li-ke fa-ling down, up, and S-de-ways-all at on-ce. Hard to ima-gi-ne,
but that’ s how it felt.

So when the flo-or ca-ved in un-der me and | fell, for ase-cond | was con-fu-sed. Had | ope-ned a
garte and not even re-ali-zed it? One mo-ment of con-fu-si-on, but it waslong eno-ugh to hit and hit
hard.

| logt the flash-light. | didn’t lo-se my gun. If thefal had kil-led me, | till wo-uldn’t ha-ve lost the gun.

I’d lan-ded on my si-de. | blin-ked da-zedly in-to the black-ness and re-ali-zed...ye-ah, that wasn’'t an
Aup-hegate. Youfel, as-sho-le. Now get the hell up. It was easi-er sa-id than do-ne. | whe-ezed as|



pul-led air in-to shoc-ked lungs and tri-ed to mo-ve. That’ swhen | felt the fin-gerson my leg. They crept
up un-der my je-ans and to-uc-hed my calf, circ-les of ice on my bare skin. They mo-ved so-ot-hingly,
stro-king my leg asthey suc-ked the warmth from it. Saw-ney. Only Saw-ney dra-ined the he-at from
you li-ke that. | grow-led, low and in-co-he-rent, in the back of my thro-at and tri-ed har-der to mo-ve
my arm, mo-re spe-ci-fi-ca-ly my hand hol-ding the gun. Oxy-gen-star-ved, | didn’t ha-ve much luck.

“Ca?

It was from abo-ve. Ni-ko. He d ma-na-ged to avo-id fa-ling with me. Go-od for him. | wasn't
surp-ri-sed, but | was alit-tle re-li-eved.

“Ca? Thisti-meit came from be-s-de me, dong with the crunch of bo-ots lan-ding on the deb-ris of
shat-te-red ti-le. The-rewas light, ahand on my fa-ce, and then the sil-ver swe-ep of asword. The
fro-zen to-uch on my calf di-sap-pe-ared just asthe claws had be-gun to punc-tu-re the skin. That
tra-de-mark crazy la-ugh went with them.

| let my arm re-lax. A fu-ti-letre-mor was dl I’ d got-ten out of it any-way. In the flash-light' sglow |
co-uld seethe Eag-leres-ting in the dirt, my whi-tefin-ger lax on the trig-ger. | a-so saw Ni-ko' s bo-ots
mo-ve clo-ser, and then, as| lo-oked up-ward and he s-mul-ta-ne-o-udy knelt, | saw hisfa-ce. Hewas
pis-sed ashell. “ Saw-ney.” He ran aqu-ick hand over my arms, legs, and spi-ne. “1 am go-ing to enj-oy
kil-ling him far mo-rethan | sho-uld.”

I’d got-ten afew bre-athsin and co-ug-hed out, “Y ou...and...me...both.”

With hishelp | ma-na-ged a Sit-ting po-g-ti-on. | [o-oked up in ti-me to see Pro-mi-se and Ro-bin
jum-ping down. It was abo-ut ten fe-et down from the tun-nel flo-or, and they ma-na-ged it with ease.
Cer-tarinly mo-re ease than | had. Pro-mi-se se-emed to flo-at down whi-le Ro-bin ca-me down
qu-ickly and lightly, ahand bra-cing hisribs. I knew how hefdt. I hung my he-ad and con-cent-ra-ted
on bre-at-hing. Drow-ning, fa-ling-1 was get-ting ti-red of not bre-at-hing. “Mo-retun-nds?’ | as-ked,
shif-ting my sho-ul-ders agaringt ablo-oming all-over ac-he.

“New tun-nelswith the ti-le rep-la-ced and fi-xed in-to pla-ce over them. Saw-ney must ha-ve had the
re-ve-nants dig them,” Ni-ko sa-id. Hands did un-der my arms and hef-ted meto my fe-et. “An
ef-fec-ti-vetrap.”

| wob-bled, then ste-adi-ed. “ Sne-aky fuck.”

“Pithy, but ac-cu-rarte.” Ro-bin used hisflash-light to scan the cir-cum-fe-ren-ce of the pit. “Whe-re
did he...ah. The-re” The-rewas an exit, one small eno-ugh you' d ha-veto crawl thro-ugh it whi-le
drag-ging yo-ur din-ner be-hind you. “Won-der-ful. Craw-ling thro-ugh dirt. Co-lor mefilthy and
ex-ci-ted.”

“Filthy and ex-ci-ted, and exactly how wo-uld this be dif-fe-rent from yo-ur norm?’ Pro-mi-se as-ked
with the per-fect ap-pe-aran-ce of ge-nu-ine in-te-rest.

“Wédll, co-lor me an-no-yed as shit,” | grit-ted be-fo-re Go-od-fel-low had a chan-ce to fi-re a shot
back. | twis-ted the crick out of my neck and star-ted to-ward the ho-le.

Ni-ko fis-ted ahand-ful of my jac-ket, hol-ding me back as he mo-ved ahe-ad. “My turnto go first,”
hesaid mildly.

Hedid it with mo-re gra-ce than | had. So-on wewe-re dl stan-ding in anew tun-nel. Ni-ne by ni-ne, it
was car-ved out in the earth be-ne-ath the asy-lum tun-nels. “Our lit-tle fri-ends ha-ve be-en busy.”
Ro-bin lo-oked aro-und, bent down to to-uch the dirt do-or, and ca-me up with afin-ger wet with red
mud.

“Very busy in-de-ed,” Pro-mi-se ad-ded. “ That isfresh. To-night’ skill.”

“Go-od. That me-answe're clo-se.” Ni-ko mo-ved-fast, smo-oth, and till as co-ol-ly pis-sed ashe'd
be-en when he' d drop-ped down in-to the pit.

| hadn’t tho-ught of thiswho-le messfrom Nik’s po-int of vi-ew. Saw-ney had de-fe-ated him eesily at
every turn, had kil-led a-li-es he’ d en-lis-ted, had at-tac-ked his brot-her with im-pu-nity and ac-tu-a-ly
con-su-med part of him. Ni-ko was not hap-py-in no way, sha-pe, or form-and was de-ter-mi-ned to
ma-ke this en-co-un-ter with Saw-ney our last. My brot-her-he' d ne-ver le-ar-ned to spre-ad the
bla-me aro-und. It was our fa-ilu-re, not his, but he wo-uldn’'t seeit that way. Co-uldn’t seeit that way.
He d li-ved the masj-ority of hisli-fe un-der the we-ight of so-le res-pon-g-bi-lity. The-rewas no



chan-ging that ha-bit now.

One damn go-od brot-her, but as I’ d tho-ught many ti-mes be-fo-re, too go-od for his own go-od.

Aswe mo-ved, we fo-und mo-re signs of Saw-ney’ svic-tims. The-re was no mo-rejewdry, but the-re
we-re clot-hes. Rag-ged and dirty. Knit caps and an-ci-ent co-ats. Sho-es with pe-eling so-les. So many
clot-hes was bo-und to equ-al awho-le damn lot of vic-tims-the ho-me-lesswe d known he was
con-cent-ra-ting on now.

He d fi-gu-red out pretty qu-ickly that the-se we-ren’t the days when tra-ve-lers di-sap-pe-ared and it
was con-S-de-red a ha-zard of the day. He knew pe-op-le wo-uld lo-ok for him if he stuck to yo-ur
ave-ra-ge New Y or-ker who had ajob, wi-fe, hus-band, child-ren, pa-rents...the ones that wo-uld be
mis-sed. But aswe' d se-en, the ho-me-less we-re per-fect and he wasn't the first mons-ter to think so.
They even tra-ve-led, pus-hing carts from he-reto the-re. | do-ub-ted that was a pre-re-qu-isi-te for
Saw-ney any-mo-re, thetra-ve-ling. When you li-ved in acity thisbig, you didn’'t ne-ed to wait for the
way-ward tra-ve-ler mo-ving ac-ross the co-untry-si-de. And then the-re was his tas-te for the
men-tal-ly ill, and that de-fi-ni-tely tip-ped the sca-le. The-re was sa-fe and the-re was
mad-ness-fla-vo-red fun...awin-win for our boy Saw-ney. We' d known that, but se-e-ing it on such a
lar-gescale...

Jesus.

Theclot-hesdidn't lit-ter the dirt flo-or. They we-re hung whim-si-cal-ly from the ce-iling, li-ke the
ga-uzy cur-ta-insyou' d seein aha-remin an old mo-vie. So-me shirtswe-re pin-ned to the walls with
one arm po-in-ting the way ahe-ad and the ot-her han-ging limp. Sho-eswe-reli-ned up at the ba-se of
the wall to march in the sa-me di-rec-ti-on. When the shirts and sho-es ran out, then ca-me the hands
and fe-et. The palms of the hands we-re punc-tu-red by nails pin-ning them to the pac-ked dirt wall,
and the in-dex fin-gers po-in-ted the way. In the sa-me fro-zen march asthe sho-es we-re the fe-et with
dirt plum-ping up bet-we-en gray to-es. | lo-oked away. Evenif I’d be-en comp-le-tely hu-man, |
wasn't su-rel co-uld' ve staryed that way af-ter what we' d se-en in the past we-ek.

Thiswho-le god-awful show ma-de me won-der if he' d an-ti-ci-pa-ted we' d co-me al dong or if it
was just mo-re of hissick sen-se of hu-mor pla-yed out for his own en-ter-ta-in-ment. Right be-fo-rewe
kil-led him may-be | wo-uld ask him. At le-ast the blo-od was |ess easy to see, so-aked up by the earth
be-ne-ath our fe-et. It was ill the-re, tho-ugh; the re-ve-nant pro-ved that.

Hewas cut in half and left on the flo-or long past whe-re the body partsfi-na-ly en-ded. A chain was
wrap-ped aro-und him se-ve-rd ti-mes over and tra-iled off in-to the dark-ness. Saw-ney had ta-ken
away the bot-tom por-ti-on of the re-ve-nant with him and left ator-so with ahe-ad, arms, and hands.
The same hands that we-re fe-ve-rishly sho-ving dirt in-to the ga-ping mo-uth. Red mud was oozing
from the cor-nersand | re-ai-zed he was trying to suck the blo-od, no-urish-ment, from the dirt. Whi-te
eyesfi-xed on us hung-rily and the hands sprang to a new task-drag-ging the re-ve-nant to-ward us with
agre-edy scrab-bling of fin-gers. But the cha-in sprang ta-ut and he mo-aned in des-pair.

“1 be-li-eve we ha-ve anot-her cam-pus po-ac-her,” Ni-ko sa-id as he watc-hed the form writ-he.
Li-keI’d tho-ught ear-li-er: Any go-od pre-da-tor li-ke Saw-ney knew you didn’t kill in yo-ur own
back-yard. You didn’t le-ave ane-on-bright tra-il of bo-di-esto yo-ur la-ir. Ap-parently the
re-ve-nantsjust didn’t grasp the con-cept.

“I gu-ess Saw-ney did find out abo-ut the-ir ext-ra-cur-ri-cu-lar ac-ti-vi-ti-es.” And from the [o-oks of
it, you didn’t want to piss off Saw-ney be-ca-use pu-nish-ment was as in-ven-ti-ve and harsh aswhat
we' d do-nein the se-wers. “Want meto...” | tap-ped the bar-rel of the gun aga-inst my leg. Put him out
of hismi-sery wasn't qu-iteright. | didn’t gi-ve ashit how mi-se-rab-le he was. He de-ser-ved to be. Put
him out of my mi-sery wo-uld be mo-re ac-cu-ra-te. Thiswas every gory hor-ror mo-vie co-meto li-fe
and | co-uld pretty much do wit-ho-ut it.

“No ne-ed.” Ni-ko's sword swung and a he-ad rol-led. The te-eth snap-ped and wo-uld for awhi-le,
but the light wo-uld fa-de from be-hind clo-uded-glass eyes and all wo-uld still. Even-tu-a-ly. If he'd
be-en who-le and fed, we co-uld' ve qu-es-ti-oned him. | do-ub-ted he wo-uld’ ve tal-ked, but we
co-uld vetri-ed. But half of astar-ved re-ve-nant isin fe-ed mo-de and not-hing e-se. They ne-ed the
no-urish-ment to reg-row the mis-sing parts; thin-king shuts down and ins-tinct ta-kes over.



Un-for-tu-nately ins-tinct didn’t know that even are-ve-nant co-uldn’t reg-row haf of abody. He
co-uld’' ve go-ne on exis-ting that way for months and months, tho-ugh, and | was su-re Saw-ney
wo-uld' ve gi-ven him every mo-ment of that ti-meto suf-fer.

“Not one wolf wo-uld co-me, en? Hmm, | won-der why,” Ro-bin sa-id, skir-ting the body and kic-king
the he-ad out of the way whi-le deftly avo-iding the te-eth.

“The leg hum-pers ha-ve be-co-me mo-re in-tel-li-gent than [; if that’s not abad sign, | don’'t know
what is”

“I"'m be-gin-ning to won-der how even an army was ab-le to tarke him.” Pro-mi-se had long put away
her dag-ger and now had her own sword out. She ten-ded to be fon-der of cros-sbows, but this
Si-tu-ati-on cal-led for mo-re she-er dest-ruc-ti-ve po-wer. Bet-ter to dash at are-ve-nant than worry
abo-ut aiming for an eye soc-ket.

“Not ago-od tho-ught.” Varlid, but not go-od. | step-ped over the body and fol-lo-wed the cha-in
in-to the black-ness. Ali-ce down the rab-bit ho-le. She fo-und mad-ness; so did we. But we fo-und the
bo-di-esfirgt.

They hung from the ce-iling, afo-rest of them. In re-dity, it wasn't mo-re than twenty, but it se-emed
li-ke ahund-red when | ca-ught the first glimp-se of them. They hung from ho-oks fi-xed in wo-oden
be-ams that must’ ve sup-por-ted the flo-or of the tun-nels abo-ve us. Li-ke the car-cas-ses of cat-tle
they hung. The-re was so much dri-ed blo-od that the dirt flo-or had co-agu-la-ted to a hard sur-fa-ce
be-ne-ath my fe-et. The hall had en-ded in a ca-vern dug by re-ve-nant hands. It wasn't the sssemeasa
rock ca-ve, but it was as clo-se as you co-uld get. Saw-ney had co-me ho-me.

| lo-oked up at al the na-ked limbs, dack fa-ces, empty eyes and mut-te-red, “Holy shit.” So-me
we-re de-com-po-sing, so-me we-re stiff in ri-gor mor-tis, and so-me lo-oked asiif they’d be-en
pluc-ked off the stre-et only ho-urs ago. The smdll of rot was o thick that it se-emed you co-uld've
sco-oped ahand-ful out of the air if you tri-ed. | didn’t put it to the te<t.

“Areyou re-ady?’

| tur-ned my he-ad to-ward Nik and ans-we-red darkly, “Mo-re than.”

“Becareful,” heor-de-red in abarely audib-le vo-ice-no gi-ving Saw-ney any hints of what was
go-ing to hap-pen. “Be-ing a dist-rac-ti-on do-esn’t me-an be-ing a de-ad one. Watch yo-ur-sdif. If he
getstoo clo-se, mo-ve back and we' Il try so-met-hing €l-se.”

“Don’'t get kil-led. Got it.” | ga-ve him agrin, be-ca-use what €-se co-uld you do in thefa-ce of al this
de-ath? Grin de-fi-antly or lo-se it a-to-get-her.

“Go-od. Now don’t for-get it.” With that he mo-ved off to-ward the left-hand wall. Ro-bin he-aded for
theright, Pro-mi-se sta-yed at the ent-ran-ce, and | went right down the mid-dle.

| wo-ve bet-we-en the bo-di-es, do-ing my best to not to-uch asing-le one. They didn’t mo-ve; |
know they didn’t, but from the cor-ner of my eyeit lo-oked li-ke they did. “ Saw-ney,” | cd-led. “You
worth-less child-kil-ling scum, whe-re are you?’ The light of my flash-light bo-un-ced from dull eyesto
whi-te fe-et to shiny ste-el ho-oks. “Y ou’ re not hi-ding, are you? Not from the li-kes of me, full of
crazy.”

“Saw-ney!” Thisti-me | sho-uted it. In this pla-ce whe-re the S-len-ce was as thick asthe smdll, |
da-red to ra-ise my vo-ice to a sho-ut and the body han-ging be-si-de me shud-de-red to he-ar it. It was
anight-marish thing, but it didn’t shock me. Ter-rib-le or not, it se-emed are-ac-ti-on that be-lon-ged
he-re, dong with the de-ath and des-pa-ir. And be-ca-use of that, it do-wed me-only for afrac-ti-on of
ase-cond, but that was mo-re than eno-ugh.

Saw-ney clim-bed over the top of the body with the smo-oth scut-tle of a scor-pi-on to grin at me with
blazing che-er. “A trave-ler co-meto vi-st.” A hand flas-hed so qu-ickly that | ba-rely saw it mo-ve. |
jer-ked back in re-ac-ti-on, but it wastoo la-te. | felt the sco-re of aclaw aong my che-ek. The ebon
hand was rarised for atas-te. The red eyes brigh-te-ned thro-ugh the whi-te and brown ro-pes of ha-ir
that swung over the black ab-sen-ce of afa-ce. “I reemem-ber you, tra-ve-ler. | reemem-ber yo-ur
taste. Ah, so go-od. We co-uld be brot-hers, youand I.”

Of co-ur-se he reemem-be-red me. The son of a bitch had be-en wa-iting, and he dam-ned su-re was
no brot-her of mi-ne. “Then you reemem-ber this” | snar-led and fi-red the Eag-le.



| mis-sed.

Li-kel’d said, the bas-tard was qu-ick. Qu-ic-ker than me...may-be even qu-ic-ker than Ni-ko. As
gu-ick even asthe Aup-he, which was as qu-ick as|’d ever se-en. | hit the de-ad body, tho-ugh, and
blew itin hdf. | sn-ce-rely ho-ped the ot-hers we-re stic-king to gro-und le-ve asingt-ruc-ted and fi-red
aga-in as Saw-ney jum-ped to the next body. Thisti-me| hit him in the chest. In the do-ub-le-fist-5-zed
pit I'd cre-ated | saw aglit-ter asbright asglass. The ho-le’d cre-ated in hiss-dein the tun-ndl at the
SASwas go-ne, asif it had ne-ver be-en. | fi-red aga-in, but on-ce aga-in he was go-ne. But he wasn't
get-ting away, not thisti-me. One way or anot-her thiswas the last ti-me we to-ok on this ho-mi-ci-da
pi-ece of shit. The ab-so-lu-telast god-damn ti-me.

| went af-ter him, pus-hing bo-di-es asi-de with my arm, trying to hold the flash-light on hisfle-e-ing
form. | fi-red aga-in, hit-ting him in the back, and that’ s when he le-gped from abody to the dirt and
wo-od ce-iling, flip-ped back-ward over my he-ad, and cut me from be-hind. From the fi-ery pain, |
co-uld tell it wasn’t ascratch, but ne-it-her was it me-ant to kill me. No, that’ d be too easy. Saw-ney
wan-ted to play. I’ d fi-gu-red on that. He was a play-ful kind of mons-ter. He was a-re-ady clo-ser than
Nik had wan-ted, but | wasn’t re-ady to back off. Thiswasit. This had to beit. No mo-re de-ad lit-tle
girls, no mo-re de-ad wo-men in lo-ve. No mo-re.

Whir-ling, | fi-red, se-parra-ting hisleg at whe-re | gu-es-sed the knee wo-uld be un-der the flo-wing
imi-ta-ti-on of co-at. His enor-mo-us grin ne-ver fa-ded. He snatc-hed up the leg and di-sap-pe-ared.
At le-ast it se-emed that way. | ba-rely got an imp-res-si-on of the di-rec-ti-on he’ d go-ne-back the way
I’d co-me.

“Pro-mi-se,” | war-ned as| ran.

Shewasre-ady for him, bloc-king the ent-ran-ce with her sword. He ga-ve an an-no-yed hiss, the first
non-gle-eful so-und I’d he-ard from him, and sprang back to the ce-iling and ra-ced dong it out of sight
of my flash-light. | swo-re, spun on my he-dl, and he-aded &af-ter him. That’swhen | dis-co-ve-red it
wasn't only hu-man bo-di-es han-ging from the ho-oks. Lep-ro-us hands snatc-hed at me as| ran.
Mo-re ru-le-bre-aking re-ve-nants hung twis-ting on the me-tal. They cla-wed and snap-ped,
mad-de-ned by the-ir imp-ri-son-ment.....tor-tu-red by pa-in. Y e-ah, too damn bad for them. | didn’t
ha-ve any mo-re pity than | had had for the one charined in the tun-nel.

| pus-hed thro-ugh them, ig-no-ring the blo-ody stri-pes |eft ac-ross my fa-ce and neck. Saw-ney was
the only thing on my mind now. “Y ou're run-ning, Saw-ney? Y ou af-ra-id yo-ur me-a’sgo-ing to kick
yo-ur ass?’

| co-uldn’t see Ni-ko or Ro-bin, but | knew they we-re hid-den in the dark-ness weariting to ma-ke
the-ir mo-ve. Ro-bin’ s job was the sa-me as Pro-mi-se s-ke-ep Saw-ney in the ca-vern. Ni-ko’swasto
tarke ad-van-ta-ge the mi-nu-te | got Saw-ney suf-fi-ci-ently dist-rac-ted to hold till for afew se-conds.
All'l had to do was ma-ke that hap-pen. A co-up-le of se-conds...it had se-emed alot mo-re do-ab-le
when we we-re dis-cus-sing it abo-veg-ro-und.

“Saw-ney,” | gar-ted to yell agarin just as he ca-me out of the dark-ness be-si-de me and to-ok me
down. | twis-ted un-der him and fi-red aga-in in his chest. The-re was a crac-king, the so-und of rot-ten
pond ice split-ting un-der aspring sun. Cle-ar, cold glass pep-pe-red my shirt, frag-ments of wha-te-ver
maxde up the co-re of the in-ner Saw-ney. They bur-ned even thro-ugh the cloth, li-ke dry ice. | fi-red
aga-in, sho-ved him hard, and rol-led be-ne-ath the swi-pe of the scythe. Not fast eno-ugh to sasve me a
di-ce dong my sto-mach, but qu-ick eno-ugh to ke-ep my gutsin-si-de whe-re they be-lon-ged. | had to
get dis-tan-ce bet-we-en us or Nik wo-uld scrap the plan and mo-vein, in-tent on sa-ving my ass. |
rol-led aga-in and pul-led the trig-ger two mo-re ti-mes, na-iling him in the thro-at. Blo-od, with the
cle-ar pu-rity of ra-in and the che-mi-cal bi-te of an-tif-re-eze, po-ured out li-ke awi-de-open fa-ucet. |
skit-te-red back-ward from be-ne-ath it and mo-ved up to acro-uch. Asfor Saw-ney, chest and thro-at
in ru-ins-Saw-ney se-emed to be ha-ving the ti-me of hisli-fe. | no-ti-ced hisleg was back in pla-ce,
which se-emed to add to his go-od che-er.

“Trarve-ler.”

Hewas drif-ting clo-ser, hisfe-et not to-uc-hing the gro-und. I’d se-en it be-fo-re with him, but I'd
a-re-ady had my vi-ew of the mons-ter world so-undly sha-ken with this bas-tard-and thiswo-uld' ve



be-en ni-ce to do wit-ho-ut. | ra-ised my eyesin the joy of de-ni-al and tri-ed for that he-ad shot Ni-ko
had as-ked me for ear-li-er.

Too la-te. Saw-ney was go-ne. Not so fast thisti-me, but | wasn’t su-reif hiswo-unds we-re do-wing
him down or he wan-ted me to ke-ep up to play alit-tle lon-ger. If | had to pick, I’d pick the one that
scre-wed me but go-od. | fol-lo-wed any-way asthis ca-vern pas-sed in-to anot-her. The ent-ran-ce
was hid-den by acur-ta-in of ho-oks and corp-ses. | pus-hed thro-ugh them with dis-tas-te to find an
iden-ti-cal spa-ce. Mo-re blo-od, mo-re bo-di-es, and mo-re Saw-ney. And thisti-me he kic-ked up
the play to high ge-ar. He das-hed the mo-ment | pas-sed thro-ugh the cold flesh. My blo-od was on the
scythe dong with the blo-od of to-night’ svic-tim or vic-tims. Not exactly sa-ni-tary and the very le-ast of
My Con-cerns.

| threw myself to one s-de and emp-ti-ed the clip in hisdi-rec-ti-on. It was alot of bul-letsand |
wasn't su-reasing-le one hit him. His scythe hit me, tho-ugh, car-ving athin di-cein my sho-ul-der.
Hit-ting away, he di-sap-pe-ared, re-ap-pe-ared, and di-ced the out-s-de of my thigh. | bac-ked away,
g-ec-ting the clip and di-ding anew one ho-me. The das-heswe-re pa-in-ful and blo-ody, but
su-per-fi-ci-a...just for fun. So far. But they wo-uld get de-eper. Nik wo-uldn’t hold back any lon-ger.
Asadigt-rac-ti-on, | was gre-at. Asfor get-ting Saw-ney to hold still, | might not sur-vi-ve that long. He
was too god-damn fast.

But then...| co-uld be fast too.

Ti-meto seeif prac-ti-ce ma-de per-fect.

Bre-aking pro-mi-ses. I’d do-ne it afew ti-mes now. But so-me-ti-mes you bre-ak them lit-tle, and
so-me-ti-mes you bre-ak them big. Thiswas go-ing to be fuc-king hu-ge.

“Traveler.”

The-re. Sash. Go-ne again, but | he-ard the farin-test rust-le of bo-di-es be-hind. Ni-ko was co-ming,
and | hadn’t do-ne my job. Not yet. But | wo-uld. | sa-id | wo-uld, and | was ke-eping my word the-re
even if | wasbre-aking it so-mew-he-re él-se.

“Ye-ah, I'matraveler.” | co-uld fe-e the swe-at so-aking my shirt and je-ans. “Oneli-ke you
ha-ven't se-en be-fo-re, as-sho-le”

| saw him thro-ugh the han-ging bo-di-es, the scythe dup-li-cating hisgrin. “ Tra-ve-lers, they aredl the
sa-meto Saw-ney Be-ane. Go he-re, go the-re. Hor-se, no hor-se.” The ami-le, d-ways with the damn
cra-zed smi-le. “All the sa=me.”

“Not me.” | garve agrin of my own-wild and sava-ge. “Not thistra-ve-ler.”

So | tra-ve-led.

Asbe-fo-re, | didn’t bu-ild the garte be-fo-re me; | bu-ilt it aro-und me, and | was go-ne. |
re-gp-pe-ared be-hind him and na-iled him in the back. Then he va-nis-hed and | va-nis-hed with him. |
fi-red, mis-sed, tra-ve-led, fi-red aga-in. So-me-ti-mes| hit him, so-me-ti-mes| didn’t. But he co-uldn’t
sha-ke me, no mat-ter how hetri-ed, be-ca-use | was anight-marre. | was this mons-ter’ s night-ma-re
just as he' d be-en one to so many ot-hers.

| saw Nik from the cor-ner of my eye now and aga-in, and al-so oc-ca-si-ond-ly saw Pro-mi-se and
Ro-bin figh-ting off re-ve-nants. | won-de-red what | lo-oked li-ke to them, as | glo-wed with asickly
gray light and di-sap-pe-ared, re-ap-pe-ared, di-sap-pe-ared, re-ap-pe-ared...May-be li-ke ara-pidly
sped-up mo-vie-afast-for-ward of blo-od and me-tal.

| was ble-eding aga-in from the no-se; | tas-ted the sdlt. The earstoo, li-ke in the mu-se-um, but | was
al-so ble-eding from my mo-uth. | swal-lo-wed the cop-per of it and went on, be-ca-use that wasfi-ne;
bet-ter than fi-ne. It was just god-damn gre-at. And | was la-ug-hing-be-ca-use on-ce | pus-hed
thro-ugh the pa-in, on-ce | emb-ra-ced the he-ad-crus-hing agony-tra-ve-ling wasfun ashell. And |
li-ked it far mo-re than was go-od for me, be-ca-use it tas-ted just li-ke Saw-ney sa-id | did.

The next ti-me | fa-ced Saw-ney | put onein hisfo-re-he-ad and when | flas-hed be-hind him |
emp-ti-ed the clip in the back of hishe-ad. Whi-le grin-ning thro-ugh blo-od-co-ated te-eth, | fi-red
bul-let af-ter bul-let, blo-wing away the cur-ve of skull to show the glassy masswit-hin, ta-king that
he-ad shot Ni-ko had on-ce as-ked of mein the sub-way.

That’swhen Saw-ney tur-ned his he-ad comp-le-tely back-ward to grin a me. In hismind, it was all



fun and ga-mes, even if we both di-ed. With the so-und of bo-nes crac-king, his body tur-ned a a
do-wer pa-ce to ke-ep up with his he-ad. The scythe ro-se high.

And thisti-me| didn’t flash out. Thisti-memy bra-in ti-ed it-self in an ex-ha-us-ted knot and the
tra-ve-ling flo-wed out of me, ri-ding on the blo-od. But that was dl right, be-ca-use, for on-ce,
Saw-ney was stan-ding ill.

Which was when Ni-ko set him onfi-re,

The flameth-ro-wer had be-en con-ce-aled in the over-si-zed back-pack Nik had be-en ha-uling.
Alt-ho-ugh whet-her Saw-ney wo-uld’ ve known what it was was de-ba-tab-le. Alt-ho-ugh Saw-ney
knew alot of things he sho-uldn’t, thanks to Wa-han-ket pro-bably. Even wit-ho-ut that help, he
wo-uld' vele-ar-ned fast in thisti-me and pla-ce. Y e-ah, one smart son of abitch. Too bad for him that
wasn't go-ing to help him now. Too damn bad.

As| stag-ge-red back from him, the stre-am of fla-me en-ve-lo-ped him and he went up li-ke a
bon-fi-re. Co-ve-ring him from he-ad to toe, Ni-ko ma-ni-pu-la-ted the fi-ery stre-am li-ke afi-re ho-se,
and from the lo-ok on hisfa-ce, he was enj-oying it as much as he sa-id he wo-uld. Saw-ney,
ho-we-ver, was not. The in-sa-ne la-ugh-ter had tur-ned to in-sa-ne scre-ams. The ho-oked re-ve-nants
and the ones on the gro-und scre-amed with him. Saw-ney whir-led in the air, bright as the sun,
sin-ge-ing and bur-ning the bo-di-es aro-und him. The scre-ams...they didn’t stop. They went on and on
as Saw-ney spun faster and fas-ter. Ni-ko kept the fla-me on him.

“Now, you bas-tard,” he sa-id qu-i-etly, “now co-mes yo-ur jus-ti-ce.”

And whi-le Jus-ti-ce was blind, she co-uld gi-ve you one hel-lu-va sun-burn. He bur-ned for what
se-emed li-ke fo-re-ver. | watc-hed s-lently as| used my hand and then my de-eve to mop the blo-od
from my fa-ce and spat out the red stuff as well. The he-adac-he was fi-er-ce, but not as ago-ni-zing asit
had be-en. I’ d eit-her bro-ken thro-ugh the wall or just flat-out bro-ken pe-ri-od. Eit-her way, |
co-uldn’'t ha-ve ca-red less as | watc-hed that mons-ter be-gin to fall in on him-salf. The ha-ir was go-ne,
bur-ned away. The crystal-li-ne spi-ne and skull we-re na-ked to the eye and mel-ting li-ke glassin a
fur-na-ce. In ot-her pla-ces, the flesh, d-re-ady black, was har-de-ning, then crumb-ling to ash
be-ne-ath him. And till the scre-aming went on. | was glad my ears we-re al-re-ady ble-eding. It sa-ved
so-meti-me.

“Pro-met-he-us, l0-ok what you ha-ve wro-ught,” Ro-bin mar-ve-led at my el-bow.

The re-ve-nants that re-ma-ined had tur-ned to run, and | didn’t ha-ve the energy to lift my gun to stop
them. Wit-ho-ut Saw-ney, they we-relit-tle thre-at. Pro-mi-se to-ok the he-ad of onein pas-sing, but as
for therest...screw it. Welet them go. They wo-uldn't be han-ging aro-und Co-lum-bia any-mo-re, and
li-ke cock-ro-ac-hes the-re wo-uld al-ways be mo-re in the city. No mat-ter how many you step-ped
on, they wo-uld d-ways bethe-re.

Saw-ney bur-ned on. He cla-wed the air as hisin-si-destur-ned in-to ari-ver of mel-tingice or
eva-po-ra-ted with an ugly, che-mi-ca-tarin-ted hiss. We didn’t ha-ve a sta-ke to ro-ast him on as they
had had in the fif-te-enth cen-tury, but twenty-first-cen-tury tech-no-logy ma-de up the dif-fe-ren-ce.

“No, tra-ve-lers. No.”

The-rewas only ablack, twis-ted thing left now...smal asa child and shot thro-ugh with a glit-ter of
smo-ked di-amonds. When the plea didn’t work, the la-ugh-ter ca-me back, a harsh caw thro-ugh
di-sin-teg-ra-ting vo-ca cords, but crazy asever. “I will be back. From as-hes and bo-neto flesh and
mur-der. Y ou can-not stop me. No-ne can.”

“Pro-mi-se?’

She mo-ved at Ni-ko' srap-ping of her na-me and lif-ted a bot-tle from her bag. Smal-ler than Nik’s
back-pack, it held onething only...aglass bot-tle of sul-fu-ric acid. “If you can co-me back from afew
scat-te-red mo-le-cu-les’-Ni-ko' s smi-le was cold and su-re-“we' |l cer-tarinly be re-ady and waiting to
seit”

Eit-her he smel-led it or so-me-how sen-sed what it was, and for thefirst ti-me the la-ugh-ter and
scre-aming com-bi-ned in-to one sic-ke-ning who-le. In-sa-nity wasn't so fun for Saw-ney any-mo-re;
true in-sa-nity was be-ing pul-led from the sho-res of mor-ta-lity by arip-ti-de of acid and flame. |
ho-ped it hurt. God, | ho-ped it hurt, and | ho-ped he was as ter-ri-fi-ed as every one of hisvic-tims had



be-en.

Espe-ci-d-ly onetom-boy lit-tle girl who'd lost her suns-hi-ne bar-ret-te.

Then it wasover. The smdl dark form fell in onit-self and the flames bur-ned wildly on the gro-und.
Ni-ko kept the fla-meth-ro-wer go-ing for anot-her fi-ve mi-nu-tes be-fo-refi-na-ly switc-hing it off.
The em-bersflared, then dul-led, le-aving only as-hes and blac-ke-ned bo-ne. It had ta-ken him over
fi-ve hund-red ye-arslast ti-me to co-me back from that.

It wasn't long eno-ugh.

Pro-mi-se po-ured the acid in a ste-ady stre-am over the rem-nants. They smo-ked and mel-ted in-to
the gro-und. It hadn’t tarken an army af-ter all.

Hewas go-ne.

22

The trip back thro-ugh the bo-di-es wasn't any lesster-rib-le kno-wing the re-ason for al that de-ath
had be-en dli-mi-na-ted. The pe-op-le we-re just as de-ad as they had be-en be-fo-re. We kil-led the
ho-oked re-ve-nants, but left them han-ging. Cle-anup on this sca-le wasn’t so-met-hing we we-re set up
to do even if wewe-reinc-li-ned. Ken Nus-hi wo-uld ha-ve to de-al with that or, with the way bo-di-es
we-re di-sap-pe-aring la-tely, he might not. Ins-te-ad of cob-bler €-ves, co-uld be the-re we-relit-tle
mor-tu-ary d-vesthat cle-aned up the sce-ne of the mas-sac-re with tiny mops. It ma-de as much sen-se
as anyt-hing €l-se. So-met-hing had de-fi-ni-tely be-en a work cle-aning up Saw-ney’ sfirgt vic-tims-the
bo-di-esin the park.

Right then | co-uldn’t ha-ve ca-red less. Go-od for who-ever. Way to tarke ini-ti-ati-ve.

Ni-ko had gi-ven and wo-uld con-ti-nue to gi-ve me hell for bre-aking my word abo-ut the tra-ve-ling.
| had we-eks of hu-mi-li-ating ass-kic-kingsin our spar-ring fu-tu-re. I grin-ned to mysdlf and spat alast
mao-uth-ful of old blo-od. Not-hing sa-id family li-ke ha-ving the Kung Fu King wi-pe the flo-or with
yo-ur butt. It was bet-ter than a card any day.

“Ze-us, kid, you lo-0k li-ke a no-nu-ni-on-sanc-ti-oned hu-man sac-ri-fi-ce.” On-ce we ma-de it
thro-ugh Saw-ney’ stun-nel and up to the man-ma-de one, Ro-bin got a go-od lo-ok at the blo-od
drying on my fa-ce and gri-mar-ced.

“Be-ento alot of tho-s2?” The ble-eding had stop-ped, and, alt-ho-ugh my he-ad still hurt, the pa-in
was be-arab-le...mo-re so than it had be-en in the mu-se-um. Much mo-re so. That me-ant
so-met-hing. | tho-ught I’ d werit aw-hi-le to find out what.

“Hu-man, no.” He il had his sword out to de-a with stray re-ve-nants and used it to sa-lu-te me with
ahappy le-er. “But | had avir-gin or two tos-sed my way.”

“That’ sright, be-ca-use you we-reagod,” | snor-ted, reemem-be-ring his drun-ken ramb-ling from the
bar.

“Yes, be-ca-use | wasagod. Did you ex-pect anyt-hing less?’ The nor-md-ly gy grin had ab-ruptly
tur-ned in-to so-met-hing ti-red and old.

| felt the sasme way. It had be-en one long night. My he-ad ac-hed, the mul-tip-le scythe das-hes
bur-ned, and | wan-ted a sho-wer. | wan-ted to du-ice away the blo-od and the ta-int of the black
warter. | wan-ted to be cle-an aga-in. Then | wan-ted to de-ep, a ni-ce ut-terly sa-tis-fi-ed de-ep.

But pe-op-lein hell want are-a-ly go-od an-ti-pers-pi-rant too, don’'t they?

The starirs up to the ba-se-ment roc-ked un-der my fe-et, from one si-de to the ot-her. It to-ok mea
se-cond to fi-gu-re out it was ex-ha-us-ti-on and not an earth-qu-ake. We didn’t get many of tho-sein
New Y ork, but you ne-ver knew. | res-ted ahand aga-inst the wall and used it to bra-ce mysdlf every
third step or so. Half-way up, | felt asmall hand at the ba-se of my back sup-por-ting me. | lo-oked
back to see Pro-mi-selo-oking up at me with afin-ger held to her lips. Aslong as she had li-ved, she
knew all abo-ut the ma-le ego. | tri-ed to pre-tend that | didn’t ne-ed the help, but | did get up the stairs
qu-ic-ker than | wo-uld ha-ve wit-ho-ut it.

Ahe-ad of us, Ni-ko and Ro-bin we-re d-re-ady on the starirsto the first flo-or. Pro-mi-seand |
clo-sed and pad-loc-ked the trap-do-or. It wo-uld gi-ve Nus-hi the ext-rati-me he ne-eded to get



so-me sort of su-per-na-tu-ral cle-anup crew. It a-so ga-ve me achan-ce to catch my se-cond wind
and ma-ke it up tho-se ga-irswit-ho-ut Pro-mi-se’ sas-ss-tan-ce. Thelightswe-relow in Bu-dll Hall
and it was si-lent, pe-ace-ful. | co-uld’ve do-zed as | wal-ked, but | kept the lids up and tri-ed to stay
aert. The-re co-uld still be re-ve-nants. The-re co-uld be se-cu-rity do-ing a swe-ep. Nus-hi wo-uld
spe-ak up for us, but that wo-uld put him in apo-si-ti-on he' d pro-bably so-oner avo-id. So, aswe hit
the small lobby, a glo-om-shro-uded two-story af-fa-ir, | was as sharp as| co-uld ma-na-ge un-der the
cir-cums-tan-ces.

It wasn't enc-ugh.

| don’'t know what it was. It co-uld’ ve be-en | co-uldn’t smell thro-ugh the blo-od in my no-se or that
the smell was onethat | ex-pec-ted he-re-just backg-ro-und. Cin-na-mon and spi-ce and everyt-hing
that was s0 ni-ce abo-ut col-le-ge girls. But it wasn't only cin-na-mon. It was cin-na-mon and ho-ney, a
scent I’d ca-ught se-ve-ral ti-mes be-fo-re. When she wal-ked out of the sha-dows | ma-de the
con-nec-ti-on...way too god-damn la-te.

Se-rag-io.

She wasn't do-ne. She was flan-ked on one si-de by three men and on the ot-her by two mo-re men
and awo-man. They all had the sa=me glossy black ha-ir and dusky skin. They we-re of ave-ra-ge si-ze
com-pa-red to her smdl sta-tu-re, but ot-her than that, they all had the sa=melo-ok to them. It was
mo-re than an eth-ni-city; they lo-oked re-la-ted. Fa-mily. They dl had gunsaswell. Tho-sewe-ren’t
matc-hing, but what the hell?

“Se-rag-lio.” 1t was Ro-bin. He sa-id her na-me with re-sig-na-ti-on, and as | lo-oked over a him, |
co-uld see that he was ex-pec-ting this. Not her, no, but this. On-ce a hu-man had ma-de one of the
as-sas-S-nati-on at-tempts, he' d known who was be-hind it. All of our pres-sing hadn’t mo-ved him to
tell us, but he'd known. | didn’t think he' d known that it wo-uld co-me so so-on, tho-ugh, and with usin
the cros-sha-irswith him.

Sheinc-li-ned her he-ad. “The Herds-man.” She bo-wed it age-in. “Tam-muz.” Then aga-in. “Pan.”
Lif-ting her he-ad, she smi-led. “Our God. Our ne-ver for-got-ten, fle-e-ing God. How we ha-ve
mis-sed you.”

The Ge-or-gia ac-cent was long go-ne, as was the bold snap of her eyes. Now the-re was only cold.
Cold vo-ice, cold eyes, cold sa-tis-fac-ti-on.

“Tam-muz? The Baby-lo-ni-an god?’ Ni-ko's sword was up aswas my gun, but we we-re
tho-ro-ughly out-num-be-red in the we-apons de-part-ment.

Ro-bin shrug-ged lightly. “Li-ke you' ve ne-ver gi-ven an-yo-ne afa-ke na-me?’ He set-tled back on
his he-dls, drop-ping the po-int of his sword to-ward the flo-or. “What am | thin-king? Of co-ur-se you
harven't.” Co-ol and bre-ezy. It was the Ro-bin we' d first met, one who was so ac-cus-to-med to
hi-ding who he was and be-ing exactly as hisra-ce was pa-in-ted: shal-low, tho-ught-less, full of
un-ca-ring con-ce-it. It was easi-er to see yo-ur sins catch up to you if you didn’t ca-re, right? But he
did. If he hadn’t, he wo-uld’ ve told us the truth. Whate-ver was go-ing on...wha-te-ver thiswas, he felt
gu-ilty over it. He felt reg-ret, and he ca-red agre-at de-dl.

“Youre-d-ly we-reagod?’ | as-ked in dis-be-li-ef. In the bar he’ d told me so whi-le drunk asa
skunk, but who' d be-li-eve that he was tdl-ling the truth mo-re or less?

“Invi-no ve-ri-tas. If you drank mo-re, you' d know that.” Then the fa-ca-de fell and he rub-bed his
eyeswe-arily. “I'd ask what you want, Se-rag-lio, but | think we a-re-ady know that, don’'t we?’

“The Ba-nu Za-deh tri-be do-es not for-get dights, no mat-ter how old. No mat-ter how many
tho-usands of ye-ars pass. And the dight of agod is a sha-me to a pe-op-le that can-not be for-gi-ven or
for-got-ten.” Her fin-ger tigh-te-ned on the trig-ger un-til the knuck-le pa-led to light gold aga-inst her
dar-ker skin. “Baby-lon isno mo-re. Our tri-be has dwind-led to what you see be-fo-re you, but we
ha-ve you to thank for that. When you left us’-her vo-ice be-ca-me a hiss-* de-ser-ted us, the sick-ness
ca-me and the fury of the migh-ti-est storm the de-sert had se-en ca-me. Wit-hin months, half the tri-be
was de-ad. Y ou to-ok yo-ur pre-sen-ce and you to-ok yo-ur pro-tec-ti-on and now we are al but
go-ne from the world. Be-ca-use of you. All be-ca-use of you. But”-her smi-le re-tur-ned-“tho-se
an-ces-torsthat we-re spa-red ha-ve al-lo-wed the-ir des-cen-dantsto cla-im ven-ge-an-ce. We are dl



that isleft of the Ba-nu Za-deh, but we will be eno-ugh.”

Ro-bin co-uld ha-ve sa-id it was co-in-ci-den-ce, the di-se-ase and storm, that he' d ne-ver be-en a
god, only an im-pos-ter, but | won-de-red if his*aban-do-ning” themwas all the-rewastoiit.
Par-ti-cu-larly when the rem-nants of the tri-be had cha-sed him for tho-usands of ye-ars bent on
ven-ge-an-ce. | co-uld see how easly wha-te-ver it was had hap-pe-ned. When we' d first met him,
Go-od-fel-low was the lo-ne-li-est son of abitch I'd se-en. Pucks didn’t se-em to stick aro-und each
ot-her much. The ego se-emed to be part of the-ir ge-ne-tic ma-ke-up fromwhat | co-uld tell from the
two I’d met. No won-der they went the-ir se-pa-ra-te ways. The clash of nar-cis-ssm wo-uld be
exp-lo-s-ve. And the ma:j-ority of ot-her non-hu-man ra-ces ha-ted and scor-ned pucks. Thi-eves, con
men, ego-ma-ni-acs, it was the ac-cep-ted ima-ge. And, hell, it was true, but Ro-bin had pro-ven hewas
mo-re than that. He sto-od with us and had sin-ce the be-gin-ning. He' d fa-ced de-ath with us mo-re
than on-ce. It hadn’t be-en she-er lo-ne-li-ness that had dri-ven him to that, but that had be-en part of
it...at le-ast in the be-gin-ning.

| didn’t think it wo-uld’ ve be-en any dif-fe-rent in the days of Baby-lon. | co-uld see him co-ming
ac-ross ade-sert tri-be and be-ing dif-fe-rent eno-ugh that they we-re sus-pi-ci-o-us of him. But if he
we-reagod, and | was su-re he had afew Ho-udi-ni-style tricks to daz-zle an-ci-ent hu-mans, then
they’ d wel-co-me him. Emb-ra-ce him. No con-tempt. No hat-red. Just ac-cep-tan-ce, fri-ends-hip,
wors-hip. Who co-uld turn down alit-tle wors-hip? Not yo-ur ave-ra-ge per-son, and de-fi-ni-tely no
puck. Even-tu-al-ly Ro-bin wo-uld bo-re and mo-ve on. It was his bad luck on the ti-ming was dl. Of
co-ur-sg, if he'd till be-en the-re when di-se-ase and na-tu-ral di-sas-ter re-ared the-ir he-ads, it might
not ha-ve go-ne any bet-ter for him than it was go-ing now.

“Y ou cur-sed us with yo-ur aban-don-ment,” she con-ti-nu-ed. “ As our tri-be has di-ed, so will you.”

“And you think you can kill agod?’ Pro-mi-se in-qu-ired with the per-fect to-uch of dismis-sd. |
didn’t think it wo-uld cast eno-ugh do-ubt in them to work, but it wasworth atry.

“Even gods can die.” The dark eyeswe-re un-re-len-ting in the-ir de-ter-mi-na-ti-on. “We ve se-en
many thingsin our long se-arch, my pe-op-le. Ge-ne-ra-ti-on af-ter ge-ne-ra-ti-on has se-en won-ders
and hor-rors, and we' ve se-en the de-aths of gods. We ha-ve kil-led many our-sel-ves. Y o-ur kind,” she
sarid to Go-od-fel-low with arigh-te-o-us vin-di-ca-ti-on cur-ving her lips. “ They we-re ne-ver theright
god, ne-ver you, but we kil-led them no-net-he-less. They we-re not you, but they we-re li-ke you.
Un-caring and un-de-ser-ving of exis-ten-ce.”

“Why didn’t you smply sho-ot mein my bed?’ he as-ked. “ It wo-uld' ve be-en easy eno-ugh for you.”
Alt-ho-ugh it wo-uldn’t ha-ve be-en. Ro-bin wo-uld' ve he-ard the digh-test out-of-pla-ce no-ise. He
hadn’t li-ved thislong wit-ho-ut pic-king up atho-usand and one tricks of sur-vi-val.

“First, we had to be su-re you we-re the right one.” With her ot-her hand she held up agold arm-band
with what |0-oked li-ke li-on he-ads car-ved on the ends.

“One of thefirst things we le-arn as child-ren. The one of-fe-ring that you to-ok with you. | se-arc-hed
yo-ur gpart-ment and fi-na-ly fo-und it. Y ou kept it dl thisti-me. The sen-ti-ment mo-vesus.” Ye-ah,
why was | not be-li-eving that?

Shetos-sed it at hisfe-et. “1 co-uld' vetri-ed at the apart-ment, en-ded you the-re, but no. Y ou co-me
and you go. The days you spend at work, or so you say. Six nights out of se-ven you are go-ne
who-ring, fo-oling ot-hersin-to be-li-eving you'll ne-ver le-ave them asyou left us. | ne-ver knew when
you wo-uld gra-ce me with yo-ur pre-sen-ce so that | and my brot-hers co-uld be weriting. Be-S-des,
fa-cing agod on his ho-me ter-ri-tory whe-re heis his stron-gest, we are mo-re cle-ver than that. And
we' ve co-me to know thro-ugh se-ve-ra ot-her of yo-ur kind that you are dl but im-pos-sib-leto
po-ison. The sir-rush pro-ved that.” | tho-ught of al the fo-od she'd gi-ven me and felt my sto-mach
ro-il. “So wetri-ed se-ve-rd ti-mesto kill you with the sir-rush, the Ha-meh, our brot-her.” Pa-in
flic-ke-red be-hind her eyes. “| do not be-li-eve you de-ser-ve to see yo-ur de-ath fa-ce-to-fa-ce, a
war-ri-or’ s de-ath, not one of tre-ac-hery for you are atre-ac-he-ro-us cre-atu-re. But now | seewe
ac-ted asyou did, co-wardly and wit-ho-ut ho-nor. The sa=me de-ath you cho-se to inf-lict on my
pe-op-le. You dest-ro-yed us as a pe-op-le and now as the last of our pe-op-le we must fa-ce you to
do the sa=me. And we will be mo-re ho-no-rab-le than you.”



“The-rearen’t many who aren’t,” he rep-li-ed mat-ter-of-factly be-fo-re drop-ping his sword. It hit the
arm-band with the mu-s-ca so-und of abell rin-ging. “ So, you will let them go, then the ot-hers...asyou
are ho-no-rab-le, and they’ ve do-ne not-hing to you.”

A sf-sac-ri-fi-cing puck. The world wo-uld stop if it knew, but the world didn’t know Ro-bin li-ke we
did. He had it in him. Un-til this mo-ment may-be even he didn’t know, but it wasthe-re. What a
hel-la-ci-o-us way to find out.

“I sn-ce-rely do-ubt they wo-uld go, Al-mighty One. Even now they stand with you ins-te-ad of
shun-ning you as they sho-uld. They know what you ha-ve do-ne now. Whe-re is the shock and hor-ror
at yo-ur shaame?’ She sho-ok her he-ad. “No. They are not yo-ur kind, but they areli-ke you. Take
them asyo-ur ser-vantsin-to wha-te-ver af-ter-li-feagod claims.” The smi-le was ref-lec-ted by tho-se
who sto-od be-si-de her, her tri-be. Not one of the smi-leswas a ple-asant one.

“How’d you find us?’ Ni-ko as-ked ab-ruptly. “And how did you find Ro-bin at the sub-way? We
we-ren't fol-lo-wed.” And we hadn’t be-en. Any one of us wo-uld’ ve pic-ked up on that.

“A GPStrac-ker in hiscdll pho-ne. The mo-dern ageisamar-ve of tech-no-logy. Thefol-lo-wing of a
god be-co-mes smp-li-city. A hu-man out-wits the di-vi-ne. The world has co-mefull circ-le.”

“But fin-ding Ro-bin to be-gin with had to be abitch.” Kind of li-ke her. “Over two tho-usand ye-ars.
Way to hold agrud-ge.”

“It’ s ret-ri-bu-ti-on. Only blo-od will ans-wer the debt.” 1t was hard to be-li-eve this wo-man had
on-ce ma-de me bre-ak-fast. She and the ot-herswe-re all the se-me un-yi-el-ding sto-ne. | gu-es-sed if
you we-re go-ing to be a hard-ass, se-e-ing yo-ur li-ving, bre-at-hing ru-na-way god be-fo-re you
wo-uld betheti-mefor it.

“If you gi-veadamn, | am sorry,” Ro-bin sa-id qu-i-etly to them. “Whet-her you be-li-eveit or not, |
truly am. Not for what you think, but | am sorry.” Sorry for what he’ d do-ne and sorry for what was
co-ming.

The-rewas no gi-ve, in the-ir eyes or the-ir fa-ces, and | re-ai-zed: We we-re go-ing to ha-veto kill
them. All of them. Hu-mans. It didn’t St right. | didn’t think it ever wo-uld, but it was get-ting easi-er.
Af-ter dl, I'd be-en mo-re than happy to kill that bas-tard in the sub-way. Of co-ur-se, he-re we might
not get the chan-ce to. We we-re go-od, but we we-re fa-cing se-ven guns. Pro-mi-se co-uld ta-ke a
num-ber of hitsand stay on her fe-et. The sasme wasn't true of therest of us. At le-ast one of uswas
go-ing down; it was afact, one that sat hard and un-di-ges-ted in my sto-mach. We we-re tho-ro-ughly
fuc-ked.

Unless...

Unless| co-uld get be-hind them. Get the drop on them. It might ma-ke the dif-fe-ren-ce.

And that' swhen | dis-co-ve-red anot-her dif-fe-ren-ce, the one Saw-ney had ma-de, what he'd
pus-hed meto. | gu-es-sed | owed that mur-de-ring bas-tard afa-vor, be-ca-use the knot ti-ed in my
bra-in was go-ne as my mind got the se-cond wind my body had. The ef-fort to he-ad him off, the
mind-ren-ding straxin to be fas-ter, the ne-ces-sity of rip-ping re-dity ti-me and ti-me aga-in had fi-nal-ly
punc-hed thro-ugh the scar tis-sue that had held me back the-se past we-eks. It was wi-de open. | was
wi-de open.

And it was easy thisti-me. It was so damn easy. The-re was no blo-od, no parin, and it was so right
that | won-de-red how I’ d sur-vi-ved thislong wit-ho-ut it. As Se-rag-lio ex-ten-ded her gun with a
“No, my god, we do not gi-ve adamn. Not for you or yo-ur apo-lo-gi-es,” | was sud-denly be-hind
them, and | felt go-od, re-al-ly go-od, and.. . pre-da-tory. Con-tent and hungry for vi-olen-ce, with a
blo-od that felt asif it scorc-hed my ve-ins. Asif it we-reahe-at that only kil-ling co-uld co-ol. Then the
fe-eling was go-ne, be-ca-use | had mo-reim-por-tant things to think abo-ut, or may-be it wasn’t go-ne.
May-beit just let me do what | had to.

Wasit me? Wasit not?

Who ga-ve arat’s ass?

It was de-fi-ni-tely me, tho-ugh, who shot the first two in the back be-fo-re two ot-herstur-ned. No
ho-nor. The only thing ho-nor got you waskil-led. | saw Nik roll and co-me up from the flo-or to
im-pa-le the man on thefar s-de of Se-rag-lio. Pro-mi-sg, at-ho-ugh she to-ok two bul-lets first, to-ok



out the wo-man be-si-de him with a qu-ick snap of her neck. Go-od-fel-low pro-du-ced two dag-gers
and two mo-re fel with me-ta in the-ir thro-at. | saw blo-od blo-om on Ro-bin’s neck, red drip-ping
down Ni-ko'shand, | saw Se-rag-lio be-gin to pull the trig-ger of the gun aimed at Ro-bin’s he-ad, and
then | saw wings.

Wings, pa-le blond ha-ir, and abla-de mo-ving asfast as he fdll. Is-hi-ah.

Se-rag-lio’ sgun flew to one s-de im-me-di-ately fol-lo-wed by her he-ad. As her small body
crump-led, | co-uld’ ve stag-ge-red with re-li-ef that | hadn’t had to be the one to do it. She'd ma-de me
pan-ca-kes. She was a hun-ter and a psycho-tic kil-ler, but she smel-led li-ke cin-na-mon and ho-ney,
and she' d ma-de me pan-ca-kes.

Then | for-got abo-ut the pan-ca-kes and re-mem-be-red the blo-od on Ni-ko and Ro-bin. | knelt
be-si-de my brot-her. Pro-mi-se wasthe-re aswell, rip-ping at his de-eve and get-ting blo-od on her
hands in the pro-cess. “La-ter,” Nik or-de-red, vo-ice cont-rol-led. No pa-in. No pa-nic. “ Se-cu-rity.
Po-li-ce. We ha-ve to go now. Ta-ke Ro-bin.” Hewasright, | knew that, but se-e-ing the blo-od till
co-ur-sing down his hand, | ope-ned my mo-uth to say we co-uld ta-ke one se-cond. “Cal, now.”

Damniit. | shut my mo-uth and tur-ned to Ro-bin as Nik got to hisfe-et and he and Pro-mi-se mo-ved
qu-ickly to-ward the do-or. Go-od-fel-low was up-right, hand pres-sed to histhro-at. He pul-led it
away tolo-ok at apam wet and red. “ Gods ble-ed.” He ga-ve ali-qu-id co-ugh. “ Se-rag-lio wo-uld be
ple-ased.” Then he drop-ped or he wo-uld ha-veif | hadn’t ca-ught him on one si-de and Is-hi-ah on the
ot-her.

“Jesus.” He had blo-od on hislips and his eyes had go-ne un-fo-cu-sed and hazy. | dap-ped my hand
over thetorn flesh of hisneck. “1 tho-ught you had a pri-or com-mit-ment,” | snap-ped at Is-hi-ah. It
was eadi-er to snarl a him than con-cent-ra-te on the warm wet-ness po-uring thro-ugh my fin-gersor
the drow-ned gurg-le to Ro-bin’ srag-ged bre-at-hing. So much for the damn bul-letp-ro-of vest.

“Thiswasit.” If the-re was any reg-ret over kil-ling Se-rag-lio, | didn’t he-ar it. | didn’t ex-pect to.
He' d do-neit to sazve Ro-bin. If he hadn’t do-neit, | wo-uld’ ve do-ne it myself, and you wo-uldn’t
ha-ve he-ard any reg-ret in my vo-ice eit-her. It was po-int-less to show what you co-uldn’t chan-ge.

We drag-ged Go-od-fel-low ra-pidly to-ward the do-or and out in-to the co-ol night air. “Nus-hi. We
ne-ed to get him to Nus-hi to be he-aled. Pro-mi-se?’ | sa-id with des-pe-ra-te de-mand.

“Hund-red and ni-ne-ti-eth Stre-et and Fort Was-hing-ton, apart-ment num-ber twel-ve-C,” she sa-id
swiftly as both she and Ni-ko lo-oked back at the limp puck with grim worry. They didn’'t ha-ve long to
lo-ok. Wit-hin ase-cond he was go-ne, pul-led up-ward and out of my hands. Is-hi-ah to-ok him.
Po-wer-ful wings bunc-hing with musc-le, he lif-ted a now-uncons-ci-o-us Ro-bin in-to the air and
so-ared away. Go-ing to Nus-hi. Right now he was the only one fast eno-ugh. And he wo-uld be.

He had to be.
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“Did helet you in thisti-me?’

“No. Stub-born bas-tard.” Two daysla-ter | was spre-ading out the sup-pli-es on the kitc-hen tab-le
and ges-tu-ring for Nik to strip off hislong-de-eve gray T-shirt. The six-month-old cir-cu-lar scar on his
chest was dill abright cont-rast agaringt his oli-ve skin. It wasn't the best of me-mo-ri-esand | 10-oked
away to the ugly fur-row on the outer as-pect of his bi-ceps. It wasn’t bad, not ne-arly asbad as1’d
tho-ught when I’ d se-en the blo-od co-ating his arm and hand. Still, one mo-re not-so-gre-at me-mory.
“Hewo-uldn’t even ans-wer thisti-me.”

My own wo-unds, Saw-ney’ s go-ing-away pre-sent, ac-hed as| mo-ved, but they we-re much less
de-ep than Ni-ko' s bul-let wo-und. Thin di-ces, they’d he-al so-on eno-ugh. “Damn pucks,” |
mut-te-red as | cle-aned the wo-und.

“I think this si-tu-ati-on ap-pli-esto only one puck...ours,” Ni-ko cor-rec-ted as| ap-pli-ed the
an-ti-bi-otic cre-am. “I don’t think many ot-hers wo-uld be too as-ha-med to show the-ir fa-ces.”

“They do lo-ve sho-wing them off,” | snor-ted. | put the ga-uze and ta-pe in-to pla-ce and sat ashe
pul-led his shirt back on. | pus-hed my haf-empty glass of ho-urs-old mor-ning oran-ge ju-ice back and



forth. “Y ou' d think the son of abitch wo-uld at le-ast let usin long eno-ugh to see that he' sokay.”

“Ishi-ah and Nus-hi both sarid he was he-aled.” He ad-ded with adi-ver of hu-mor, “And | wo-uld
think the she-er vo-lu-me of his cur-sing us to Ha-des thro-ugh the do-or wo-uld re-as-su-reyou. It's
not the vo-ice of adying man.”

No, it wasn't. Ne-it-her was the moc-king of our figh-ting skills, lack of drin-king ca-pa-bi-li-ti-es, and
pretty much everyt-hing abo-ut our per-so-nal ap-pe-aran-ce. It was ra-zor-sharp, di-ced asfi-neas
Saw-ney’ s scythe, and was de-fi-ni-tely not the vo-ice of asick puck. But I’d felt his un-cons-ci-o-us
we-ight agarinst my arm and the blo-od po-uring thro-ugh my fin-gers. I’ d sen-sed the co-ol dit-her of
de-ath di-ding thro-ugh him. That was hard to for-get, al-most as hard as the fact you' d ins-pi-red an
en-ti-retri-be of pe-op-le to hunt you thro-ugh the cen-tu-ri-es with the bur-ning de-si-reto kill you. As
many ti-mes as we' d po-un-ded on hisdo-or in the past days, he’ d re-fu-sed to open it, re-fu-sed to
fa-ceus.

A hand lo-oped aro-und my wrist. “He'll co-me aro-und, Ca. He smply ne-edsti-meto co-meto
termswith what hedid.”

“And that we know what hedid,” | ex-ha-led, with un-ders-tan-ding.

Ishi-ah, with Ro-bin’s per-mis-s-on, had fi-na-ly told us the who-le story. | do-ub-ted Ro-bin wo-uld
ever tdl usfa-ce-to-fa-ce him-sdlf, and as I’ d sus-pec-ted, the-re was mo-reto it than just pla-ying god.
Had that be-en all the-rewas, | was su-re Ro-bin wo-uldn’t ha-ve be-en that as-ha-med. Hewas a
puck, borntolie, ste-a, and fo-ol. The storm and di-se-ase we-ren’'t hisfa-ult. He hadn’t be-en
res-pon-sib-le, no mat-ter what the tri-be and the-ir des-cen-dants had tho-ught, not for tho-se de-aths.

But the-re we-re two ot-hers...

It wasn't bo-re-dom af-ter al that had him le-aving. It had ne-ver oc-cur-red to Go-od-fel-low that the
mo-re at-trac-ti-ve mem-bers of the tri-be might not want to “ ser-vi-ce’ the-ir god. Who wo-uldn’t
pos-sibly want so-me of that, right? He still had that at-ti-tu-de to-day, but now may-be it wastin-ged
with awe-ari-ness | just hadn’t no-ti-ced.

The-re had be-en one wo-man, par-ti-cu-larly be-a-uti-ful and with an even mo-re par-ti-cu-larly
pos-ses-si-ve hus-band. She had go-ne to the god as re-qu-es-ted. She hadn’t fo-ught. She hadn’t sa-id
aword. He was char-ming and hand-so-me and he was her god. She’ d do-ne what her new farith sa-id
was her duty and shedid it wil-lingly...if agod wan-ted you, who we-re you to say no? To even think
no? And when it was do-ne and she had go-ne back to her hus-band’ stent, he hac-ked her to de-ath
with his sword. Pos-ses-Si-ve, ob-ses-si-ve, may-be even in-sa-ne, be-ca-use he had tri-ed to kill the
god aswell.

When Ro-bin had left what he re-al-ly had co-meto think of as his pe-op-le, the-re had be-en two
blo-ody bo-di-esin hiswa-ke. Two de-aths be-ca-use of a puck ego. Two de-athsthat might still ha-ve
hap-pe-ned had he not be-en the-re; abu-seis abu-se and in-sa-neisin-sa-ne, but the-re was no do-ubt
they had hap-pe-ned at that mo-ment be-ca-use of him. The tri-be hadn’t bla-med him for tho-se
de-aths, but he damn su-re blamed him-salf. Af-ter tho-usands of ye-ars, he till bla-med him-self
eno-ugh to not want to fa-ce us.

| un-ders-to-od that, but that wasn’t go-ing to stop me from kic-king down his do-or to-mor-row.
Eno-ugh was eno-ugh. Hewas our fri-end. That pretty much sa-id it all. No mat-ter what he had do-ne,
he was afri-end. Y e-ah, to-mor-row, ab-so-lu-tely...fo-ot thro-ugh hisdo-or. | told Nik so.

“Which is pro-bably exactly what he ne-eds.” He squ-e-ezed my arm and let go to frown at the tab-le.

“Lef-to-ver eggs and an-ti-bi-otic cre-am. | co-uld do wit-ho-ut the mix. Y ou' re a ho-pe-less dob, you
know that, lit-tle brot-her?’

“Ye-ah, ye-ah.” He d spent the night at Pro-mi-se' sand thiswas hisfirst lo-ok at my mor-ning mess. |
to-ok adrink of thewarm ju-ice. “How’ s Pro-mi-se?’

“He-ding wdl.” It was amyth that vam-pi-res he-aled im-me-di-ately, but they did he-al much fas-ter
than hu-mans did.

Aswe d sto-od and watc-hed |s-hi-ah and Ro-bin di-sap-pe-ar in-to the night, we' d he-ard the wexil
of an ap-pro-ac-hing s-ren. I'd bu-ilt aga-te ins-tantly and ta-ken us al back to the apart-ment. |
co-uldn’'t ta-ke Go-od-fel-low to Nus-hi. I'd ne-ver be-en in his pla-ce be-fo-re...didn’t know the way,



and the-re was away to every ga-te-twis-ting and true as an ar-row to the he-art. On the ot-her si-de of
our do-or-way, Pro-mi-se’ swo-unds, one high to the sho-ul-der abo-ve her cla-vic-le and one at her
hip, had a-re-ady stop-ped ble-eding. The one to the hip was a thro-ugh and thro-ugh and best to just
le-ave the ot-her bul-let in, she’'d sa-id.

Vam-pi-res, balls of ste-el or one hel-lu-vato-le-ran-ce for pa-in-it was one of the two. With
vil-la-gers cha-sing yo-ur ass with pitch-forks and torc-hes, you wo-uld’ ve ne-eded at |e-ast one of
them.

Asfor thegate...that sen-sa-ti-on, the Aup-he-ness |I’d felt with thefirst one or two, it hadn’t
re-tur-ned with the very last one-our es-ca-pe exit. May-be be-ca-use | waswatc-hing for it. But | was
af-rarid it d be back. So-oner or la-ter. At le-ast | wasn't Fro-do, fo-aming at the mo-uth every ti-mell
put on thering. | had to be ca-re-ful, tho-ugh, ca-re-ful ashell. Even tho-ugh | didn’t want meto be-it
didn’t want meto be. “Nik,” | sarid dif-fi-dently, “I think you might be right. No mo-re ga-te-waysfor a
whi-le might beago-od thing.” | pus-hed the glassaway. Asmuch as1’d de-ni-ed it, | wasmy fat-her’s
son. Be-ca-use of that | co-uldn’t let my gu-ard down. Not aslong as| li-ved. “No mo-retra-ve-ling,
Saw-ney wo-uld say. | think | might li-ke it alit-tle too much.”

No oneintheworld co-uld re-ad me li-ke my brot-her co-uld. No one ever wo-uld. We' d grown up
with the Aup-he a our win-dow and aro-und every cor-ner. We d grown up with the mons-ters
out-s-de and the mons-ter in-s-deme. If | sa-id | li-ked it too much, he knew what | me-ant.

“No mo-rega-tes.” Then heflic-ked my ear and of-fe-red easily, “Haven't | sa-id that all along?
Alt-ho-ugh don’t think | didn’t know you cho-seto ig-no-reme.”

“Know-it-all prick.” | rub-bed my ear. “If only I lis-te-ned to yo-ur wi-se and sa-ge ad-vi-ce, we'd
be...ohye-ah...de-ad now.”

“That do-esn’t chan-gethe fact it was wi-se and sa-ge.” Hiseyesgle-amed. “And you'll only wish you
we-re de-ad when I’ m fi-nis-hed with you. Get yo-ur ge-ar. We're go-ing to the park.”

Ti-mefor aclassin Butt Kic-king 101. | was ne-ver go-ing to gra-du-ate from that damn class. “Gi-ve
me two ho-urs. | ha-ve so-met-hing | ne-ed to do.”

Ge-or-geli-ved ashort sub-way ri-de away. | wal-ked it. It to-ok forty mi-nu-tes. | ill had the
en-ga-ge-ment ring in my poc-ket, the di-amond and ru-bi-es of a de-ad wo-man. | had told mysdlf I'd
bring it up in the sunfor her, but it might be bet-ter to le-ave it whe-re her fi-ancé co-uld find it, if |
co-uld find him.

It had go-ne from co-al to cold, an early win-ter. The-re we-re scud-ding clo-uds and theicy bi-te of
an ap-pro-ac-hing snow. | used to li-ke win-ter when | was akid. We' d tra-ve-led aro-und so much I'd
se-enit dl. Pla-ceswhe-reit was warm in Janu-ary and ne-ver sno-wed and then pla-ces with three
fe-et of it. I'd li-ked the snow best. No scho-ol. Not that Sop-hiaca-red if we went, but my brot-her
did. Snow-bal fightswith him...got my ass kic-ked the-retoo. I’ d al-so li-ked the stil-Iness and qu-i-et
of the snow, not to men-ti-on the fact you co-uld see the fo-otp-rints of an-yo-ne who'd ho-ve-red
aro-und yo-ur win-dow with red eyes and me-tal-lic grins. Y ou co-uld be pre-pa-red...re-ady.

But then the Aup-he to-ok me at fo-ur-te-en, and I’ d co-me back with a pro-fo-und dis-li-ke of the
cold. Tu-mu-lus, Aup-he hell, the pla-ce they’ d kept me from what we tho-ught, was a di-men-si-on of
rock, char-nel stench, and se-aring cold. I might not re-mem-ber my ti-me the-re, but | reemem-be-red
Dark-ling’' sfew ho-urs of co-oling his he-dsthe-re. So-mew-hat. Bits and pi-eces thro-ugh a blur-red
and hazy lens. That was my mind trying to pro-tect me. It knew. If | ree-mem-be-red what hap-pe-nedin
tho-se two icy was-te-land ye-ars I’ d spent the-re from fo-ur-te-en ye-ars old to six-te-en, they’d ha-ve
to po-ur mein-to one of tho-se dtra-itj-ac-ketswe' d se-en in the asy-lum ru-ins. | didn’t li-ke win-ter
any-mo-re, and | didn’t li-ke the cold.

But, hell, it sNew Y ork. What are you gon-na do?

Suck it up and tuck yo-ur fa-ce aga-inst the wind. The sub-way wo-uld’ ve be-en easi-er, war-mer too,
but | ne-eded the ti-me. Not to think...the thin-king had be-en do-ne on thisfor awhi-le. | just ne-eded
it. Y ou might ha-ve to jump from the third story of a bur-ning bu-il-ding, but you ne-eded to ta-ke a
bre-ath first. Be-caruse thisle-ap wasn't one of farith. Thiswas one of en-dings and abad cho-ice over
awor-se one. | ne-eded that bre-ath.



So-oner than | wan-ted to be, | wasin front of her bu-il-ding. The steps we-re empty thisti-me. |
sto-od at the bot-tom onein he-si-ta-ti-on. Fi-veinc-hes of conc-re-te and it se-emed li-ke a
mo-un-ta-in, one | sud-denly didn’t want to climb. She wo-uld know. The ins-tant she saw me, she
wo-uld know. It wasn't what | wan-ted, but it was what I’ d plan-ned. Un-til Ge-or-ge was no lon-ger a
part of my li-fe, she wo-uldn’'t be sa-fe. She wasn't awar-ri-or li-ke Nik or ne-ar im-per-vi-o-usto
bul-letsli-ke Pro-mi-se. Shewasn't Ro-bin, dy and bet-ter with asword than dl the god-dam-ned
Mus-ke-te-ers and Zor-ro com-bi-ned. She wasn't us. She was Ge-or-ge. .. stub-born, de-ter-mi-ned,
but gent-le and vul-ne-rab-le ashell. She' d fight if she had to and do it with co-ura-ge and an
unb-re-akab-le will. Therest of her, tho-ugh, was al too bre-akab-le. To so-met-hing even far less
de-adly than an Aup-he.

And then the-rewas me. Ta-in-ted right down to my DNA.. | co-uldn’t be with her. | co-uldn’t be with
any hu-man wo-man. She wo-uldn’t be-li-eve that, but she wo-uld be-li-eve so-met-hing d-se. She'd
be-li-evein De-li-lah. Charm had be-en a one-night stand. A one-ti-me thing for one par-ti-cu-lar thing.
But De-li-lah was dif-fe-rent. With her the-re was the po-ten-ti-al for so-met-hing €l-se...so-met-hing
that co-uld sna-re my emo-ti-ons, the mo-re pri-mal ones, for awhi-le. So-met-hing re-al-pro-bably not
es-pe-ci-a-ly he-athy, but so-met-hing ge-nu-ine. That was the bet-rarya. And Ge-or-ge wo-uld know
it the mo-ment she set eyes on me. Wasn't that why | was he-re?

Then | saw the whi-te flut-ter of an en-ve-lo-pe res-ting on the sto-ne ba-lust-ra-de. It was we-igh-ted
down by asmall pi-ece of po-lis-hed glass, dusky to-paz li-ke her skin. | pic-ked it up and saw one
word writ-ten onit: ring. | ope-ned the un-se-aled flap and pul-led out asmall dip of pa-per. It too had
just one word writ-ten onit.

Go-od-bye.

She d-re-ady knew.

Mis-s-on ac-comp-lis-hed. Go-od for me. That had to be re-li-ef that bur-ned in my sto-mach and if |
wal-ked gtiffly up the stepsto the lobby, well, it was cold, right?

| fis-hed out the ring with fin-gersjust as tiff and cold and dip-ped it in the en-ve-lo-pe. Se-dingit, |
drop-ped it in Ge-or-ge' sma-il dot and it was go-ne. Just li-ke Ge-or-gewas. Just as |’ d plan-ned.

| didn’t reemem-ber much of the walk back. My hand held tight to the bit of to-paz glassin my poc-ket,
but my mind was as fro-zen as the we-at-her as | flo-wed with the s-de-wak crowd. And that was for
the best. | didn’t want to think, not abo-ut my cho-ices, not abo-ut Ge-or-ge. Not thin-king, that wo-uld
get me thro-ugh this day. Com-mit-ting Ni-ko's car-di-na sin-not no-ti-cing the un-for-gi-ving and
dan-ge-ro-us world aro-und me.

But then it no-ti-ced me.

| felt the gartes open. One af-ter the ot-her. One, two, three...ten...fif-te-en. | lo-oked up, and the-re
they we-re-on top of my bu-il-ding. Marb-le skin, whi-te ha-ir, gun-me-tal te-eth, they blen-ded in-to the
win-ter it-saf. Y ou wo-uldn’'t ha-ve se-en them if you didn’t know to lo-ok. But | knew. | saw them.
Li-ning the led-ge li-ke gar-goy-les, Aup-he af-ter Aup-he af-ter Aup-he.

All lo-oking down a me.

Oh, shit.
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