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Cal

Once, when | was seven, | was chased by adog.
Welived in atrailer park then, my brother, our mother, and me. There were lots of dogs around, most of
them running loose. | didn’'t mind. | like dogs. But dogs . . . dogs don’t much like mein return. Puppies
do. Puppieslike everyone. They'd crawl in my lap, chew happily on afinger or the tattered edge of my
sneaker. Dogs are different—one sniff of me was enough. The upper lip would pedl back, earswould
flatten, and the warm brown eyes would go glassy and dide sideways as they hunched away with tail
tucked beneath their legs. Dogs don’t just not like me; they’ re afraid of me.

Except for Hammer. Hammer wasn't right; not right being flat-out crazy. One hundred pounds of
shepherd mixed with Rottweiler mixed with God knew what el se, Hammer wasn't afraid to look at me as
the other dogs were. No, Hammer liked to look at me. He liked to think about me. If anyone thought
animalsdidn’t think, didn’t plot, didn’t plan, then they’ d never met Hammer. Two trailers down and one
of the few dogsin the park kept on a chain, he watched me every day as my brother and | walked to
school. He never barked. He never growled. He never even moved. He just watched.

Because of hislack of apparent aggression, any other kid might have been tempted to pet him. Not me.
Even a seven, | knew amonster when | saw one. It didn’t matter whether his owner had made him into
one or he' d been born one like me. Hammer was Hammer. Y ou didn’t pet him any more than you petted
arabid grizzly bear. Y ou just walked by and kept your eyes on the ground. Y ou never looked. . . . Just
as Hammer never moved.

Until hedid.

Hammer was bad insgde, wrong, and as | recognized him, he recognized me. And when drunk old Mr.
McGee let the chain findly rust through, Hammer came for me. | had my dollar-store sneskersand a
bagged lunch my brother had made for me, but | didn’t have my brother. He d gone ahead, athough he
was gill in sight. He never failed to make sure | wasin sight. I’ d forgotten my backpack likekidsdo. I'd
catch up. No big dedl, until Hammer made it one.

He d been lying in the same position helay in every day. Bowl of dirty water, gnawed club of wood.
That day, like every day, | wondered why he didn’t like me. We were both twisted. Both wrong. So
why? | didn’t get achance to wonder any further than that. There was ablur of fur, jaws clamped into
my backpack, and my body was thrown sideways. He dragged me several feet before he tore the pack
completely off me.

| didn’t think. Asl said, I'd seen monsters. Y ou didn’t hang around and ponder the Situation. | got up
and ran. While I’ d seen monsters before, been followed, watched, | hadn’t ever been chased by one. It
wasmy first taste of desth a my heds my first taste of running for my life.

It wasn't my last.

Infact, | ended up spending avast amount of my life running. Not just living my life on therun, which |
hed aswdll, but actualy running. | wasn't seven anymore, but | was still flat-out hauling ass. Likethe
wind—likethe fucking wind. Running from this, running from that—usually from something with teeth,
claws, and the attitude of agreat white on steroids. Things that made Hammer look like atoy poodle.

| hated it, the running. Hated it like poison. Which may bewhy | had finally decided I’ d had enough and
committed to staying in one place more than ayear ago, and that place was New Y ork City. A veritable
Meccafor mongterslike me, aswell as mongterslike Hammer—those that had me literally running for my
life or thelife of one of thefew people | gave ashit about. There weren’'t many of those. Part-time
bartender, private investigator/bodyguard/jack-of-al-trades to the nonhuman world, and one suspicious
son of abitch, that was me. Not precisely Mr. Socidl. It paid to be wary in adark world thought to be



nothing more than fairy tales and ghost stories by most people—most people being the blindly oblivious,
the chearfully cludess, the ever-so-lucky assholes.

The handful of people, humans and non-, that | did give acrap about had al ended up in New Y ork,
too—in the City That Never Sleeps, agood place for us creatures of the night. Everyone | cared about,
and onein particular: my brother. He had been with me since the beginning, my beginning, and now had
me running through the streets to make sure my beginning didn’t bring him to an end.

The running—it aways came back to that. A pity, because | was an inherently lazy son of abitch.
Burning lungs, knotting muscles, stuttering heart—I could do without any of that, thanks. But now | was
running toward something, athough there was plenty to run from. Deeth behind me; the unimaginable
before me—an unholy situation, and it only made me run faster. The busthat nearly clipped meas| ran
acrossthe street? That wasn't even ablip on theradar. | had bigger, badder, and far more destructive
thingson my mind.

“Traitorous cousin.”

The side of that bus brushed my jacket as | looked up at the sound of theicy hiss. For asecond | saw it
crouched on top, proving that mass trangport wasn't just for hygienicdly chalenged humans. | saw meta
teeth, red eyes, and hair the color and drift of jellyfish stingers. | saw akiller. | saw amonster.

| saw family.

Then | saw something more immediately relevant—the front of a cab barreling a me. | dodged to one
Sgdeasit braked. | rolled across the hood, taking down a bike messenger. VVaulting the cursing man, | ran
on. | didn’t look behind me. | didn’'t haveto. | knew what wasthere. | knew what was coming, and |
knew it wasn't done. But that was the least of my concerns. What was important to me now was getting
to the park, because | had other family. Redl family.

My brother was at Washington Square Park, waiting for me. We were supposed to spar. “ Spar” wasa
word Niko used when he meant he was going to besat the shit out of me for my own good. He kept me
sharp and quick. He kept me evading monsters and taxis with equal aacrity. He wasthereason I'd lived
thislong. The onesthat followed me, the Auphe, knew that too. They hated him nearly as much asthey
hated me. And hate was like air to an Auphe. When something was as easy as breathing, you got pretty
damned good at it. But the Auphe weren't good. No.. . .

They werethe best.

That’swhy | ran. Not because they were behind me, but because | suspected they were dso in front of
me. They’ d been waiting for me at the gpartment building a St. Marks's, where Niko and | lived. I'd
come home to see them lining the roof, and I’ d felt the internal wrench asthey ripped holesin redlity and
dithered through. The dread wasingant. If they knew for sure where | lived, they knew where | went. If
they knew that, they knew the same about Niko. Months ago they had said they’ d kill everyonein my life
before they killed me. | believed them. Regpers and rippers and older than time—Iliving murder wrapped
in cold flesh. They didn’t lie. Why would they when blood-soaked destruction was so much more
entertaining?

Y eah, it had been months, but they said it, | believed it, and now was apparently the time. Long months
of waiting, but, hell, I’ d have been happy to wait alittle longer.

No such goddamn luck.

| came off East Eighth Street, crossed Ator, then hit Broadway and kept running. Thistimel washit, a
big, ancient black Lincoln, but it only grazed my hip. There was the screech of brakes as| was knocked
to the asphalt. As| scrambled back to my feet and kept moving, the skies opened up and dropped a
waterfal of icy rain. | was soaked ingtantly, but the cold | felt on the outside couldn’t touch what swirled
ingde me. Once on Fourth, | was running through the people. The human and the non-. The blissfully
ignorant and the voracioudy avare. The dinner and the diner.

Among the walking, talking snacks that were now cursing therain, | could see the occasiona pae amber
eye, the gleam of abared tooth. Upright Hammers. And they knew me as Hammer had. Smelled me.
Werewolves were good at that. Leg humping and sniffing out a half-Auphe—it was dl a piece of cake.
There were other monsters among the unwitting, but | didn’t bother to pick them out. | didn’'t havetime. |
didn’'t have time for anything except getting to Nik. It was afifteen-minute run, going asfast as| could.



Fifteen minuteswas along time. | didn't let myself think it might be pointless, that Nik had been at the
park for more than an hour now. | just gulped wet air, tried not to think how much easier it would beif |
shot the people milling in front of me, blocking my way, and kept running.

There were peoplein the park, but they were dl leaving—running themselves, dthough not as
desperately as me, for shelter from the unexpected downpour. When it was cold enough to shrink your
balls and wet enough to prune up everything elsg, it tended to put an end to casua walks and Frisbee
playing. Niko would be on the far side of the green. There were bunches of trees gathered around the
perimeter of the park. We worked out by a particular group of them in the northwest corner. Asl ran
toward it, | smelled the grass crushed under my feet, the mud, the dead |eaves, the acid-free oil Nik used
tocleanhisswords. . . .

And Auphe. | smdled Auphe.

Elf and Auphe, one and the same. Proof that mythology never failed to get it wrong. How it had gotten
blond, prissy, silk-wearing evesfrom the world svery first monsters, | would never know. After pointed
ears and pale skin, the resemblance stopped, and the stedl teeth, razor claws, and lava eyes of ademon
started.

| ignored the few people who gave me quick stares as they ran in the opposite direction, and tried to get
more speed. | couldn’'t—I was giving it al | had and more. But then | wasthere. | wasin thetrees. The
leaves had all falen and the dark branches should' ve been bare asthey split from the trunk to spread
againg the sky. They weren't. They werefilled with Auphe, as pallid asthe winter Sky behind them. They
were hidden enough by therain that | could barely see them, but they were there. There had been no one
behind me because they had beaten me here, the same twenty from the apartment building. From the roof
to the trees—it was only astep for them. Open adoor in redlity, pass through, and there you were.

The one on the bus hadn’t been following me. 1t had been playing with me. Homicide and humor—it was
one and the same to the Auphe.

And Niko faced them dll.

Revedling himsdlf, he stepped from behind aglistening black tree trunk. Jesus. Alive. Fucking alive. And
he was ready, with dark blond hair pulled back and katana held high in the pounding rain. The Auphe
didn’'t blink, didn’'t move. “Gun,” Nik said camly.

| was dready reaching under my jacket for the Glock .40 in my shoulder holster. My grip should' ve been
tight and cramped with adrendine, but I’ d pointed one wegpon or another so many times over the past
four yearsthat my touch was light and confident. The rest of me could' ve taken alesson. Normally | was
good at this—I saw monstersal the time and faced them head-on. Kicked ass, tail, flipper . . . whatever
they had. But this. . . thiswas the Auphe. Half of my gene pool. They’ d been not only the bogeymen of
my childhood, but of my whole damn life. Outsde windows at night, around darkened corners, trailing
behind me from the time | was born until | was fourteen. Bad, right?

Wrong.

Therewasworse. They took me. For two years. | didn’t remember those years and | probably never
would, but inside, at alevel | couldn’t access, | somehow knew what they had done. Could fed! it.
Seeing just one was enough to have the taste of screams and blood in my mouth and achunk of icein my
out.

Seeing twenty of them was like seeing the end of the world.

Pointing agun at the end of the world seemsfairly goddamn futile. | did it anyway. “It' s broad daylight,
assholes. Seemsbold even for you,” | said tightly. | didn't freeze, not thistime. | swallowed the bile,
grew apair, and kept the Glock steady. Two-headed werewolves, mass murderers, dead bodies hanging
likefruitin atree, I'd faced dl of that—I’ d face this. “Or did you get the weather report | missed out
on?

“Faithless cousin.” Hundreds of titanium needle teeth bared at me asthe closest one spoke. “ The blind
do not see us”

“And when your eyes are ripped from their sockets,” hissed another, “neither will you.”

Jesus, family. It was abitch.

But maybe they wereright. Even if the water faling from the sky hadn’t been the next best thing to the



biblica flood, it still might not have mattered. Because if you saw them, you' d have to beinsane,
wouldn't you? So ingtead, maybe you' d just turn your head and keep moving as your brain glossed over
what smply couldn’t be. Maybe your average human was smarter than | gave him credit for.

“We nearly wiped your race from the face of the earth.” We' d aso gotten our asses spanked and
handed to uson aslver platter in the process, but Niko didn’t fed the need to mention that. Show the
enemy no weakness. A throwing knife gppeared in hisfree hand as he continued without hesitation, “We
finish what we gart.”

That'swhen they fell from the trees. Predators who had no equal. The hundred others we had killed had
been asuicide run we' d unexpectedly survived. A big-ass explosion, acollapsing building, and the good
fortune of severd lifetimes; | didn’t think we' d get that lucky again.

They werelike lightning asthey fell—that quick, that deadly, and that inescapable. | heard sted hit flesh
as Niko swung hisblade, and | aso heard the thud of my back hitting atree as clawed hands lifted and
threw me before | could get a shot off. God, they were so damn quick. Another one snatched at my
shirt, scoring the skin of my chest, and tossed me to the wet ground and then landed on meto pin me
there. | could see my skewed reflection in the mirror of itsteeth as| jammed the muzzle of the gun under
an unnaturally pointed chin and pulled the trigger. The bullet hit nothing but the rain. The gate, one of
twenty opening, gobbled up the Auphejust asit gobbled up the others.

They werejust playing with us.

Blocking therain, the gray light of the gate shimmered above me, hypnotic in the twistsand turns of it. It
dowed mefor less than a second—I’ d seen my share—but that was long enough. The hand came
through to wrap around my throat, black nails snagging in my shirt and my flesh. | didn’'t wait for the
muscular jerk that would yank meinto thelight. | emptied my clip into it instead. Asthe bullets vanished,
the hand againgt my skin spasmed tight enough to cut off my air, then went limp. When it did, the gate
closed, leaving apale arm severed at the elbow lying across my chest. Dark blood pooled on my
somach asthe arm suddenly twitched, fingers opening and closing before dowly dtilling, thistime for
good. Dr. Frankenstein couldn’t have done any better. “ Shit.” | pried it off of my neck and with alifetime
of revulson threw it to one sde. “ Shit. Shit. Shit.”

“ So”"—there was no whisper of drenched grass, no ghost of the faintest of footsteps, but suddenly Niko
was looking down at me anyway—" other than that, how was your day?’

Actudly the day had sucked ass before the park, during the park, and it didn’t look to be getting any
better.

We d caled Promise and Georginato warn them about the Auphe. Niko spoke to both of them; my call
wouldn't have been precisaly welcome on George' s part. She had cut me out of her life as of that
morning. I’ d worked toward that for ayear now and I’ d finally gotten what I’ d wanted, athough I’'d
never really wanted it. But | had bad genes, and not wimpy little alcoholic or schizophrenic tendencies
ether. | had the DNA of Dahmer and Godzillacombined, and | wasn't passing that on.

Promise was avampire and George a psychic, when she wanted to be, and they weren’t helpless against
the Auphe. Not completely. It didn’t make mefed any better. The Auphe were the Auphe.

Now we were here to warn the third person in our lives. He was a cocky, annoying, conceited, lazy son
of ahitch. Hewas also afriend, one who'd had afew bad days of his own thisweek. He was currently
holed up in his apartment and had been for three days. No one went out; no one went in. For a
chronicaly socid, not to mention horny, puck, that was darming behavior.

| pounded on the door of his Chelsea apartment. | was dowly drying off; the rain had stopped not long
after we d | eft the park. “ Goodfellow, open the hdll up!”

Therewas sllence, then amuffled but cutting reply. “How did you get in the building? Y ou can't afford to
piss on the topiary out front much lesswalk through the door. Go away.” | heard something hit the door
with ashattering of glass. “When | want to see belligerent, fashion-impaired monkeys, I'll go to the zoo
and watch the fecesfly.”

That would be Rob Fellows, car salesman of the month, year, decade. Better known to us as Robin
Goodfdlow . .. Pan. .. Puck, whatever name he’ d been passing off at the time. Immortal, stubborn, and



could talk shit with the best of them. He' d adso saved our lives more than once. That made his nonstop
mouth alittle more bearable.

“Thislogt its entertainment value as of yesterday.” Niko folded hisarms and leaned against the wall.
“Kick in thedoor.”

Unlike most siblings, | listen to my big brother. | kicked in the door. It was agood door—solid, thick. It
took afew triesto get it open. There was quite abit of damage—splintered wood, locks ripped free of
the frame—none of which | planned on paying for. Goodfellow wasright. | couldn’t afford to pisson his
bushes, and he had money to burn. Besides, tough love was tough love. And right now that’ swhat the
infamous Robin Goodfdlow needed.

“Oh, good.” Wavy brown hair disheveled, green eyes bloodshot, the puck was sprawled on hiscouchin
pajama bottoms and an open, wrinkled silk robe. “ The Hardy Boys are here to show me thelight.”

| walked into the gpartment, which was an unholy mess. Considering his housekeeper, Seraglio, had
been killed just days ago, that wasn’t much of asurprise. As she had been trying to kill usdl at thetime, |
wasn't crying ariver over that. On the other hand, | still remembered how she' d made me peach
pancakes. It was a concept that was hard to fathom. Pancakes and nation. What amix.

There were empty wine bottles everywhere | looked, littering the floor, the granite counters, and there
was even one embedded in the screen of the plasmaTV. Damn, I'd loved that TV.

| nudged a bottle out of my path, moved closer, and winced at the sheer volume of acohol fumes seeping
through Goodfellow’ s pores. | had agood nose, as good as your average dog, thanksto my Auphe
sperm donor. But even anorma human nose could' ve picked thisup easily. “Jesus.” My eyeswatered
as| squinted at him. “How are you not dead?’

“I wasthere when the first grape was fermented,” he grunted. “ 1t makes for atolerance afetuslike you
couldn’t begin to comprehend.”

“So you were the one who taught Bacchusto drink?’ Niko asked with agleam of skepticismin hisgray
eyesthat camefrom ayear’ sfamiliarity with Goodfellow and his. . . er . . . exaggerations. He didn’t wait
for the answer, instead making hisway to the kitchen.

“Actudly, | did. Of coursg, | think he'sin AA now.” Mournfully, helifted abottle into the air, then drank.
“Itisto weep.”

“Yeah, I'msaure” | sat onthe massverock crystd coffeetablein front of him. “ Okay, Robin, you
deserved alittle holing-up time, but now you' ve got to shake this off. The Auphe are back playing their
games. They messed with Nik and mein the park. They could come here next. They were toying with us.
They might be more serious with you. Asin rip you open and get drunk on that alcohol you cal blood.

Y ou have to be ready. Sober your assup.”

“Gamo the Auphe.” Goodfellow had known the Auphe when people were dtill living in caves, gnawing
on mammoth bones and picking fleas off one another. He had a hedlthy fear of and respect for them.
Very hedthy. At least up until now, apparently. “Bring them on.” Hetook another drink. “Lead their
pasty asses hither. I'll give them something to chew on.”

| wasn't sure whether he meant his sword or himself, and that worried the hell out of me. He' d been
through it, I knew, but | wasn't sure how to deal with a depressed and ashamed puck. I’d never seen
him less than confident—brazen as hell. Cocky and way too willing to show you why that word was
gppropriate in more ways than one. Anything different from that, | wouldn’t have been ableto picture as
of last week. Now . .. now I’d seen it and it wasn't right. It wasn't puck—it wasn't Robin. | didn’t like
it. Goodfdlow had lived along, long time. Now wasn't the time to give up.

| reached over and snatched the bottle out of his hand. “ Okay, fine, you fooled some peopleinto
worshipping you asagod. And, yeah, their descendants chased you for thousands of years, wanting to
kill you for deserting them. So what? They failed. Get over it dready.”

The glassy eyesblinked severa times before he gave adurred drawl. “Y ou know, say it that way and it
doesn’t sound so bad.” Of course it had been more than that. Two people had died—died very bloody,
terrible deaths because of his massive puck ego, when he had been their “god.” He hadn’t meant for it to
happen, but it had and that' s what had him in the bottle, not being worshipped and nearly killed by the
last of hisfollowers' tribe. Spesking of bottles, he grabbed at it and missed. I"d seen Robin drink, but I'd



only ever seen him drunk twice before. The first time had been when hel d met us, and the last time had
been days ago. Both had been for only afew hours. Thistime, | would bet he' d spent every minute of
these past three dayslikethis.

“Look,” | said sharply, “we don’t care what you did back then. We only care what you do now. You're
afriend, and you were afriend to us when any person with the sense God gave amentaly chdlenged
rock would' ve run the other way.”

Helet his head flop against the back of the couch. Looking up at the celling, he exhaed, then reminded
me with afaint note of nostalgia, “ Don’t forget that you threastened to dit my throat when we first met.”
“And even that didn’t dissuade you from talking endlesdy.” Niko appeared and deposited aplate on
Robin’slap. There was asandwich on it and what looked like homemade potato sdlad. | tried not to
think how Seraglio had no doubt made it herself. “Now egt, sober up, and face up to the fact that what
you did was wrong, but not wrong enough to justify your murder as penance.”

Goodfellow remained motionless, either thinking about it or ignoring us entirely. Niko leaned in, planted a
hand on each side of Robin’s head, looked down a him, and asked silkily, “Did | or did | not say
‘now’?’

Y eah, the tough love. Niko was al about it.

There was more silence, agrunt; then the puck straightened marginally and reached for the sandwich. “I
hate you both.” He took a bite, chewed, swallowed, and added grudgingly, “But I' m glad the Auphe
didn't kill you. The massive hero worship you have for me brightens my day.”

“Yeah, | canimagine.” | pushed afew bottles off the coffee table and spread out alittle while Niko
distanced himself to stand at the other end of the couch from Robin. | doubted it helped with the alcohol
reek, but | gave him credit for trying.

Making hisway methodicdly through the sandwich, Robin looked us both up and down, and then asked
between bites, “ The Auphe came at you and neither of you have a scratch? How did you manage that?
Areyou carrying nuclear armament now, Caiban? Did you give up on the pop guns?’

“Likel sad, they werejust playing with us. Taking shit.” | did have afew claw marks, but in our work if
you could still walk and talk, that didn’t count. “ They were on the roof of our gpartment building when |
came home, and then they traveled to the park where Nik was practicing.”

| often thought of going through the gates as traveling now. I’ d been called “traveler” repeatedly by a
homicida asshole in the past two weeks. Sawney, mass murderer and one serioudy crazy son of abitch,
was dead and less than ash now, but the term had stuck with me. It was as good a description as any for
what the Auphedid. . . for what | could do. And asit aso covered my other half—Rom—it fit.

“And you’—he grimaced—" travel ed after them?’ He' d gone through a gate with me on one occasion.
It was't a pleasant sensation for non-Auphe; not unless you were into puking your guts out.

“No. | ran my assoff.” Traveling, once difficult, had suddenly become easy. Too easy. It put mein touch
with my homicidal Auphe roots more than was good for me. . . or for anyone around me. I’d told my
brother | wouldn't do it againiif | could avoid it, but if | hadn’t been in the midst of asidewalk full of
people | would' ve doneit in ahot second. He was ahdluvalot more important than wrestling with the
wrong haf of my Jekyll-and-Hyde issue. He was worth losing apiece of my soul. . . . If | had one, it was
only because of him anyway.

Stll, it wasn't anything | wanted to talk about. How | felt the menta stirrings of abloodthirsty heritage
when | passed through the gray light wasn't my favorite topic right now. The Auphe naturewas't mine. |
wouldn't let it be. Andif | said that to myself over and over and sprinkled enough frigging fairy dust
around, maybeit would betrue.

Clap your hands. Clap them goddamn hard and wish like amother.

“But why—" He stopped when he saw Niko's eyes narrow fractionally, effectively ending the subject.
When your overprotective big brother carries a sword, people tend to pay attention. “Moving on.” Robin
tossed the plate onto the table' s surface, knocking over yet another bottle, and rubbed hiseyes. “I need
anew housekeeper.”

| didn’t say anything. He d liked her; he' d lusted after her; he' d even respected her—ararity for
Goodfellow—and she' d tried to kill him. What was there to say in the face of that?



Actudly, | did have something to say, athough it was not about Seraglio. It was about what had
happened in the park. | hadn’t been completely surethen. . . . No, that was alie. | had been sure, but |
didn’t know how | was sureand | didn’t want to talk about that—that the only way | could know was
because of my two stolen years. The Auphe were asubject | avoided, but discussing those two
years—that | avoided at all costs. | was afraid—héll, terrified—that talking about it might one day ped
back the darkness that swallowed those years, which would then svallow me. And I"'d lose my mind.
For good thistime.

“Y eah, or you could pick up after yoursdf,” | said distractedly, then went on before his outraged laziness
hit meintheface. “Nik, Robin, inthepark . ..” | ran athumb over the smooth stone of thetable's
surface and grimaced before going on. “ They were dl female. The Auphe.” | tended to think of the
Aupheas*he’ or “it,” because physcaly there was no difference between male and femaleto the eye
and because | didn’t want to give them the label of actua biologica organisms. They weretoo goddamn
horrific for that. Too dien.

Niko frowned, both at the knowledge and the fact | hadn’t told him sooner, | knew. “What are they
usualy?’ | could see he was annoyed with himsdlf for never asking that question before. Hewas
dedicated to knowing every fact about the Auphe that he could gather, because one day one of those
facts might save me.

“I don't know.” | gave adefengve shift of my shoulders. “| usudly pay more attention to not pissng my
pants and staying dive, so | guessthey’ ve just been amix.”

“How do you know they were dl femae?’ Robin asked curioudy, his reddened eyes dightly more dert.
“It'snot like the male Auphe keep them swinging in the breeze, and | assume they have something to
swing or one couldn’t have impregnated your mother.” He considered the matter as he popped in the last
bite of sandwich. “Perhaps they recede up inside the body. There are some animals—"

“Robin,” Niko said matter-of-factly, “be quiet.”

Goodfellow caught alook at my face, which, considering how much | wanted to hurl right now, probably
wasn't the best it had ever looked. “Ah yes. Wdll. Sorry,” he apologized sincerely before making a
washing movement of his handsto scatter any remaining crumbs. “The mae and femae no doubt have a
differencein scent.”

Hewas probably right, but what the hell did it mean? It didn’t do jack shit for usif we didn’t know what
it meant. | said as much and changed the subject abruptly. “Where do we go from here? A rehab center
for Goodfelow here?’

Niko was silent just long enough that | knew he would bring this up later when we were done—whether
| wanted to or not—but then he said smoothly, “ Promise wants to talk to us. She may have some work
for us” Mogt of our work wended its way through our favorite vampire. “ That includes you, Robin.”
The brown head dropped into waiting hands. Y ou could virtualy see the hangover forming. “Why?1’'m
highly looking forward to the acoholic coma due me, thanks so much.”

“Because with the Auphe regppearing, we al need to stay dert. And you”—Niko flicked the side of
Goodfelow’ s head with enough force that | heard the thwack that was usualy reserved for me—"you
arenot dert. Shower and dress. Y ou have fifteen minutes.”

“And we charge fifty an hour for babystting,” | added, “so grab your walet.” Asgreen asRobin was
when he swayed upright, I’ d be happy just not to have agalon of vomit hurled onto my shoes.

There was no vomit, but the fifteen-minute timetable went right out the window. Considering the shape
and smd| of him, | didn’t mind waiting longer for aclean and dightly more sober Goodfellow to walk
back into the room. He was as pasty as the Auphe ass he' d been referring to earlier, but he was moving
under his own power. That had to be a good thing. When we reached the street he hadn’t recovered any
color and he had afaint wobble to his step, but that didn’t stop him from leering at a passing woman.
“Wel, hdlo.”

When she didn’t respond, he switched his gaze to the man behind her. “Wdll, hello.”

“Three dayswithout sex,” | snorted. “I’m surprised your dick hasn't deserted you for greener pastures.”
Goodfellow glared at me as he swayed. Niko reached out to steady him and said reprovingly, “1 wish,
especidly now, that you had not done thisto yoursdlf.”



“Yes, yes. I'm sure you take your Metamucil shaken, not stirred,” he griped. “But some of uslike the
grape.” Hewadked . . . weaved, whatever. “We need acab before | fall on my face.”

By the time we reached Promise’ s building on the Upper East Side—60th and Park, another place too
expensve for my bladder—Robin had sobered up more. Pucks—they have one helluva metabolism. It
didn’t stop Promise from taking a second look at him when we walked into her place. “Y ou arewd|?’
she asked dubioudly.

“I'madive” hesadtersdy. “| think that counts, but ask me again later.” Trudging to Promise sivory
couch, he collapsed. “Perhaps | could get alittle hair of the canine?’

“No,” Niko replied firmly. Leaning in, he kissed Promise lightly. “If you have akey to your liquor
cabinet,” he said to her, “thismay bethetimeto employ it.”

Shetouched her fingertipsto hisjaw, and then turned to look a Goodfellow. She didn't say anything
further, but | could see the sympathy in her eyes. She knew. She’ d been there with us when Seraglio and
her clan had nearly killed Robin. She was often exasperated with him, more often pissed as hell, but she
was gill fond of him—although somewhat lessfond after he' d once turned her gpartment into the scene
of anorgy.

Robin looked away from her gaze. It was bad enough, | knew, that Niko and | had seen him so
vulnerable. One more was too much. “1’m not here for an intervention or the entertainment, and | do
have my own businessto run. Can we move this acohol-free ordeal dong?’ Y es, Robin Goodfellow,
Puck, Pan, the Goat in the Green, did have his own businessthat he ran with aruthless hand. Hewas
worse than any mongter. Worse than any beast from amythica hell.

Likel’'d said, hewas acar salesman.

Worse dtill, a used-car salesman, the type of man that bragged that he could sell acondom to aeunuch
or lifeinsurance to the undeed.

“I'll cometo the point, then, so that you may return to fleecing the sheep.” With aparting kissto Niko's
cheek, Promise walked to the darkly tinted window and pulled the curtains. In agray sk skirt dit just
above the knee and a scoop-neck swesater that was a soft shimmer of violet, she looked at us with
equally violet eyes. Her hair, striped moon pale and earth brown, was pulled back in three braids,
tumbling in loose waves at the crown and faling to the small of her back. “I have an old acquaintance. He
wantsto hireus”

She was generous with the“us.” Promise, like the vast mgority of vampires, didn’t drink blood anymore,
but she had gone through five very wedthy, very ederly husbandsin the past ten years. However, | was
sure every one of them had died with smiles on their wrinkled faces and gretitude in their shriveled hearts.
Consequently, she didn’t need the money we brought in; she did it for the love of thegame. . . or the
love of something else. Someone el se.

“An old acquaintance?’ Robin waggled his eyebrows. “ The naked kind?’

Promise Sghed, then ignored him. “ Seamus. A vampire like me. He seemsto have abit of an interesting
problem.”

“Huh. A vampire. What'shewant?’ A vampire acquaintance, en? Robin might not be so far off. Niko
wouldn’t be annoyed. He wasn't that possessive, and insecurity was only aword in the dictionary to him.
But I was more than ready and willing to be annoyed for him. That’swhat brothersarefor.

“Yes, avampire” A findy arched eyebrow lifted. “ Asfor his Stuation, thisis something unusud, Seamus
says. Thisisnothing completely . . . gpparent. It'sasubtle thing, and perhaps nothing at al. But to
determinethat | think we' |l need ateam approach.”

“Therésno | in‘team, ” Robin pointed out, Sarting to get up, “ Theré san | in ‘intercourse,” ‘iniquity,’
‘illegd, ‘intoxication,” and did | mention ‘intercourse ? But thereisno | in ‘team.” And I’'m al about the |
, which meansthat | will seeyou later.”

“Therésasoan | in‘I'll kick your ass,’ so st down,” | ordered darkly. “Maybeif you're lucky and
finish sobering up, we'll tag your assand turn you loosein thewild.”

Hegaveaslent snarl, but by the timewe got out of acab at Seamus s place, an artisticdly clichéd loft in
the artigtically clichéd SoHo, he was sober. Despite that, he made no move to go back home. He might
have had only areluctant interest, but reluctant or not, it kept him there. “Art.” He looked up at thewalls



of theloft, wherethe artist’ swork was liberally displayed. Not seeing any paintings of himsdf, he gavea
disgruntled snort. “ Theoreticdly.”

Seamus did hiseyestoward Promise. “Humans and apuck. Mo chroi, | fear for your socia standing.”
Promise had said Seamus ' s problem was interesting, which was funny, because Seamus himself turned
out to be just asinteresting. Stick himin akilt, paint hisface blue, and he could ve stepped into aMéd
Gibson movie without missing a best. Maybe because he' d actudly lived through similar battles—the
nighttime ones anyway. Hewasn't tall, dthough hundreds of years ago he would' ve been. About
five-nine, he was built with broad strokes. Wide shoulders and chest, muscular arms and legs; he wasn't
your typicd lithe and languid, ruffle-wearing vampire of pulp fiction. Except for one small braid that hung
from temple to stubbled jaw, the wavy, deep red hair was pulled back into a short club at the base of his
neck. That with the tawny eyes made him into alion of aman, agiant cat walking on two legs. Which
would make me ascruffy alley cat, anill-tempered one who adready had a headache from the Auphe
gtuation. . . . It damn sure wasn't improved by the surroundings.

Seamuswas an artist. His massive warehouse | oft was wall-to-wal with hiswork. Heliked bright,
vibrant colors. Very bright, and vibrating right through my goddamn skull. After theday I’ d had, thiswas
like an ice pick between the eyes. | groaned and dug into my pocket for Tylenol, as Promise discarded
her ivory hooded cloak onto a battered old chair to embrace Seamuslightly.

“Seamus, it'sbeen along time.” Her expression was one of fondness, pleasure to see an old friend, and .
.. something ese. It was so brief | would' ve thought I'd imagined it, if | hadn’t watched Sophiasizeup a
mark thousands of times. Neither Niko nor | could hope to read people like our thieving mother had, but
we held our own.

An old acquaintance, my ass.

| glanced sideways at Niko to see aperfectly blank face. No reason for him to fed threatened by
Promise’ s past relationships, dthough this was the first one he’ d come across where the participant
wasn't dead and who hadn’t been profoundly geriatric before he dipped into that state. | shook out two
painkillersinto my hand and then offered him the bottle. He bared histeeth for afraction of a second, and
| took that as ano. Putting the bottle back into my pocket, | popped the pills dry as Seamus welcomed
us. Hands on Promise' s shoulders after she pulled back, he leaned forward to brush a kiss across her
cheek. “Pariswas a cold and lifdess city without you, leannan. I'm glad our paths have crossed again.”
“Y ou're dusting off the Gaelic, Seamus,” she said reprovingly. “Are the women not faling for ‘lass€ any
longer?’

He grinned, his strong white teeth gleaming a bright contrast to the copper shadow on hisjaw. “You've
caught me, then. The last pretty maid | tried it on branded me a cheesy pervert, | believe. Back in
London. A feisty one, that, but | won her over inthe end.” Dropping hishandsto hissides, he said, “But
let usthen get down to business, mo chroi.”

“She' snot your heart anymore, no matter what your nostagiatdlsyou,” Nik said very mildly. There was
no edge to the words, but there was one in Niko's sheath if Seamus wanted to make an issue of it. No
jedousy, but adefinite line drawn in the sand. And didn't it figure my brother would pick up Gadicin his
sparetime?

“My nostalgialasts longer than your lifetime, human,” Seamusreplied asmildly. “1 shal bewaiting & a
finish lineyou will never see”

Promisedidn’t look amused by the exchange, and Goodfelow didn’t help things any. “Men fighting over
you,” Robin said as he started opening cabinets and rifling through them, looking for that hair of the dog
he' d mentioned earlier. Since he was sober now, | let it go. One or two wouldn't hurt him, and it might
help us. “It’slike old times for you, eh? Or it would be if both of them were dueling with their walkers.”
She was even |ess amused now. Seamus repeated with asnort of disdain, “A puck, Promise? Sincerely,
lass, what would possess you?’

“My company ismy business, Seamus. Don’t make assumptions on an old acquaintance,” she warned.
“Y ou makeit difficult to want to give you our assstance.”

He gave her an abashed ook from mellow whiskey-colored eyes. Curling hislips, he put ahandto his
chest and bowed dightly. “I’m apoor client and apoor host. Forgive me.”



Robin finally sumbled on a bottle of wine and toasted us. “ Y ou're forgiven. Sa inte chugat. Now
where syour corkscrew?’

“As| have no brothel to offer you, Puck, ameager good health to you aswell. And in the drawer by the
stove,” Seamus answered, suddenly good-natured . . . even toward an odious puck. He waved ahand at
the couch and chairs, smple wood and natural fabricsthat contrasted against the bold colors of the
paintings. The Tylenol was beginning to let me seethem as bold rather than eye-mdting. “My apologies.
Pease”

| didn’t believe the apology or accept it, but | did accept theinvitation to Sit. Sprawling in achair, |
looked over a Robin pouring aglass of ruby red. I held up one finger, cutting him off with the single
glass. Herolled hiseyes and ignored me. | may aswell have been at work at the bar.

Promise sat on the couch, and Niko stood. Niko usualy stood. Y ou never knew when the couch might
comedive and eat you. Y ou had to Say dert. Congantly vigilant. Although after the Auphe attack, |
didn’'t blame him. | dedlt with it alittle differently. Every cell insgde me vibrated with the need to
runrunrun. Sitting, douching, watching Robin, looking at art | didn't get . . . it kept asmdl part of my
mind occupied. Kept me from grabbing Niko's arm and tearing down the stret. Getting out of town like
the old days. Going anywhere. Anywhere but here. Anywhere the Auphe weren't. Just like adozen times
before.

Good times. Jesus.

It wasdso ahdluvaridewaiting . . . balancing on the knife' sedge as| just waited. Waited to fed that
heads-up, that gut twist of an Auphe gate opening. The sensation of theirs ripping open were adistant
echo of mine, but | could still fed them. It was anice darm system, good to have. But it was no fun, the
nerve-shredding anticipation. No goddamn fun at al.

“Have one, kid. It will do you good.”

| looked up to see awineglassin front of me. Robin was right. At the moment, one wouldn’t kill me. The
Auphewould, but wine wouldn’t. “Thanks.” | took it and had a swallow. | made aface. It was the good
suff. | didn’t drink much—with an acoholic mother, | didn’t like to take chances—but | did know the
better the wine, theworse it tasted. | liked the cheap stuff. The moreit tasted like Kool-Aid, the happier

| was. Y ou could take the boy out of thetrailer park . . .

Robin clicked his glass against mine and toasted. “Asthey say, it never rains, it pours. Poursliquid fire
from the sky, sets us aflame, and scorches the earth to barren bedrock.” Goodfellow’ s glass was now
half-empty, but he stuck to the one-glassrule. “ Cheers.”

Niko shook his head when the bottle was held in his direction, as did Promise and Seamus, who said,
bemused, “Y ou are, without a doubt, the most grim and gloomy puck it’s been my pleasure to come
across.”

No one commented. Aware he' d breached atouchy subject, he continued briskly, “On to my difficulty,
annoyancethat it is. It started nearly aweek ago.” He frowned. “I’'m being followed. At least it seems
that way. Ordinarily, | would know, but this. . . thisisdifferent. | do not see anyonetailing me, asthey
say, yet wherever | go, someoneisthere, aready waiting. Someone who hasfar too much interest in me.
Alwaysin apublic place where | cannot discuss the stuation with them.” White teeth, fangsand al, were
shown in ahumorless and savage grin. “ And before | am to leave, they disappear. | turn away for a
moment, and they are gone. It seemsthey know my intention before | do.”

“Sameguy?’ | asked.

“No, which makesit more perplexing.” He shook his head. “They’re smart, whoever these sons of
bitches be, but after four hundred years, | know when I’m being watched. | know when someone' sa
little too curious about my affairs”

“ S0 you see the need for the team dynamic,” Promise said, her hands clasped loosely over her knee. The
ovd pearlescent nails gleamed. “We can surround whatever curious gentleman shows up. He can’t evade
usdl.”

Wiéll, if nothing ese, it seemed easier than our last few jobs. No flesh-eating kidnappers. No fire-spewing
serpents. No deed little girls. And with the Auphe back, something easy was al we could probably
handle. If we even wanted to. Y eah, we needed the money, but trying to stay aive trumped that. | had



doubts, serious doubts we could do both. | had doubts we could do even the most important one. |
looked over a Nik and voted no with two words. “The Auphe.”

Seamus sface did into an expression of pure disgust. “ Those diabhail creatures. What of them?1’d
heard they were no more.”

Promise hadn’t told him | was half Auphe, and vampires don't have the sense of smell werewolves do.
The wolves dways knew. Seamus, however, didn’t seem to have any ideaabout me, which wasfine. I'd
seen enough of those same looks of disgust shot my way. Disgust and fear. | was beginning to take a
perverse pleasurein the last one. Not such agresat thing to admit, but being hated for who you were right
down to the genetic level leads to some defense mechanisms. Unhedlthy ones, probably, but what the
hel?

“Yeah, well, you heard wrong.” | pulled the tie from my hair to let the dark strandsfall free against my
neck. | stretched the black eagtic until it dug into my fingerswith apainful bite. “ They have aproblem
with us. And an Auphe problem is one fucking big problem. We don't need the distraction right now.”
Niko disagreed with me. “ Job or not, Cd, we still have aproblem,” he pointed out with inarguable logic.
| hated logic. It was never on my side. “They’ [| come when they come; we can’t change that. Whether
we' reworking a case or not. Putting our lives on hold won't make us any safer.”

Or any morelikely to survive, | added silently. But he wasright, and it wasn’'t about the money. It was
about what I’d said earlier, keeping at least some of your thoughts somewhere else. Not enough to be
truly distracted, but enough to keep from drowning in dread and apprehension. | shifted my shouldersto
loosen thetension in my neck, and exhaed. “Okay, okay. I’'min.” Moving from kidnapping to
extermination to babystting—our cases weren't quite heading in the right direction. Thoughtsfor another
time. . . likewhen our assesweren’t in such ading. Or when we were dead.

Plenty of timethen.

So we took thejob. Robin, unable to help himself, jumped in to haggle Seamus up to an outrageous fee.
It was awonder heleft the poor bastard with the tartan boxers on his ass. On that dightly disturbing
thought, | turned toward the door with the others, leaving behind echoing spaces, powerfully raw art, and
Seamus. . . Seamus, who was staring at Niko' s back as | looked over my shoulder. Not at Promise as
I’d expected. But at Nik. Staring and staring hard.

This could be aproblem.

2

Niko

The seven deadly sSins.
Wrath, lugt, gluttony, greed, doth, envy, pride.
The puck pillowing his head on the bar counter of the Ninth Circle, deeping the deep of the exhausted
and overindulged, had the latter six covered. But Cal, my brother, had thefirg al to himsdf. Hetried to
hide it, and from anyone but me, | believe he most likely succeeded. HE d comealong way in ayear.
Then it would' verolled off him in waves, choppy and fierce. Some emotions till did show: annoyance
and impatience being the primary ones, and annoyance was threatening enough when others knew you
were haf Auphe,

Discipline would come. He was only twenty. Twenty and missing two years of hislife. Eighteen mentaly,
the cynicism of aforty-year-old, and one of the bravest men | knew. He would deny it, but it wastrue.
Kidnapped by the Auphe, possessed by a cregture that had all but eaten his soul, and he went on. He
clawed hisway from the pit and went on—baanced on aknife' s edge. The Auphe were determined to
snatch his sanity before they took hislife. He d aready seen things, experienced horrorsthat | hadn’t
been able to save him from. But | wouldn’t let what had happened before happen again. | would kill
anything.
Anyone.

Hewas my brother.

I’ d been handed a newborn at the age of four. Our mother must’ ve fed me and changed me. She must
have given me the bare necessities to survive, but she didn’t do the same for Cal. From the moment he



cameinto thisworld, she had never wasted one moment of affection or attention on him. After handing
him to me, | don’t think she ever touched him again, not on purpose, in hisentirelife. Sophiatook the
Auphe’ sgold to bear ahalf-human, half-Auphe child, but | don't think she saw him asachild, just asa
thing. She' d even named him Caliban—the offspring of witch and demon from Shakespeare, a
deformed mongter, and she made sure he knew what it meant.

Bitch. It wasn't aword | said often, but it was the only description that suited her.

Sophia had died ahorrible death, and | couldn’t say | once felt an ounce of sympathy for her. She'd have
made a good Auphe: sociopathic and utterly without compassion. She might have not physically touched
Cd. Infact, she barely acknowledged his existence, but when she did, she said things to him—gloating,
evil words, and | couldn’t protect him from them dl. Call achild amongter often enough and he' Il believe
you, maybedl of hislife.

After the home birth—no hospitalsif they could avoid it for the Rom, living below the government’s
radar—pale and swesting, she had cut the umbilical cord, tied it off with astrip of yarn, and handed the
bloody, writhing bundle to me. “Y ou’ ve been wanting a pet,” she had said, voice hoarse from grunts and
restrained screams. “Hereyou are.”

Four years old. What do you do with ababy when you're four years old? Y ou learn responsibility. Y ou
go next door to the next run-down row house and ask the woman there, the one with five children of her
own. Shetellsyou how often and how to feed, because Sophia can’'t be bothered, givesyou afew cans
of formula, ahaf box of diapers, and an old bottle. Then she sends you away with alook in her eyesthat
says she' sdone al she’ sgoing to do. Y ou' re not her problem, so don’t darken her door again. There are
worthless monsters and worthless human beings, and sometimesit’ s hard to tell the difference between
the two.

I’d been lucky Cal had rarely been sick. Never acold, never calic, only once with something like the
stomach flu; the healthiest baby in theworld, thanksin part, | was sure, to Auphe genes. If he hadn’t
been, he might not have survived. Best intentions, especialy at the age of four, don’t aways count.

Bad memories and dark bars—the two seemed to go hand in hand.

We' d cometo Cd’swork, hisday job, so to speak, after agreeing to take Seamus's case. It was early
afternoon, but the bar was hdf full. I’ d taken atable in the corner by the bar. | flipped my dagger as|
opened my book, Thucydides s History of the Peloponnesian War, and ruthlesdy vanquished the
desire to dam the blade into the polished wood of the tabletop.

| moved on to practicing grips before my control wavered and | did bury the dagger in thetable.
Memories—you can't escape them, but you can't let them rule you either. Or you won't be any good to
yoursdlf or your brother. | should concentrate on this new development on the Auphe front. All
female—what could it mean?

“You'relae”

| didn’t look up at Ishiah’sannoyance. Ca’ s employer was both bark and bite. Either way, Cd could
handleit.

“It' sfunny. You say that every time.” | heard Cal toss hisjacket behind the bar. “Like you expect
something different.”

Ishiah owned the bar the Ninth Circle. He hired Ca asafavor to Goodfellow. The two of them, peri and
puck, had issues with one another, Cal had told me. Actualy, he'd said they bitched about each other
until they made his ears bleed. Always with the turn of phrase, my brother. Apparently, the behavior
ranged from cool exchanges to out-and-out threets of violence. While it was entertaining as hell, Cal had
yawned one night after work, he never had figured out what their history was. For al their sharp words,
they had a certain respect for one another, it seemed. If it hadn’t been for Ishiah swooping in, literdly, at
the last minute earlier in the week, Robin would be dead. That said something. And | knew Cal was
grateful.

But that didn’t mean he was going to be on time.

It was an understanding the two had. Ishiah had given Cal ajob when he didn’t particularly want to. And
as Cd tended to darm agood ded of the clientele, it was no doubt best to get some liquor in them most
days before he showed up. Sedate them somewhat. But with an understanding or not, Ishiah till called



Ca out onit. He wasthe boss; that was hisjob. It wouldn’t do to |et the other employees see Cdl get
any specia treatment . . . especidly as he was the only one without wings. Peris, like every other creature
on the planet, weren't without their prejudices.

The Circle was a peri bar. That meant quite alot of plants and birds. Peris had afondnessfor birds. It
aso meant Ishiah, Danyd, Samyd, Cambrid, and another peri whose name Ca had never mentioned
beyond “it hasalot of Zsinit,” weredl peris. The average peri might look like the customary depiction
of angels, through avery dark lens, but they weren’t. No one was sure what they were or how long
they’ d been around.

Myth said they were half angel, haf demon, but | had serious doubts that that was the truth—I’d yet to
see mythology get anything completely correct. The big picture was close, if you blurred your eyes, but
every one of the details was twisted or flat-out wrong.

It's annoying when information doesn’t live up to your stlandards. Someday your life might depend onit,
and when you' re bleeding to desth on the ground, you may wish you' d taken it with agrain of sdt.
Asfor peris. Peris had wings, peris had tempers, and periskicked ass. | gave aquirk of my lips. Ca had
told methat in exactly those words after working there for atime. That was my brother: the succinctness
of thetruly lazy.

| looked up from the book for amoment, the flat of the dagger bal anced on the back of my hand. There
were ten or so werewolvesin the evening crowd. I’ d focused on them the moment we' d entered. Asone
their heads had come up and their eyeshad al been aimed at Cd. Gold, orange, reddish brown, pale
blue, some wolf, some human—they al widened and then turned to dits a the sight and scent of him.
There were some growling, snarls, and bared teeth, but no one marked their territory by urinating on a
table leg. It was a nice change of pace.

“Why the hell do they keep coming back?’ Ca muttered as he reached for a gray apron and wrapped it
twice around hiswais.

“Pride,” Ishiah responded, folding hisarms.

“Pride?’ Cal took abottle of tequilaand poured alarge shot as a chupracabra approached the bar.
“Yeah, | guess| can seethat.” Facing your fear and spitting initseye. | knew that was something he
could relate to. Depositing the tequilain front of the goat sucker, he said, “Five bucks. Or you want to
run atab?

The chupa, who looked remarkably like a shaved dog in ahooded jacket, looked at him with the dull
blankness of the bardly sentient before putting adirty five on the counter and moving off with hisdrink. |
wasn't surprised. Ca complained often that monsters weren't big tippers.

A rudtle of feathers shifted my attention from the departing chupato Ishiah. Aside from the gold-barred
wings, which flickered in and out of existence, he didn’t look like anything that belonged on the roof of
your typical manger scene. He was not quite the same as other peris. He was bigger, had more presence.
Tal and broad-shouldered with light blond hair, fierce blue-gray eyes, apronounced scar dong hisjaw,
and one extremely large sword under the bar, not many of the patrons started anything when Ishiah was
around.

“So you managed to pry Robin out of hiswell of self-pity?” he asked, looking down at alightly snoring
Gooadfdlow.

That was somewhat harsh. True perhaps, but harsh nonetheless.

“Wouldn't let you in @ther, huh?’ Cd said knowingly. *Y eah, we got him out and sobered him up. HE's
doing better.”

I shiah seemed relieved. He was hard to read, but our mother had spent Cal’ sand my childhood sizing up
many amark. Y ou couldn’t be Sophia s get without picking up afew things. Looking back down at my
book, | continued the dagger practice as| read. Relieved or not, Ishiah didn’t say anything further about
Robin as | multitasked, reading about the fall of Potidaea, flipping the blade, and thinking of the Auphein
the park. Instead he asked, “Why isyour brother here? He' s hardly adrinker.”

True, and it wasrarethat | came to the Ninth Circle. Drunken werecats spewing hairbals far and wide
wasn't my ideaof an enjoyable evening, but | did make exceptions and thiswas one. | kept my eyeson
my book as | tossed the dagger up into the air yet again and caught it blind. One: because it was good



practice. Y ou aways know where your wegpon is, whether you can seeit or not. Always. Second: It
annoyed Cd, ashe couldn’t do it. | smiled to mysdlf. Being an older brother wasn’t dways about
protection.

“We have business after work,” Cal said, athough that wasn't the real reason. We did have business,
Seamus s business, but that wasn’t why | was here. Ordinarily | would’ ve met Cal after work, here or at
the stakeout |ocation, but with the Auphe in the here and now, things were different. Now none of us
were to go out alone after dark in the more deserted areas of the city if we could avoid it.

Not that the Auphe wouldn’t appear in broad daylight—we' d seen that and their no doubt justified faith
in the human desire to not seewhat it didn’'t want to see—but it wasrare. Georgina had promised me she
wouldn’'t go out at al once the sun s&t, although | was hoping that the Auphe had forgotten about her or
decided that Cal himsdlf had. As monsters went, they weren't precisely plugged into the community
gossip, and Cal had seen next to nothing of her in the past months. Even if the Auphe had been following
him for sometime, they could take it that she didn’t mean athing to him. With their twisted brains, |
doubted they could even imagine she meant anything at dl to him if he didn’t spend nearly every day with
her.

It wasn't true, or it hadn’t been. Cal had cared enough that he’ d done everything he could to push her
out of hislife. To keep her safe. And he had. Hopefully, the Auphe would believe what he' d so
desperately attempted to make true, or had missed those incredibly rare visits altogether.

“Auphe business?’ Ishiah’ s voice darkened afraction.

“Isthat agood guess or do you know something?’ And at that moment, Ishiah wasn't Ca’ semployer.
The peri was't Robin’s sometime friend, sometime enemy right then. He was someone who might have
information that could save us.

The only thing Ca and | had in common physically were gray eyes, and | raised mineto see histurn
empty and cool. I1shiah wasn't easily intimidated, but when it came to the Auphe, he had the same
reaction as everyone else. He certainly wasn't going to do anything in their favor, but seeing isbelieving,
and | wanted to seethisvery clearly. | closed my book and stared at the peri with a gaze as empty asmy
brother’s. And if my dagger did embed itsdlf in the table thistime, it wasn't anger, it wasn't aloss of
contral. . ..

It wasincentive.

“No. | haven't heard anything . . . yet.” He looked at the table, the dagger, and then at me. | wasn't here
often enough for Ishiah to have much ingght into me, not firsthand, but | thought he caught a glimpse now.
Hewent on, hiseyes il taking my measure. “But we peris suspected the Auphe weren't al destroyed.
Millions of years of surviva have served them well.” Shaking his head grimly, he added, “ And when
there’ s one Auphe | eft, people are going to die.” He turned back to Cal and nodded toward his throat.
“Asfor how | know . . . the Auphe have a distinctive saw-toothed edge on their claws. Makesfor an
interesting pattern.”

“That' s astounding, Sherlock. Take abow.” Ca poured abeer with awhiskey back for awolf that dunk
up to the bar. “Let me know if you do hear anything. Things are going to get nasty. Y ou might haveto
find anew employee of the month.”

“Onewho doesn't terrorize, impale, and melt the clientele?’ he said, browslowering in an annoyed
scowl. “Pity me. I’ll have to scour the city.”

“Youjust can't let that go,” he grumbled as he cleaned the bar top, the tension passing. “ And, come on,
only one of those was intentiona. Accidents happen.” Now, those were work stories he hadn’t shared
with me. He caught my narrowed glance from the corner of his eye, dropped his head, and groaned.
“Yes, I’'mrather particular about the mutilation of my patrons. My apologies.” 1shiah turned and went
about the business of running the bar, and Cal kept serving up the drinks, avoiding my gaze when he
could, and muttering, “Ah, shit,” when he couldn’t. | saw adiscussion in our future. A very long, detailed,
unfortunate discussion . . . unfortunate for my brother, & any rate.

When eleven came, the peri Samye camein to work the rest of Cal’ s shift for him. For aperi, hewas
congdered mellow. From the onething Cd had bothered to tell me, Sammy hadn’t heaved anyone
through the wooden door of the bar for dmost severa days now. They must’ ve gone through quite afew



doors. A temper can be an expensive habit.

Cal took off the apron, passed it over, and turned to me. | was standing at the bar with book in hand.
“Ready?’ | asked.

“Yeah,” he answered, retrieving hislesather jacket and shoulder holster from benegath the bar. Lifting the
hinged countertop, he walked through. “ Although | think this sounds like awaste of time. Probably a
crock cooked up by Seamusto get some Promisetime. | don’t trust that haggis-eating son of abitch one
damned bit.”

“Cd,” | said with amusement as| shrugged into the long gray duster that covered the sword strapped to
my back, “you don’t trust anyone. It’syour religion, your mantra, and | believe you haveit on aT-shirt.”
Not that | trusted Seamus either; | didn’t, but | did trust Promise.

“Hey, not true,” he scowled defensively. | trust you. | trust Robin.”

“And?’ | prodded patiently.

“I trust Promise to do what' s best for you,” he evaded. He did trust her for that, but just as| came first
with my brother, so did | come first with Promise. That could lead to Situations. It had led to astuationin
the past that hadn’t ended well for Cal. She’ d pushed him to access hislost memories even though I'd
told her before of the one previous attempt, which had had a catastrophic effect on my brother. She
knew the danger, but because of me—for me—she d pushed him regardless. And because Cal wanted
to keep me safe as much if not more than shedid, helet her. It hadn’t ended quite as badly asthefirst
time, but badly enough that Cal nearly lost himself in ablack pit of memoriesthat could have destroyed
him. He d aso unconscioudy built agate that led straight to Auphe hell, Tumulus, and had had absolutely
no control of it or himself. I'd had to knock him unconscious.

To say that had strained things between Promise and me would be an understatement, but we' d moved
past it, thanksin part to more pushing, thistime on my brother’ s part. But there couldn’t be arepesat of
what she' d done. Promise had given her word she wouldn't put Cal &t risk again. | knew she wastelling
thetruth. If | hadn’t known that, well . . . Ca and | had more in common than our eyes. If thereisno
trug, thereisnothing. Trustisal.

But Promise had never lied to me. She hadn’t told me much about her past. | didn’t blame her. A
vampire s bloody pretrestment history could only be painful. I understood wanting to forget the predator
that biology had onceforced her to be. So | didn’t mind that | heard only bits and pieces—the places
she'd lived and the historical eventsthat she'd seen. All | cared wasthat she had never lied. Shewas
honest in aworld just the opposite, and acool ocasisin my life. She was who she said she was, and
everything Sophia, my mother, the pathologicaly manipulative liar, had never been.

She was dso an accomplished fighter, practiced, efficient, and deceptively deadly. I’d seen her snap a
revenant’s neck in an instant and put a crossbow bolt dead center in the eye of a vodynoi .

Common interests—they redly do enhance ardationship.

“Asfor George,” hewent on, “I trust her to do what’ s best for the universe, life, existence. . . whatever.”
Unfortunately, Ca was usudly a oddswith al thosethings. He didn't see the big picture that she did.
And he didn’'t want to. Hislife, whatever he made of it, was enough for him. Georginaloved Ca or had
loved him—I wasn't certain which it was now—abut she dso had acdling. | wasn't sure that one could
trust acaling . . . not on apersond level. Georgina had enormous compassion, but she dso had, in her
eyes, an even larger responsibility. Fall leaves are brilliant with gold and red. Y ou can cup them in your
hand and wonder at them, be amazed at their uniqueness and glory. But eventually they are gone, brown,
crumbling, and scattered on the wind. But the tree remains. Thetreeiswhat isimportant. Thetreelives
on. That was adifficult knowledge to bear, and an even more difficult lifeto live.

Of course, being the leaf was't exactly desirable elther.

“Being wiseisaburden.” Therewas sympathy in my voicethat | didn’t bother to hide.

“Being asmart-ass moron is no cakewdk either,” Cal retorted.

“Sotrue” | offered dryly. “Yet you struggle on.” | was about to step forward to shake Robin’ s shoulder
when | noticed the snoring had asubtly different quality, and his hand was moving inch by dow inch
acrossthe bar. When it made it to the plastic container, | threw the dagger. It did between hisindex and
middlefingersto punch aholeintheplagic. “That isatipjar,” | observed mildly, “not an ATM.”



He sat up and glowered. “1I’m smply trying to stay in practice. | would' ve put the patry pilfer back.”
“Yes, I'msure” Robin was a the very least as good at lying as our mother, but with histrickster raceit
was genetic. | couldn’t hold hisDNA against him, and his lieswere never meant to actualy deceive us.
Annoy us, entertain us, convince usto change our sexua orientation, but never to actualy deceive us. He
certainly didn’t use his powersfor good per se, but with us he didn’'t use them for otherwise either. |
retrieved my blade, then took his shoulder to heave him upright. “ Time to work, not to stedl.”

“Steding isteaching avauable lesson to the naive. It'sacommunity service. | should be honored for my
heritage, not condemned.” He shrugged off my hand to carefully smooth the materid of his shirt, which
would no doubt take the contents of ahundred tip jarsto pay for.

We dl moved outside onto Eldridge Street, Goodfellow and Cal behind me as| stopped and scanned
the street. “Do you fed anything?’ | asked.

“Gates? No.” Cal put hishand insde hisjacket, and | knew he was fedling the reassuring textured grip of
his Glock. “Of course, they could ve taken a cab, right? \Who wouldn't stop for a clawed, fanged killer
fresk of nature?’

| gripped his shoulder at the bravado. He waystried to pull it off and he most often did. Not thistime,
“We ve handled them al our life, little brother. We' ve survived. That' s not going to change now.”

“Yeah, sure.” Helooked away . . . up at theroof of the building. Up where the Auphe would roost.

| exhaled and dropped my hand. It was hard to reassure him when | had doubts myself. | wouldn’t let
them take Ca again, but | couldn’t guarantee we wouldn't diein the process. | couldn’t guarantee |
would be quick enough, strong enough, no matter how many hours | practiced, how many miles| ran,
how many books | read on the art of war. So | practiced more, ran more, read more, and one day
maybe | would fed like it would be enough. One day.

The gtreet in front of the Ninth Circle was packed bumper-to-bumper. Promise had called on my cdll and
sad her car was parked illegdly in front of the Tenement Museum three blocks down. Three pathetic
blocks, but that didn’t stop my indolent brother from grumbling. Any excuseto share his laziness with the
world. He was dightly ahead of us when the revenant sprang out of a deeply recessed doorway. Dressed
likeahomeessman in ragged layers of clothing to conced whet it really was, it came boiling out of the
gloom with claws like ten knives. Ca wouldn't have caught his scent. The entire block the Ninth Circle
was Stuated on was saturated in so much supernatural scent, he couldn’t separate one from the other. It
didn’t stop him from grabbing the clammy wrigt, twisting the hand away, and avoiding the dashing claws
of the other one. Then he proceeded to seize the hissing creature by itsfilthy jacket and pound its head
agang thebrick wall.

“| am s0”—bang—"* not"—hbang—"in the mood,” Ca snarled.

The revenant’ s companion came out of the same doorway. Aswith cockroaches, if there' s one revenant,
there’ sbound to be more. Unfortunately, Raid had yet to come up with a solution to the next best thing
to the undead. They might look deceased and mildly decomposing, with moist, clammy gray-green skin
and milky white eyes, but revenants were dive and had never been human. They smply had good
camouflage. Isthat a corpse? Should we investigate? By the time the second question was out, the
revenant had aready eaten your leg—unfortunately for you.

This second one aso had no weapons but what nature had given it and that . . . that wasfar from being
enough. Ca, however, believed in using what nature and the local gun trafficker had gifted him with. He
dropped thefirst creature, whose head had lost its originad shape for something even less attractive. He
then pulled his gun, aGlock .40, with lightning speed, shooting the other revenant in the face before it had
achance to take another step. | gave an inner nod of approval. Cal practiced. Frequently. | had to force
him to run and spar, but he had never needed pushing to keep up hisgun skills. Little boys and their
toys—the bigger and louder, the better.

The revenant fell with a half-strangled scream. It wasn't done yet, though. It tried to crawl toward Cd,
claws scoring the concrete benegth it. 1t had perhaps a spoonful of brainsleft in its shattered skull, but
revenants were like cockroachesin that respect aswell. “You got bals,” Cal said with agrunt. “I gotta
giveyou tha.” And then he shot him again, thistime at the base of the skull. That timeit did thetrick.
Nothing quite takes the fight out of arevenant like a severed spind column.,



Cal turned to see Robin and me leaning against the wall, observing the show. | didn’'t wear awatch, but |
took Goodfellow’s arm and tapped the face of his Rolex meaningfully. “We are on aschedule” | said
mildly.

“Geg, Nik, | hateto dow you down. By the way, thanksfor the help,” he said caudtically.

“If you had needed it, then I’ ve taught you nothing. Y ou barely broke stride.” | pulled out my cell phone
and called Ishiah to tell him he had a pile of garbage half ablock from his door and he might want to
clean it up. Muggers had once been New Y ork’ s bane years ago. The police, and the bogglesin Central
Park, might have cleaned up that problem, but the revenants had taken their place. It wasn't quite atrade
for the better. At least the muggers wouldn't have eaten you. Asfor witnesses, the bar and this block
belonged to the supernaturd. The mgority of humans avoided it. They might not know why, but a
prehistoric ingtinct that had kept their ancestors dive knew that here there be monsters.

We reached Promiseg slimo minutes later. She' d brought the larger car thistime to accommodate the
extra passengers. | opened the door. Robin promptly climbed in out of the cold. | waited and Cal gavea
mock-aggrieved sigh. “Cut the cord already, Cyrano. | just kicked ass.”

“Revenants,” | said with disdain. “ That hardly counts. The day you spar afull three hourswith meisthe
day | let you watch your own back,” | retorted, looking down anosethat | had no problem admitting
was Romanesque, if not Cyranoesque.

Hegaveagrin. It wasafaint one, but considering the day he'd had, I’ d take it. “Never gonna happen.”
Hefollowed Goodfellow, and | followed him, closing the door behind us. Robin was sitting opposite us,
beside two wolves. He brushed at his shirt asif ridding it of fur, but that was just Robin being the asshe
was 0 often very good at being. These wolves were high breeds or fine-breds. They were of completely
human shape and features when they wanted to be, not like the wolvesin the bar. That didn’t stop them
from baring their suddenly elongating teeth at Cal, who sat on one side of Promise, as| sat on the other.
“These are your bodyguards?’ | asked with eyebrows raised.

She gave an eegant nod. “ Courtesy of Ddlilah. They are Kin, but loyal to her.” Which was good. The
Kin, the equivaent of awerewolf Mafia, had strong suspicionswe' d been involved in the death of one of
their Alphas. They wereright.

Delilah wasthe sster of the wolf who had helped us. She, unlike her brother, was till in good standing
withtheKin . . . for now. She was playing a dangerous game to advance her rank, making alies on any
sde she could. Shewas aso deeping with Cal. Whether that was a good thing was debatable, but it
was't my business. Having sex smply to have it was what being twenty was dl about—as|ong as|
didn’'t have to hear any of the morefurry details.

There was asoft kissto my jaw. | turned to Promise and smiled. “I see you dressed for the occasion.”
She' d hidden her glorious and definitely noticeable hair under ablack cap that matched her sweater, snug
pants, and boots. She would blend into the typicd art crowd, which iswhere we would be. Seamus was
attending an art show opening and we would be there to spot anyone who might be following him.
Although, like Cd, | had my doubts.

With her warm weight against my shoulder, we arrived soon enough & yet one more converted loft in the
Lower East Side. We l€eft the wolvesin the car and paired up to moveinto the crowd. As Cal moved off
and Robin started to follow, | took hisarm. “Watch him,” | said quietly. “Watch him every moment. Are
wecdexr?’

“It’ stoo crowded here for the Auphe, but | will. | swear it,” he returned as quietly, before heading off in
Cd’swake.

Sim fingerslooped around my wrigt. “He sright. The Auphe won’'t come here.”

“Never take anything for granted.” | reached over with my other hand to tuck awillful strand of blond
hair behind her ear. “ Georgina?’

“Ddlilah was kind enough to send two wolvesto her aswell.” She ran the soft pad of her thumb, like slk,
aong theinner part of my wrist, then et her hand fdl. “There' s Seamus, the center of attention as
aways.” Therewas part exasperation and part affection in her voice.

“Nostdgic?’ | asked. She'd madeit clear to Seamus where her loyaties|lay, but that didn’t mean she
couldn’t have fond memories.



She thought about it for amoment, eyes distant. “He was afriend when | needed one,” she said findly,
“but never more than that, athough | thought differently. It Smply took me severd yearsto redize that.
And the jealousy wasthe last straw.”

“He' sill jealous,” | pointed out as | focused on him, surrounded by enough women to give Goodfellow
arun for hismoney.

“Oh no. He hasn't attempted to behead a single person.” She smiled, eyes now bright, bold, and
entertained. “He changed for the better over acentury ago, I’'m glad to say. | wouldn’t have let him near
you otherwise.” And of the group, | was thought to be the protective one. “Now”—she bent to check
the dagger in her boot—"1’ll go ask if one of hismysteriousfollowersishere.”

| looked over the crowd as she vanished into it. It wasn't an extraordinarily large amount of people, but it
was crammed into asmall space with art that even severd university classesin the subject couldn’t help
me appreciate. There didn’'t seem to be anyone especidly interested in Seamus besidesthewomen. . . .
Wait.

On the edge of the crowd, studying ahunk of meta vomiting forth several jagged pieces of glass, there
was aman. Completely inconspicuous, he was of average height, average weight, with short brown hair
and abrown jacket. In the midst of this crowd wearing ether the ridiculoudy bright or al in black, he
didn’'t quitefit. He was too average. Hisbody language said “Don’t look at me” so strongly that | was
surprised he didn’t blend into the wall like achameleon. | didn’t need to wait for Promiseto return to
know thiswasthe one.

| looked across the room for Ca and Robin. Taller than Promise, | spotted them instantly and caught
their eye. Then | moved toward our chameleon of the ordinary. He didn’t see me at first. Most don't. By
thetime hedid, | had his collar fisted in my hand and was moving him briskly toward the door. He
gurgled asthe collar of hisshirt cut into hisairway. He turned red but not blue, so | wasn’'t too concerned
about hishedlth. | took him into the empty stairwell and gave him ashake, not hard, but not precisely
gentle either. “Who areyou?’ | demanded.

He was turning dightly blue now—annoying—and | eased my grip afraction as| repeated, “Who are
you? Why are you following him?’ No need to name Seamus. He knew whom | was talking about. |
could seeit in hisbrown eyes—completely average aswell. | could also seehewasn't going to say a
word, not without some encouragement. | let the dagger dide out from my deeve. | didn’t plan onusing
it—yet. | didn’t know whether he meant Seamus any harm, not so far, but a blade to the throat is one of
the better bluffs.

That’swhen | heard it. Below. The click of metd against metd.

| released the man as | threw myself to one side, feding atug that pulled a my duster and pinneditto a
dair. Freed, he clattered, wheezing, down the stairs, as | yanked my coat free. Another long bolt of metal
shot by, close enough to tell astory, but not close enough to kill. | listened to the story and stayed still as
the footsteps faded away. When they disappeared, | looked down at the long rod of metal embedded in
the stair abare two inchesfrommy leg. Well . ..

That wasinteresting.

3

Cal

“A speargun? A goddamn speargun?’

“You've sad that five times now, little brother. | don’t think it’s going to change with repetition.” Niko
had laid the two metal spears on our kitchen table to examine them. “It’ s rather an ingenious weapon for
fighting nonhumans. . . if it weren't for the ammunition difficulties”

“Y eah, they're alittle larger than crossbow quarrels. Hard to haul around. Good for a couple of bad
guys, not so much for more,” | said. | was examining something myself—the holein Niko'scoat. “You're
surethey weren't trying to kill you?” Trying to kill him while Robin and | had been making our way
through the crowd. Fast, but not fast enough. Goddamnit.

Promise' sdriver had dropped Robin, then us off after our less-than-successful job. Promise went home
with her wolves. Robin went home aone. Promise was one hdluvafighter, but while she' d been around



centuries, Goodfdlow had been around almost aslong as the Auphe. If push cameto shove, he had
enough millennia of weapons practice to take either Niko or me, maybe both at once. . . if hewere
sober. If any of us could handle the Auphe, it would be him . . . especidly in his home territory. Although
he damn sure would sooner avoid it if he could.

And whileit was now two thirty in the morning in our own hometerritory, | wastoo wired to deep.
“You'resure?” | repegated, sticking my finger through the holein the gray cloth. If it wasn't bad enough
the Auphe were back, now someone had tried to spear Nik like a goddamn sea bass. Jesus.

“Y es. They had the opportunity and they didn’t takeit.” He was sitting on akitchen chair with hands
folded across his somach. “Whichisquite curious. | think . . .” Hefrowned. “I think we re going to have
to do something neither one of usisgoingtolike.”

“Oh, Chrigt, what?" | asked apprehensively. If Nik didn't think wewere going to likeit, | redlly wasn't
goingto likeit. It'd be up there with a Drano enema.

He stood. “Think about it. I'm sureit will cometo you. Do you want first watch?’

When we thought we' d lost the Auphe while running or when we thought the Auphe were gone for good,
we hadn’t kept watch. Now here we were, the bad old times again. “Yeah, noway I'll deepyet.” |
continued to fiddle with his duster until he pulled it from my hands.

“We have enough to occupy our minds.” He pinched the nerve right above my elbow. There was that
tough love again. “No what-ifs, understand?’

“Fine. Jeez.” | rubbed my arm. “Ill let your dry cleaner worry about it.”

“Good,” he nodded. “If you get bored, try reading a book instead of making paper airplanes out of the
pages”

“What?'Y ou’ re not going to grill me about the park? About how they were dl femae? We re not going
to go over that for hours and hours until | try to skin you with abutter knife?’ | asked, surprised. I'd
been waiting for the discusson al day. I’ d seen that unrelenting look in his eye. What had changed since
then?

“No,” he paused, then shook hishead. “1 want to think about it first. And I’'m familiar with your record of
noticing detallsin any given Stuation.”

“Pethetic?’ | fredy admitted.

“Nonexistent,” he corrected. “Read acomic book or color if you can’'t handle that. There are crayonsin
the desk drawer.” He disappeared down the hall to his bedroom. Crayons. Smart-ass bastard.
Naturaly, | skipped any of his suggestions and went straight to why he didn’t want me thinking about the
Auphe. What was that about? What happened to two heads are better than one? And you couldn’t say
anyone knew more about the Auphe than | did, personaly anyway. | might not be detail oriented, but
those detailswere part of my genetic code. | couldn’t avoid them if | wanted. What was Nik up to? After
contemplating that long enough to make me bat-shit crazy and getting nowhere, | distracted myself by
thinking about what Niko had said before that.

With Seamus' s case—spearguns and al—what were we going to have to do that neither of uswould
like? 1t took me nearly haf an hour to figureit out. And he wasright.

| didn't like it one damn bit.

| surprised mysalf by deeping for afew hours after Nik took over. I’ d learned to do that on the run, no
matter how scared or emotionaly screwed, you had to deep or you couldn’t function. Y ou couldn’t run
from the Aupheif you can't run a al. When | woke up and staggered down the hdl in a T-shirt and pair
of swestpantsto theliving area, thefirst thing | said was, “No fucking way.”

Niko was dready dressed and doing his morning katas with his sword in the living room. “Figured it out,
didyou?’

Yeah, | had, and there was no way. “Wahanket tried to kill uslast time.” Wahanket, an informant also
known as Hank when he wasn't trying to kill us, lived in the basement of the Metropolitan Museum. It
was agood place for awaking, talking mummy with afondness for cowboy hats.

“No, hetried to kill you, athough I’ m sure he would' ve gotten around to the rest of usif you hadn't
taken hishand off.” He gave aquick movement of hisblade, aflick to rid it of imaginary blood. “Besdes,
Goodfdlow’ sinformants alwaystry to kill us. It stradition.” Hewhirled, and | dodged the swipe of the



katana. “Unfortunately,” he continued, nodding in approva at my footwork, “only the more homicida of
snitches have anything worthwhile to say.”

“Great.” | went over to the fridge and stuck my head in. There was Nik’ s carrot juice, wheet-free bagels,
cottage cheese, some sort of soy thing, and my week-old Chinese. | took the Chinese. “Y ou know he
makes mummy rats? Undead bony things running around.” | made aface as| stuck afork inthe
cardboard container. “ Can you imagine what elseis down there? Gah.” | took abite and chewed. “Then
again, | could get to blow another piece off of him. There saplus”

“No explosiveroundsthistime.” He sheathed his sword with the proper respect. “1 don't think Sangrida
would appreciate that, consdering all the artifacts down there. Best to stick with your Glock. No Desert
Eagle.” Sangridawas aVakyrie and the museum director. It probably wouldn’t do to piss her off. If the
mythswere true, she' d dragged many awarrior kicking and screaming off to Vahala. And if the myths
weren't true, she was strong enough to take a cab from the museum curb and beat usto death with it.
Shewas definitdy tal and muscular enough to.

“If wego, and | don’t think we should.” | took another bite, considered the odd taste of the chicken,
shrugged, and went on. Food poisoning was the least of my concerns. Assuming | could even get it. |
never had, and I’ d eaten things five seconds away from growing penicillin. “The hell with Seamusand his
money. He' snot worth that kind of grief. And | don’t want to beamummy. | definitely don’t want a
certain part of me mummified. It'sjust now getting some action.”

“Yes, yes, your sexual exploitsaside. . . there were the whole two of them, yes?’ he asked with mock
curiosity. He didn't wait for an answer and ignored my glare. “ Those aside, we can’'t assumethisisonly
about Seamus. It seems odd someone would follow avampire only to watch him. If they don’t want to
kill him or me, what do they want? | don't think thisisjust about him.”

“And you'redoing it for Promise.” | finished the carton and dumped it in the garbage.

“Yes. If thisisabout dl vampires, I'd like to know as soon as possible.” He didn't say he could go see
Wahanket without me. He knew better than that.

“Okay. WE Il go.” | dghed and scratched my ass absently. “ Should we take Robin?’

“I don’'t know. What doesthe Magic 8 Ball that isyour asssay?’ he asked dryly.

Wetook Robin without any input from my ass, thanks for asking.

“We should' ve brought an offering. Hank doesn't like it when you don't bring an offering,” Robin said
glumly. We d managed to get him through the museum with aminimum of the [-dept-with-her,
[-dept-with-him patented Goodfellow tour. When he started in on taking Cleopatra s virginity and how
the legend of the asp was smply Octavian’s Freudian longing for apenis. . . or for abigger penis, ashis
was virtualy nonexigtent, we d yanked him dong.

“I don't think a present and some Get Well Soon balloons are going to do thetrick.” | snorted. “He's
going to be pissed. | cut off hisdamn hand. Only Darth Vader gets awvay with shit like that.”

The basement was the same asit was during my last vigit, avirtua city of crates and forgotten exhibits.
Robin led usthrough it as easily as he had before, only thistime | heard severa criesfrom different
directions. The croak of dried voca cords. There was also the sound of clawstearing at the wood of
crates. Those weren't rats. Grest. Hank had gone from homicidal maniac to crazy cat lady. | wasn't sure
which wasworse. At least mummified catsdidn’t piss. All | smelled wasthe dust of years and years.
When we findly came across Wahanket' slair, Robin had gotten bored and was now telling us Brutus
hadn’t even been at the forum when Julius Caesar waskilled. “A viciousrumor. And hehad it al over
Octavian, let metdl you. Hung like Pegasus, hewas.” It was enough to make you wish for an attack of
mummified cats after all.

“You.”

It was a death rattle from beneath the sand. It was Wahanket, and he sounded every bit as pissed as|
expected.

“You. Mutilator. Maimer. Auphe.”

Robin'sinformantsredly did know their shit. He knew | was Auphe. And if heknew thet . . . “Then you
know | came by the maiming hobby honestly,” | said coldly and without remorse. | might hate the Auphe,



but | wasn't above using their reputation if | had to, and why not? Most believed it anyway. “And it’snot
like you didn’t deserveit, you withered son of abitch.” | had my gun, but it was holstered. If | couldn’t
use explosive rounds, | had something that would be more effective than the Glock. | held asword, short
and thicker than Niko' s katana, and perfectly capable of taking more than ahand off.

“Why not come out, Wahanket? And we can discuss things without any mutilation.” Niko said.
“Perhaps,” he added matter-of-factly.

There was amoment of gillness, then Wahanket stepped into the dim light. Thefirgt thing | noticed was
he had a new hand. Sort of. It was scaled with wickedly curved black claws. | had afeding a stuffed
Komodo dragon down here somewhere was missing apiece. The rest of him was the same. Blackened
flesh, resin-soaked bandages, a pit of anose, and empty eye sockets that held afaint yellow glow. He
wasn't dow like the mummiesin the old black-and-white movies. He was quick when he wanted to be,
with the scuttle of a cockroach. A very fast, murderous cockroach—something you definitely didn’t want
living under your sink.

Robin raised eyebrows at the “hand,” but said smoothly, “See? That’ snot bad at al. Caliban did you a
favor. It'svery ... ah. . . fashionable. Useful aswell. A can opener has nothing on you, I'm sure.”

Dark brown teeth clicked as he moved closer. | could see arib bone sticking through cracked flesh, and
something on the claws of the dragon hand . . . brown, crusted—I had no problem figuring out what it
was. Maybe we should ask Sangridaif any of her security guards had gone missing.

“What do you seek here?’ he hissed with a curled scrap of lesthery tongue. “What do you think | would
possibly give unto you?’

Likethat wasfair. Yeah, sure, | had blown off his hand; there wasthat. But he had started it. Had tried
to kill mewith amdiciousglee, and if you think amummy is bad, amummy with agun is much worse.
Luckily, he had logt that along with the hand and it seemed he hadn’t gotten a replacement yet.
“Information per usua,” Robin replied, rocking back on his hedls and smothering ayawn. It could' ve
been ahangover remnant or his deal-making bullshit extraordinaire. “ Remember the good old days,
Hank, before you tried to kill us?VCRs, DVD players—who showed you how to connect to the
Internet? To the really good porn? At the very least, you owe me, if not them. Y ou are a scholar—when
not on akilling rampage. | made life down here bearable for you. And | doubt you can find a
replacement for me.” He cocked his head toward a gaunt, furless cat that had clawed itsway, dithering
like asnake, up to thetop of anearby crate. The same yellow light that dwelled in Wahanket’ s eye
hollowswereinitsaswel. “Mummifying piss potsfor entertainment is going to get old after awhile.”
“Or if you don't want to play bal, asshole, we can start chopping off other parts until you have to stitch
yourself together like agoddamn quilt.” | patted the sword against my knee suggestively.

Niko sighed, “Y our lack of diplomatic skillsare gppaling.” He then said to Wahanket, “ The sooner you
tell uswhat we want, the sooner we'll leave you in peace.” He drew his own blade, only more
diplomaticaly, naturdly. “And | won't dismember you and toss the piecesin theriver for trying to kill my
brother. A reasonable option, don’t you think?’

| redly didn’t see how that was any different than what | said, minus my trademark colorful language, but
apparently the“in peace” worked. That or the fact that if he hadn’t been amatch for me, hewasn't going
to be onefor al three of us. Plus, Wahanket seemed to be astired of looking at us aswe were of him.
Taking his hand might’ ve taken some of the spirit out of him, but | doubted it. The son of abitch was
probably just biding histime. “Very well. Ask and begone.”

Niko described Seamus s problem, our failure to do much about that problem, and the man he' d tangled
with. “He was utterly average. Purposdly so, | believe, except for the scar behind hisear. Aninchinsize,
half-moon shape, it was so regular and eventhat | beieveit was sdlf-inflicted.”

“Or inflicted by someonedse,” the mummy grunted, curling his one set of clawsin demondration. “|
believe | know of what you seek.”

Consdering we' d had next to nothing to go on, | was surprised he knew so quickly of what it might be. .
.. A remote possibility, he said, the rumor of two-thousand-plus years, but it could be what we' d come
across. “I’ve heard of men with this scar before. Thereisan order caled the Vigil. Human. They have
existed since severa hundred years B.C. Barely.” He dismissed the age with the superiority of acregture



that had walked the earth when thefirgt pyramid was built. “1 have heard they follow the inhuman,
unhuman, the monsters among the world. They seem to have no other desire than to watch on occasion,
or so it seems. Asto why they do thisthing . . .” The hardened upper lip cracked asit revedled the
blackened maw in asneer. “Bring oneto meand | shal make him speak the truth.” The claws swiped the
arinadecisve, eviscerating curl. “I could do with acompanion. One would be amazed a how removing
internal organsleadsto the most interesting of conversations. Information does flow.” The flesh-encased
skull turned toward me, as what passed for his eyes flared with aharsh light. “ Perhaps you will be on my
table one day. My knifein you, cutting you away. Y our liver, somach, intestines. | will save your heart
for last to see how long | can coax it to beat. Perhaps minutes, perhaps an hour. Bound to an agony so
total and savagethat it will strip you of sanity itsdf.”

Oh, sure.

Now, who wouldn’t love that?

“Right,” | drawled. “I’ll call and make an gppointment for that. Be sure to wait by the phone.”

That was dl we got out of Wahanket, and alittle more than | wanted to know, because | didn’t have any
doubt one day he' d try to make good on histhreat.

Getinline

Aswe made our way out at about the halfway point, | heard a skittering behind. | didn’t smell anything,
but I heard it. And if | heard it, then Niko and Robin had probably heard it before me. “What now?’ |
asked, sarting to turn.

Niko shook his head and gave adismissive shrug. “ Just one of the cats.”

Oh, sure. Just one of the undead mummified cats. No big dedl. | grimaced as| heard the croaking cry.
That Wahanket was one sick bastard. Aswe walked on, the croaking got closer until finally Robin
jerked and cursed in the gloom between the dim bulbs, “Bagt’ s bountiful breasts,” and shook hisleg.
That skinny, zombie-gray, wrinkly fleshed cat from Wahanket' s lair had legpt, hooked its clawsinto
Goodfdlow’ s pants, and it wasn't letting go. Flickering jack-0’-lantern eyes|ooked upward and it
croaked again.

“Do something,” Robin demanded, shaking hisleg again.

“What would you have usdo?’ Niko asked blandly. “It’ s aready dead.”

“Andit'sjust acat,” | observed, hiding the grimacethistime. Just acat. Just an undead, walking,
croaking, creepy-as-hell cat.

“Monger killers, my immorta ass. Fine. I'll take care of it mysdlf,” he muttered as he tried to yank it off.
It didn’t budge; it had to be strong as hell. Robin then drew out a blade as long as my forearm from
within hislong brown leather coat. He tried, without luck, to dide the blade between hisleg and its body.
It was clamped on too tightly. “All right, then,” he said with determination. “If that’ stheway it hasto be.”
He angled the blade under its chin, and that’ s when we heard it. Loud and clear.

The purr from beyond the grave.

It was like therattle of bones, but that’ swhat it was, all right. Rough and coarse and rapturous.

“No.” Robin shook his head. “ Absolutely not.” The blade fell away. “ Absolutely not.”

AsNiko had said last night: Repetition didn’t change athing.

By the time we reached the stairsit had climbed Robin’ sleg, dithered under the coat, and wedged itself
under hisarm. And Goodféellow, who aways had an answer for anything—whether you asked for it or
not—had an expression of disgust and despair on hisface. “1 don't like cats. Even live ones. They're
demanding and annoying, they imagine themselvesto be so very superior, and they shed.”

“That onewon’'t shed,” | grinned. “Asfor therest . . . sounds familiar, doesn't it?” | ignored his snarl and
turned to Nik to say, “Think we should tell Sangrida? Before there samummified security guard walking
around heretoo?’

“| dready passed that message along through Promise once Wahanket went rogue.” Niko had had his
sword in hand, wary of any traps the mummy might have set. Bad things happened down here. We' d
seen that on a previous visit. Now he sheathed it as we reached the top. “ No one comes down here now
without Sangrida, and sheis capable of handling Wahanket.”

Maybe. She could break him like atwig if she could catch him, but he was cunning as hell. Still, her



museum, her problem. Hell, we had more than enough of our own to worry about at the moment.

We parted ways with Robin and his new best friend at the front entrance as Niko dragged meto the
main branch of the New Y ork Public Library. | wasn't afan. Not that | didn’t read. | read—and not
comic books, as Niko claimed. And not porno mags—well, yeah, okay, | did look at porno mags on
occasion. What twenty-year-old didn’'t? But | read mysteries and sci-fi oncein awhiletoo, which |
picked up in used bookstores. | liked older books. These days, the space suits on the front of books
aren’'t made to showcase the proud Double D astronaut. And you couldn’t tell me Spandex couldn’t
keep out the vacuum of space. NASA had no ideawhat they were doing.

Despite my perfectly vaid literary choices, Nik had made sure | knew my way around the library the first
week we' d moved to New Y ork. The mythology section was home base for months. | had to give credit
where it was due: My brother had done al he could to shove the knowledge in my head, and some
stuck. But mostly? Mostly, | read a sentence and forgot it the second | hit the period. Having the
knowledge of the Auphein my head was monster news plenty. | didn’t want to study the other kinds
hanging around. Enough . . . hell, enough was just enough. | picked up theinfo | needed on the streets
and during fights—Nik was the only person who'd give you alecture on the monster you were fighting
during thefight itsdlf.

“...andiswdl-known for the barbed poisonoustail.” Duck and dice said tail from body. “It aso builds
anest of mud and clay, and lays eggsin the chest cavity of its dead victim asameans of procreation.” A
thrust of stedl and ajet of dark blue blood comes spurting from its heart. “ Are you paying attention,
cd?

Honestly, was't that enough studying?

Thistimeas| trudged through the main lobby, about to call Internet shotgun while Nik dedlt with the
books, iswhen | saw it. “Hey, look.” | nudged Niko in the ribs and nodded my head toward aguy
sprawled in one of the chairs reading the Post. On the front page in the bottom corner read the headline:
NAKED ALBINO MENTAL PATIENT GOES BUS SURFING.

Had that naked albino menta patient not been a creature bent on the torture and murder of my family,
friends, and me, it might’ ve been funny. Asit was, thelack of humor | wasfedling had me snarling at the
man, who started to protest when | moved over and yanked the paper out of his hand. He then took one
look a my face and backed away dowly.

“I gpologizefor the rudeness,” Niko said. “He soff his medications and consequently more himsdlf than
usual.” He handed the man acouple of dollarsfor the paper. | ignored the guy as he did carefully past me
with the money and worked at putting alot of space between himself and me.

“If | hear voices, it' s because of whatever freaky-ass vitamin you put in my morning coffee when I’m not
looking,” | muttered as | scanned the short article.

“If you hear voices, it' s because you only et irradiated nitrates and have grown a microwave-spawned
tumor in your frontal lobe.” Hetook the paper from me. “ Assuming you have afrontal |obe or alobe of
any kind. My latest theory isyour skull hosts ahamster running in awhed that keeps you upright and less
coherent.”

“Don’t you mean ‘more or less coherent’?” | snorted and continued reading over his shoulder.

“No.”

| thought about alight punch to hiskidney, thought about the elbow I’ d get jammed in my digphragm
before | got hafway through the punch, and decided to finish the article ingtead. It was't much. A few
people had spotted something on top of a bus that had |ooked pretty abnormal, and somebody in the
police department had filled them in on the melanin- and clothing-challenged menta patient, but he' d
been captured and returned to the hospital. All waswell. These aren’t the’ droids you' re looking for and
al that. No, of course, the name of the hospital or patient couldn’t be reveded. Confidentidity rules.
Blah, blah.

“Somebody actually covered it up,” | said, surprised. Thiswasn't arandom reporter spotting abogglein
Centra Park and doing a Bigfoot-hits-the-big-city story on it. Thiswas a genuine cover-up with an
authority figureinvolved and everything.

“That they did. But who are they and why did they do it?" He folded the paper. “How isagood question



aswdl.”

They were al good questions, but . . . “We don't redly have time for any more mysteriesright now. Hell,
wedon't havetimefor Seamus's,” | pointed out. | thought it was too bad the spear had gone through
Niko's coat instead of Seamus s heart. It would' ve solved at least one of our problems, because,
truthfully, 1 didn’t give adamn if the guys shadowing Seamus were athreat to him or not. “ Screw the
mysteries and let’s go have ahot dog.”

Niko looked at me and shook his head. “Where did | go wrong?’

| flopped in the chair the guy with the paper had just vacated. “Okay, Cyrano. Spoon-feed it to me.
Bruce Williswas aghogt. Darth is Luke sfather. The Crying Game chick is packing sausage and it’ s not
for apicnic.” | raised my eyebrows and made a come-on gesture with my hand. “And?’

“If an organization that follows and watches supernatural creatures has existed for thousands of years and
we have proof that someoneis covering up the existence of these creatures, doesn't it seem logical that
they might be connected? Or even the same entity?’

Hewas so smug. “Not necessarily,” | said, just to be contrary.

Sighing, he swatted me with the paper. “Bad dog. Go and research. And if | find you playing
Mine-sweeper or looking at pornographic sites—”

“Yeah, yeah. You'll kick my ass”

“See? Y ou can belogica when you want,” he said as| heaved out of the chair and headed for the
computer section.

| didn’t find anything, and | looked, but other than a thousand sitesfor candldight vigils, and one
paramilitary skinhead group out in Wyoming, | was out of luck. No super secret organizations mentioned,
and they definitdly didn’'t have their own Web site. What a crock, considering thiswas the Internet age.
How’ d they recruit? Hang around haunted houses on Halloween and say, “Hey, wanna see something
really cool?’

Niko didn’t have any luck either, which made me fedl somewhat better, until he took over my computer.
Then he found something. A year ago, most of the Auphe had died in acollgpsing warehouse. Thanksto
the wild energy of animpossible gate I’ d created, it went down so quickly that apparently only afew had
achanceto gate their own way out. Lucky us.

The archived newspaper article called it agas explosion. When Nik and George had been kidnapped
months ago, we' d left achurch littered with dead vodyanoi , man-shaped, oversized leech creatures that
were big and heavy enough to be damn hard to dispose of. The church had burned to the ground. Arson,
the police said. Someone had cleaned up two very big messes of ours. Maybe therewas aVigil; maybe
not, but there was something going on out there. And weeks ago when Sawney Beane, our least favorite
mass-murdering monster, had |eft atree full of dead bodiesin Centra Park . . . those bodies had
disappeared. They hadn’'t made the news at al.

Mysteries on top of mydteries. | didn’t like mysteries. Mysteries only meant trouble.

Like I’ d thought earlier at the museum about Sangridaand Wahanket, we had trouble enough without
looking for more.

Or s01’d hoped anyway . . . until Nik’s cell phone rang.

Enough was never enough, wasit? Seamuswas't enough, and now this. One thing we' d learned over
the past few months: Work doesn’t stop when things turn bad. Our liveswere, in aword, complicated as
shit. Okay, three words, but “complicated” didn't redlly get the point across. Family, serid killers, alies
who wereanything but . . . day to day, it seemed like amiracleif | lived long enough to eat my lunchtime
chili cheese dog. So, when you got the karmic swat, as Nik would probably cal it, we kept going. We
kept living. We kept working, becauseif we didn't, Christ, we would never work. And Nik’ steacher’s
assistant sdary from the university combined with my bartender pay was about enough to pay our
utilities. It was our other work, our real job, that paid the bills. And whileit was more interesting than
serving drinksto the frequently inebriated and the occasiondly incontinent, it was aso adamn sght more
gory.

Wedid it dl. Ransom deliveries, de-bodaching carnivas, exterminations. Whatever someone waswilling



to pay usfor that didn’t involve compromising too much of our souls. Which is how we ended up freezing
our asses off under the pier at Coney Idand later that evening. Promise had found us another client,
because a Scottish vampire wasn't enough of apain. | sat cross-legged in the sand, waves colored the
purple-gray of the twilight sky nearly reaching my shoes, and sifted absently for arock. Over thethree
hours we' d been sitting there, | heard one set of footsteps above us over the sound of the waves, and the
occasiona shout and laughter from the boardwalk, but that wasit. The wind off the water had avicious
bite, and if | didn’t have to be there, my asswould' ve been someplace warm like everyone else's.

But it wasn't the frigid air that | was thinking of. Or whatever client we had, what they wanted. | wasn't
thinking of the Vigil either. Did they exis? Did they not exist? Did | care? Nope.

Right now | was thinking the same thing that had come to me yesterday morning asI’d lain on my back in
Washington Square Park, surprised that the world hadn’t ended then and there. It was something more
important than cold, clients, and mystery organizations combined. Something that had to do with our
problem. Our lives. . . or deaths. | wasthinking of something that actualy mattered. | couldn’t picture
doing it, not redlly, and that didn’t say too much about me. Not at dl. Because it might be the best thing
to do—if | had the guts. In fact, it might be the only thing that would work, and it didn’t have to be
permanent. If | survived.

“You know,” | garted diffidently, flinging the pebble I’ d found into the water, “1 wasthinking . . . if [—’
“I"dfind you,” Niko said, watching the water. He had hishair pulled back in ashort ponytail, and wasin
along black coet, gray shirt, and black pants, and had his sword lying across his lap. He looked every bit
as deadly as he was and every bit as confident. | missed hislong braid. It had hung to hiswaist and been
good for annoying him with atug. It had aso been asign of smpler days. Dayswhenwe' d beentotdly in
the dark about why the Auphe had wanted me, days when they’ d wanted only me. Ignorance/bliss, al
that. | wished | redlly were asignorant as Niko had accused me of being when he' d homeschooled me
when | was sixteen. Ignorance can get you killed, but at least you' d be happy up until the hammer fell and
shattered your clueless skull to bone fragments.

Nik turned hisview from the water to look at me and emphasized, “Wherever you went. I’ d find you,
little brother.”

“Yeah,” | admitted, not surprised he knew what | wasthinking. A lifetime of familiarity will do thet. “Y ou
would.”

No, running wasn't the answer. Even if there were a chance the Auphe would follow meif | Ieft the
others—after al, where was the fun in mentdly torturing your prey if hewasn't around to seeit? Yeah,
evenif ... Nikowouldn't let me. | could run and disappear aswell as any fox, or any Rom, for that
matter, but Niko was the one who had taught me. Anywhere | could think of, he could do the same.
Probably beat me there.

“We ve made our stand, Ca. All of us. You can't take that choice from us. Now . . .” He gave astinging
swat with theflat of his sword to my knees. “Watch the water or you'll be dinner. Of course, the creature
would promptly vomit you back up. All the bitching and moaning.” He curled hislips. “No one could
suffer that on their somach.”

| snorted and tossed another rock. “If anything comes out of there, their ballswill beicicles. Kind of cuts
down on the agility. | think we'll be okay.” But when it came out of the water, it didn’'t have bdls. . . at
least nonethat | could see. Not that | was looking for them or anything.

Swear to God.

It waslike nothing I”d seen before, and I’ d seen quite a bit in the past few years. The flesh was amottled
light gray on dark and was covered with athick layer of dime. Its head was featurel ess except for round
black eyes and a backward dash of mouith filled with adouble row of triangular teeth. It had no neck; its
wide chest was smooth and without nipples; the arms were short, with webbed hands; and the rest of it
wasamuscular fish tail. It looked like a shark with human arms. Like it was evolving dowly toward the
land, and if that was the case, | was never coming to the beach again.

It threw itself up on the wet sand, tail thrashing, and its mouth opened wide enough that | could’ ve stuck
my entirehead init. “Holy shit!” | sprang to my feet and yanked my gun free.

“Wait.” Niko grabbed my wrigt. “That’sour client.”



“Y ou're shitting me, right? Tell meyou' rekidding.” | looked at the polished black eyes and the gnashing
mouth. “What the hell isit?’

“A mermaid.” Hefrowned. “Merman?1 think Mer is correct. Either way, thisisthe client Promise
passed our way. Now, help me pull him farther up. | imagine whatever is chasing him will beright behind
him”

“A mermaid? Jesus, Disney wasway off the mark there, weren't they?” | holstered the gun, seized one
dippery, thick arm and helped Nik drag the heavy body farther up into the sand. “What the hell is after
it?’ ... that could possibly be worsethan this, | silently finished.

Most of thetime | went into ajob with at least a sketchy knowledge of what we were after, and
sometimes sketchy isdl we had. But thistime | hadn’t asked, my mind still on the Auphe, and Niko,
aways the teacher, had let me get away withit . . . for areason. Learn your lesson the hard way and
you' || dways remember it. And thiswas the result of that |esson—being more than mildly freaked out by
our own client, and wishing like hell I'd worn some gloves. | wiped the dime on my jeansas| waited for
Nik’sanswer.

“Promise wasn't sure. It seems no one speaks their language very well.” Theimmediate whistling shriek
from the Little Mermaid proved that, as Niko continued, “It was al the go-between could do to figure
out it wanted help, that something was attacking the loca school of Mers.”

Asswimmersrarely disgppeared here, | guessed the Mer weren't eating people, though they certainly
looked capable of it. | supposed that made them if not the good guys at least not the bad ones. But,
damn, what the hell wasit they couldn’t handle? And awhole school of them to boot. | wasn't shy about
asking that elther as| pulled my gun again.

“They're apeaceful people, apparently.” He actudly said that with astraight face, like he hadn’t seen
those teeth. “ And my best guessisthis one was working as bait to lead their attacker or attackersto us,
S0 beready.”

| was. When onethird of it did out of the water onto the sand under the pier, | was asready as| was
going to be—which turned out to be not very.

It was the length of three SUV's, | was guessing, end to end and as big around as aV olkswagen. Part of
it was hidden in the crashing waves. Dead black, it had scarlet eyeswith pupilsasbig asmy fidt. It dso
had a spray of teeth exploding at an outward angle from barracuda jaws that 1ooked perfectly capable of
snapping aboat in haf while Spielberg pissed his pants.

“WE re going to need a bigger beach,” Niko murmured.

“Funny. Redl funny.” | hadn’t brought the explosive rounds. | rarely needed them and they made alot of
noise. Attracted alot of unwanted attention out in the open like this. Not as unwanted as the kind that
was trained on us now, though.

| backed up asthe jaws opened and dammed shut. “What the hdl isthet thing?”

“I think it'saJinshin-uwo. In Japanese mythology, it' san ed that . . .” Niko'susua pre-battle lecture
was cut short when the massive head heaved up and forward before coming down on the ground with a
force that would've crushed anything benesth it to jelly.

Likeour client.

“Oh, shit.” It wasn't much of aeulogy for the poor guy, but at that moment | was more concerned that
the same wasn't going to happen to me. Although seeing those two-feet-long teeth designed to do
nothing but tear flesh, crushed might be the better way to go.

Asthe head turned, the jaws clamped around the dead Mer, ripped it in half, and ate both pieces. Two
bites, snap, snap—aone. |, dong with Nik, backed farther under the pier. “The eyes?’ | said.
“Theeyes” he confirmed.

Confronted with something thisbig, short of crawling into its ssomach and stabbing it before you were
digested, the eyes were pretty much the only way to go. And whileit wasfag, it didn’t seemto beas
quick as many of the thingswe' d faced. The eyes were doable. I aimed my Glock at one grapefruit-sized
eyeandthat . . . well, that was pretty much dl | remembered until | woke up facedown in the sand.

It was hard to breathe. Why? Why was it so damn hard? Where wasthe air?

| sucked in abreath and something soft and powdery spilled into my mouth. Coughing and choking, | got



an arm under me and struggled to turn over. | wavered on my side for asecond and then dropped onto
my back. Still coughing, | could see the sky above me. Purple. Good color, purple. | wasafan of purple.
Grape soda and twilight skies. . . good stuff.

Good. . . wait. Wasn't there something | should be doing?

Chrigt. Nik.

| got my elbows under meas| finally pulled someair into my lungs and blinked at what | saw. | was at
least forty feet from the darkness under the pier and if the pain dowly blooming across my back was any
indication, | was lucky my spinewasn't broken. | also saw the reason I" d ended up facedown. The giant
ed had moved farther under the pier, its midsection still in the water, but itstail was out and whipping
with violent fury. It was safe to say it had gotten me but good. | must’ ve hurtled through the air likea
crashing plane. Down in flames.

“«Cl”

| couldn’t see Niko, but | could hear him, and that was enough to snap me back to full aertness. |
staggered hafway up, fel back down, then got back up again . . . al the way thistime. My gun was il
clenched tightly in my hand and as| lurched acrossthe sand | fired. There were five muffled popsfrom
the silencer and, just as 1’ d thought, not asingle reaction from the edl. The rubbery flesh wastoo thick.
The bullets probably felt like afly bitetoit, if it felt anything at dl. | could veleft the gun at home and
brought a goddamn sushi chef for dl the luck | was having with this giant unagi rall. I sumbled on through
the shifting sand, gaining momentum and steadiness with every step.

Closer, | could see Niko' s sword flashing, reflecting the stray beams of the streetlamps from the
boardwalk. The ed’ s head was moving back and forth just asfast. A lot faster than I” d anticipated.
Apparently, it had figured out its eyes were its weak point, the same aswe had. Or maybethat'sa
knowledge that big bad-ass eels are born with. | didn’t know and | didn’t care. What | cared about was
that Nik was taking on that thing alone. | ran faster, then dove to the ground asthe tail headed my way. It
passed over my head with only inchesto spare. | smelled the dank salt water that sprayed over me. |
turned my head to one side and flattened mysdlf as much as possible asthetail swung back. Thistimel
felt the skim of flesh againgt my ear. It wasice cold and unnaturally smooth, like aleech. | gritted my
teeth, refused to shudder at the sensation, got up, and moved. And | mean moved. | kicked off my shoes
and tore ass up the length of the monster, and when it turned its head away from Nik’s sword, | put
eleven slenced roundsright in its bloodred eye.

That it noticed.

Itdidn't die. It didn’t thrash about in agony. It just noticed.

But that was enough to puit its attention squarely on me. Itsright eye turned to jelly, it opened its
mouth—the teeth cutting through the air like the maiming snap of abear trap. | could smell the Mer oniits
breath. The blood, theflesh. | could smell other flesh, too, caught in itsteeth. Decaying. Rotting for days,
weeks. | gagged at the reek of it as| desperately dived to one side. Out of the corner of my eye, | saw
Niko go for the other eye. But the thing wasn't surprised from behind thistime. It knew where Nik was,
knew that danger well. It snapped its head back. Niko was hit by the snout and flung across the beach,
narrowly missing one of the pier columns. That would' ve broken him . . . shattered every boneto pieces
no one could put back together again.

| dammed another clip home as he landed on his back. He wasn't moving, but hewould. I'd survived it,
and he was stronger than | was. More conditioned. Tougher. He' d get back up, and that’ sthe way it
was going to be. So help me God.

But sincel didn’t believein God, | was going to have to help mysdlf. | rolled, got back to my feet, to be
faced with an open mouth astal as| was. The head turned dightly to get meinto the sight of its one good
eye asitsflesh bunched muscularly, ready to surge forward. | jerked backward as| fired into the maw.
Nothing. Nothing. Not adamn thing fazed it.

Until the gate opened.

And out they came. A swarm of the deadly, the fatd, the world' sfirst murderers. They’d hunted
dinosaurs once, Goodfellow had said. For fun. There' d been easier things to catch and edt. But for a
helluvagood time, for ared party, they killed dinosaurs. The e was't much different.



Thirty-eight sets of clawswere buried in the black meat. As one, they dragged it foot by foot acrossthe
sand. With jaws snapping and long body twisting, it tried to escape. It didn’t. Section by section, it was
wrenched backward into the largest gate I’d seen since.. . . hell, since I’ d tried to destroy the world.
Black blood spilled on the pale sand as half of it disappeared into the whirl of gray light. Metal teeth
buried in rubbery flesh and wrenched massive pieces free to toss away onto the sand, a pack of hyenas
savaging their crippled prey. Those same teeth, now stained black, dl grinned in my direction asthey
caled me, voices as one—the crooning of achlorine gas- tainted wind.

Degth inthe air, death in my name.

Then they went back to the business—the fun—at hand, taking the edl to ahell that put anything in the
Biblein the shade. The last attacker visible clawed itsway up onto the edl’ s back. Hand over hand it
ripped into the now dowly thrashing body—they were egting the edl, | thought numbly. On the other
gde They wereedting it whileit was till dive. Thelast Auphe kept up its bloody passage until it was
behind the now-duggish heed.

“You,” it hissed, bloodred eyesfixed on mine, teeth bared in the same happy, insanely twisted grin, but
not murderous—it was possessive. Coveting. And that was worse. God, that was so much worse. “Y ou
are ours. For no other. Ours.” The hot-lavagaze did to Niko. “And you, sheep, you are no more. Blood
to soak the ground, screamsto tear the air. Meat. Medt to feed us.” The grin shimmered black and silver.
“Mest to feed your brother.”

Then they were gone. E€l and Auphe. The gate closed. There were only sand, dark waves, arising diver
of moon,and. ..

And...

And wewere going to die. All of us. They were going to kill every last one of us, and | didn’'t seeany
way around it. But . . .

Theway it—she—had looked a me. It meant something. | didn’t want to know. | didn’t. If she coveted
anything, it wasmy death. That'sdl. That'sdl it could be. Fuck, | dmost laughed, wasn't that enough?
My legs wanted to give out and dump me hard in the sand, but | refused to let them. Dinosaurs had never
ruled the earth—the Auphe had. And if it weren’t for humans breeding like rabbits, they till would. Now
billions of humans might live on, but we were soon to be as extinct as those dinosaurs. Buried and gone.
All of us, meincluded.

But not now, | thought as | caught grip of the last gossamer strip of sanity asit went sailing by. | held on
tight, held on for dl I wasworth. Not now, | reaffirmed savagely. Not yet.

| turned to see Nik dtting up and staring back at me. For once he looked as stunned as | felt. Asif he
didn’t have the answer. Even though he dways had the answer. Even though he dways came through.
Never failed. Which wasn't fair. It was aweight no one should have to carry, but he did it day after day.
Battle after battle. Catastrophe after fucking catastrophe. He never hesitated and he never gave up. On
anything. On me. He should have. There were timesthat if he had we wouldn’t be here right now. Inthis
place, this position. Niko, Promise, and Robin . . . they’d beliving their lives. I'd be gone, but it

would ve been worth it. To save the only family, the only friends |’ d ever had.

But that chance was gone. That ship had fucking sailed.

But | had another chance. A chance to do something good. Something | should' ve done awhile ago.

| walked over to put my hand down and help Niko up. Not that he needed it, but he took it al the same.
He stood, one arm cradling his ribs. Hopefully, they were only bruised, not cracked or broken. Hisjaw
was set againgt the pain, and broken ribs or not, | knew he' d make the climb back up to the boardwalk
soicdly. That was Nik.

“It'sokay,” | said. | couldn’t fedl his hand against mine or the sand beneath my bare feet, but that didn’t
metter. | had one focus now. One.

“Okay,” he echoed dubioudy, head turned down toward me. He said it asif he couldn’t believe that |
had, asif he wondered how | could imaginethat any of this could possibly be okay. Doubt; Niko hadn’t
ever shown it, not on the outside. Not when we were kids—not last year when he had to kill meto save
me. But | saw the faint shadow of it now. It wastime for me to take the burden for awhile. Timethat |



wasthe oneto never givein, never give up. To believe, againg al odds and logic, that we would makeit.
Force mysdlf to believe, because that’s what was needed. To do what Niko had done for me hiswhole
life

Evenif itwasalie

“It' smorethan okay,” | said, trying to sound optimistic. I'd never actudly felt optimigtic, so pulling off a
completely unknown emotion was adiretch, but | gave it my best shot. | put my hand on hisarm to
support him if the ribs were broken and he needed it. Hewouldn’t, but | did it anyway. “I’ll think of
something. We Il kick so much pasty nightmare ass, we' Il be limping for aweek. Blisters on our solesthe
szeof lemons.” Bullshit, utter and complete, but then again . . . maybe not. Maybe it wasn't bullshit or a
lie. I'd dways clamed to be amonster. Now was the time to step up to the plate and liveit. “I’ [l think
likethem. I'll anticipate them. I'll beready.”

And why not?

Who better to think like the Auphe than their own family?

4
Niko
Pearls were everywhere.
In shades of white, old ivory, and cream, hundreds of them spilled across Promise s violet and gray rug.
It was an amazing sight, the contrast between the soft pale shimmer and the dark colors of the rug.
Beautiful. | recognized that, but | didn’t fed it. | felt many other things not nearly as pleasant, but not that.
But | did fed the fingers combing their way through my hair. Sow and sure. Patient. When | remained
dlent for nearly an hour, sitting on the floor with my back againgt the couch, the fingers remained patient.
Scooping up ahandful of pearlsdidn’t change the pattern. Faithful, soothing—the only thing | felt. At the
moment, the only thing | wanted to.
The Mer had come out of the water when the Jinshin-uwo and the Auphe had vanished. Therip in redity
seded itsdlf, and only Cd and | wereleft in the icy December evening. Slowly, one by one, they cameto
the edge of the waves to balance upright on curled muscular tails. Each hand wasfilled with pearls. We
hadn’t completed the job. The Auphe had done that, but we were paid nonetheless. Then, with the
pockets of both our coats filled to the top with gems, we came home. Not ours, but Promise’ s home. Cal
had suggested it and | hadn’t disagreed. He thought | needed it, and he wasn’t wrong.
“Hegrew up on me.” Onelast pearl fell and | smiled dightly. “I didn’t seeit coming. Isn't that odd?|
always see everything about Cal, but | didn’t seethat.”
Promise finished smoothing my hair. With her legs tucked under her on the sofa cushion, her knees
touched the back of my neck. They were warm, aswarm as the hand that came over my shoulder to rest
on my chest over my heart. Legend told you vampires were cold. Legend, asusud, lied.
“I imagine he |l till be acranky little boy now and again.” Therewasasmilein her voice as she bent to
press her cheek against mine. “But you did teach him well. No one el se could’ ve brought him through it
al asyou have. Sane, intact, hissoul clean.”
“Clean soul and the filthiest mouth around,” | mused. “Where d | go wrong?’
“Not asingle place.” She straightened and patted her lap. “Liewith me. Tell me everything. The more|
know, the more Auphe blood | can spill.” A cloud of black drifted across her eyesfor an instant and then
they wereviolet again. “And | will so enjoy spillingit.”
So | moved up to the couch, rested my head in her |ap, and gave her every detail of the night. She'd
been given aquick sketch by Cal, who was on the phone with Robin aswe d walked in. “ Sharks with
arms. Big-ass ed. Goddamn Auphe. Watch your ass.” No one could say my brother wasn't succinct
when he wanted to be, or that he couldn’t paint a picture with hiswords. Granted, it was a picture made
up of red and black crayon dashes, but it got the point across.
The painter was now adeep in one of Promise' s spare bedrooms. Robin was hosting something large and
loud, from the shouting Cal had to do to be heard over the phone, so hewas most likely safe. At least in
the respect that by the time the Auphekilled dl the partygoers he’ d be long gone. Georgina had her
wolves and her anonymity, thanksto Cal’ srefusal to see her. It was dl we had and al we could do.



We gave Promise swolvesthe night off, and asthey left, | had thought that we couldn’t live thisway.
Not for long. Trying to encase every second of our daily livesin safety glass. Y ou could seethroughtit,
see everyone dse waking, breething, living, but you couldn’t live yoursdlf. Y ou were caught like afly in
amber. It wasn't alife; it was an existence. And that wasn't much of asubstitute. Even when Cal and |
had been on the run for three years, it hadn’t been like this. We knew the Auphe were after us, but we
didn’t know why they were, other than Ca having their blood. We knew it would be abad thing if they
caught us, but we didn’t know how bad . . . not until they findly did.

We d thought that they didn’t know where we were most of the time. Thought we' d lost them time and
timeagain. | didn't know if that wastrue. | did know no matter where we went they eventualy found us,
but they were only biding their time. All dong they had been waiting for Ca to mature physcdly, to be
ableto build the giant gate they needed and travel, ashe cdlled it. And so they had trailed usfrom place
to place, and when they findly actudly did want Ca they smply reached out and took him. That easily.

| couldn’t imagine underestimating the Auphe, but | had. And because | had, we had lives, Cd and I.
That delusion had |et us bregthe. We had watched over our shoulders, given fake names, practiced the
martid art of saying dive daily, stayed ghosts to everyone we came into contact with, but we had il
lived. We hadn’t hunched under the knowledge that every second could have been the killing one.

Faith; it could support alifeif you had it. It was the undoing of oneif you didn’t.

| dways had faith that things would end up as they should. We would escape the Auphe. When that
didn’t happen, | had faith I’ d get Cal back, because| literaly couldn't accept anything ese. Hewas my
respongbility. My brother. They hadn’t taken him, | had lost him. Twicein my lifel had logt him.

I’d forced mysdlf to believe | would get him back. There could be no doubt. | would get him back.
Faith again.

And | had gotten him back. But in the process, | had learned something. | had my eyes opened. I’ d seen
the Auphe up close. I’ d seen what had happened to the people around them, peopl e the Auphe cared
nothing about oneway or the other. They died. They died very easily—killed by something that barely
knew they were diveto begin with.

And the Auphe knew we were dive. Like the eye of God, their sight was on us. Inescapable.

They hated Ca with dl the passion of a betrayed race. They knew Robin and | had taken Cal away from
them. Promise was Smply swept up in the murderous wake. No matter how we' d gotten there, we were
al under theeye.

And now | thought there might be something far worse. | suspected, but . . . no, | waswrong. | had to
be. Even an uncaring universe wouldn't allow that. Desth, yes, but not that.

“Niko?

I’d closed my eyesas| told Promise what had happened on the beach. And when I’ d stopped talking |
left them shut, just for amoment. A denid of thetightening noose. Something | rarely alowed mysdlf. |
opened them now and looked up at her. Large eyes, skin alittle too pale, amouth alittle too wide, and
eyebrows that winged upward like abird in flight. It was an imperfect beauty and al the more beautiful
for it. She put the multitude of pearlsto shame,

“Niko?’ she said again, cupping my face with her hands.

| took one of her hands, kissed the palm, and gave her the truth.

“We arefucked.”

Shelaughed, showing the small pointed incisors of apredator in her own right. “It seemsyou weren't the
only teacher over the years. Cd taught you something aswell.”

He had. He' d taught me many things, but first and foremost, he' d taught me that faith. Sophianever
would have. Cal had given me areason to have faith. How would | honor my teacher if | deserted that
fath now?

“But Cd sayswe'll get through it.” | kissed her hand again, thistimelightly nipping the skin a the base of
her thumb. Without Cd | wouldn't have faith. | wouldn’t be the man | wastoday.

| wouldn't havethis.

The night haze swam across her eyes again, thistime for adifferent reason. “ And what do you say?’ she
asked as her finger lazily traced the line of my jaw.



“I havefaith,” | said smply.
AndinC4d, | did.

Of course, the next day the cause of al that faith wastrying to kill me before the Auphe had their chance.
The morning sun drifted through the tinted windows as, after my shower, | padded into the kitchen,
dressed in one of the pair of sweatpants | kept at Promise’s. Leaning over Cal’s shoulder ashe stirred, |
frowned at the bumpy kaeidoscope of red, yellow, and pale brown in the bowl. “What could you
possibly be concocting there, Dr. Frankenstein?’

“Chocolate, cherry, banana pancakes. Want some?’ He pulled the spoon out and licked it.

“Very hygienic.” | nodded at the sink. “I can explain the use of the tap again for you if you like.”

“Like the doctor takes advice from Igor,” he snorted. He yawned and licked the spoon again. *Y ou want
some or not?’

“I think one bite might lodge in an artery and stop my heart,” | said truthfully.

“Worse waysto go,” he pointed out with adark grin as he poured the batter on the griddle. “We were
nearly eaten by vengeful sushi last night. Livealittle” He boosted himsdlf up and sat on the counter.
“How arethe ribs? They don’t look too bad.”

| pulled on the black shirt that I’ d been carrying in my hand and replied, “Bruising. Nothing more.” He
was moving with only alittle stiffness, and | knew his back was no worse. He' d showered not long
before | had. | could tell by the still-wet black hair and the water spots on the T-shirt that I'd lent him last
night. The sopping washcloth half covering the drain, the toppled shampoo bottles, and the towels on the
floor had been aclueaswdll.

He gave another grin, thisone not asdark. “1 was going to ask if she was gentle with you, but | think Il
gt here and smirk instead.”

“Y ou' re a gentleman without compare.” | went to the refrigerator, saying over my shoulder, “Y our
pancakes are burning.”

Therewas acurse, athud of feet on thefloor, and the smell of singed batter. By thetime | sat at the table
with my juice and yogurt-granolamix, he had aplate of haf-runny, half-burnt pancakes and was squirting
syrup over them. Thetypica feeding habits of the Ca Leandrosin his natural habitat. | waslong used to
them.

“No Promise?’ Hetook asticky, dripping bite. “I made enough for her.”

“ S0 you plan to poison her and leave me a celibate and lost soul. Cunning.” | dipped aspooninthe
bowl. “ She’ s deeping in. Centuries of habit are hard to bresk.” | studied the yogurt before me, then
made adecison. Cd wasright. | should livealittle. “I’ll take some after dl.”

“You're shitting me. Redly?’ He did the plate closer. “Help yoursdf.”

| reached over with the spoon, carved off a piece, and took abite. | chewed, swallowed, and made the
best decision of my life. | went back to my yogurt. We ate in companionable silence. Cal wasnot a
morning person. | was surprised he was as coherent as he was this one. When | finished, | pushed the
bowl away and looked at him. Thistime | wasn't looking at wet hair and shirt or the casua douch ashe
chased the last bite of pancake around the plate with hisfork. | waslooking past that—past the
gtill-deepy gray eyesto where Cal could be his own worst enemy. The place where he stuffed dll his
fears, hismisplaced guilt, hisanger . . . hisrage. Hid them away. Tried hisvery best to forget about them.
| looked there for the beach we had stood on last night.

| didn’t find it.

“So, then.” | tapped my spoon on his plate to get his attention. “We' re going to be dl right, are we?’
“Yep,” he said agreegbly, giving up on that remaining bit of pancake.

“And if we'renot?’ | wouldn’'t give up my faith, but it had to be factored in with redlity. Believe, but be
ready.

“Then we take those bitcheswith us.” The eyesweren't deepy anymore. They’ d gone from drowsy to
dark, savage, and ruthless.

“There smy brother.” My lipstwitched. “| was afraid you' d taken dl my Zen.”

“Likel’dwant it,” heretorted. “ Jesus. I’ d need a pack mulefor al the granola.”



“| am stunned with your witty riposte. Give me amoment to recover.” | took another spoonful of yogurt
that | didn’t particularly want, but my body required. | needed to ask Cal something, and it wasa
memory that wasn't going to do much for either of our appetites, whichiswhy I'd waited until hewas
finished with his pancakes. Pushing the almost-empty bowl and spoon away, | asked, “ The Auphe you
killed last year, the one that attacked us on the way back from Forida’ —when George had been
kidnapped and we' d needed help from a Rom clan to obtain her ransom—"wasit amae or female?’
For asecond, his eyes went blank. Completely. For amoment Ca was gone. | reached over and
squeezed hiswrigt hard and said his name asforcefully asif we werein the midst of a battle—which, for
all intents and purposes, we were. | was about to repeat his name when he blinked. “Sorry.” | let his
wrist go and he used both handsto scrub at hisface. “Yeah . . . Florida. | wasalittle. . . distracted.”
“Didracted” was Cd’ sway of saying “walking avery fine line between sanity and the dternative.” “ Shit.”
He shook hishead. “I don’'t remember. Male, | think.” His pupilsdilated and | could see the past sucking
him down. The Auphetrying to drag me through agate to Tumulus. Cd al but disintegrating its head with
the entire clip of hisgun while the door to hell stood hungry and open only feet away.

Enough. I’ d needed to know, but | wouldn’t make him see anymore. He' d seen too much aready. | took
his plate and promptly pushed it into his somach. “Enough ancient history. Cleanup time.”

He was dower to come back thistime, but he did come, grumbled, glared, and cleared the table. What
he didn’t do was ask me why I’ d wanted to know. He may not have remembered my even asking, or he
may not have wanted to know the reason. Either way . . . | was grateful. Because | till could be wrong.
Let me bewrong.

Forty minutes later, the wolves were at the door, literdly. | left Promise with akissto her bare shoulder,
and we were gone. Outside, the sky was bluefor thefirst timein days. With the sun the day felt warmer
than it really was. Cd didn’t seem to notice. He kept diding aglance at me from the corner of hiseye as
we went down the stairs. It was alook both aternately worried and confused. Findly, | said with mild
exasperation, “Enough. | fed likethelast movie | forced you to watch that had subtitles. What isit?’

He didn't snipe back in our usual give-and-take of his cultura, scholastic, or martid artslack. We had
just passed through the front entrance to Promise’ s building and taken afew steps when he shook his
head, growled, grabbed two handfuls of my coat and shoved me up againgt the stone facade of the
building. Then he pressed his nose to my neck and jaw and smelled me. | ignored the looks of the people
jostling by. | knew my brother. He did some odd things, but he dways had areason . . . maybe not a
safe reason or a particularly good reason, but he always had a purpose of some sort.

“I think you may be spending too much time with either Ddlilah or Robin,” | said equably.

Hedidn't react to the humor. Letting go of me, he backed up. “ Jesus, Cyrano.” He seemed both
disgusted and angry. “ Y ou smdl like him. Y ou sméll like that goddamn Seamus.”

Seamus, who, athough | had spent timewith himin hisloft and later at the art show, | would've
showered away his scent at least three times by now. The last shower was this morning before we I ft,
but it hadn’t been the last thing I’ d done before leaving the apartment. I” d kissed Promise’ sbare skinin
good-bye. | hadn’t asked where she’ d been when Ca and | had been fighting agiant ed. We hardly
kept track of each other’ s every movement. She very well could’ ve met Seamusto further discuss his
case. It would' ve been a professiona courtesy.

But she hadn’t mentioned it.

Consdering that we' d decided last night that everything was to be put on hold until the Auphe were dedlt
with, it skirted dong the border of suspicious. If it had been anyone but Promise, it would' ve been far
beyond the border and seeking, no doubt Cal would say, afake green card. But thiswas Promise. She
and Seamus were old friends, old companions. | had no reason to think “old” had changed to “current”
or that she was keeping anything from me. | had never seen anything likethat in her. And being
suspicious of her now would only taint everything we had. | wouldn't do that—no matter what Sophia
had taught me dl her life: that everyone lies. Everyone deceives. Cd didn’t—not unlessit wasto save my
life; then hewould lielike the proverbia dog. But otherwise, Cal wouldn’t deceive me.

Neither would Promise. If | believed shewould, then | |et Sophiawin.

“I didn't catchit last night. | just went flying past her to the guest room while telling Robin to watch his



ass. | wasn't paying attention. What the hell iswrong with me?Y ou should kick my assfor it. | actudly
deserveit thistime.” He moved back away from the sdewalk, toward me, and leaned againgt the wall
next tome. “I’'m sorry,” he said, his mouth twisted.

Indl hislifel think | wasthe only one Ca had said that word to, and he said it more often than our
acquaintances might think. He didn’t need to now, athough | don't think he himsalf knew why he said it:
for not noticing last night or for noticing thismorning.

“It's Promisg, little brother. HE sa part of her past. | wouldn't tell her who she could or couldn’t see, no
more than shewould tdl me.”

He straightened as the wind carried a candy bar wrapper across his boot, snagged it there, and then took
it on down the street. “ She told you, then?’ he asked, relieved. “Told you they met?’

“No.”

Therelief in his eyestransmuted to suspicion so quickly that there wasn't asplit second between of
thought. He didn’t say anything, but then again he didn’t haveto. | knew that expression, borne of our
mother years ago, and | knew my brother. He didn't trust Promiseto tell the truth about Seamus, and he
didn’t want to hurt me by saying so.

| took his shoulder and pulled him away from the building and into motion. “ Thisis Promise, Cd. Inthe
past year there were several occasions she could’ ve died because of us or we could’ ve died if she hadn’t
helped us. Don't be thisway.”

“What way?’ he demanded.

“Yoursdf.” | gave him my customary affectionate tug on his ponytail. “ And whatever you do, please
don’t sniff her like awayward dog when we get back. She might not be as understanding as| am.”
“Okay, okay. You'reright. It isPromise.” It sounded much more dubiouswhen he said it, but it was an
effort, acongderable onefor him, and | appreciated it as such. “ Although you didn’t see the look
Seamus gave you when we left hisloft.”

“I saw it.” HE' d been sizing me up. Let him. “But we don’'t haveto trust him, only Promise. And she's
not given us reason not to.”

He frowned, but let it go for now. Checking hiswatch, he said, “'Y ou know, we have enough time before
your first classto go to Centrd Park.”

“And why would you want to do that?’ | asked dryly. “1 would want to run or practice, but why would
you want to go?’

“More revenants.”

“Revenants?’ Not that there were as many asyou'’ d think in Central Park. Boggle and her brood ate
most of them. But the revenants couldn’t help themselves. The draw of dl those people running, walking,
Rollerblading, al those people just begging to be dragged into the trees and devoured—it was too much
temptation for them. They kept going, and occasiondly they did get arunner here and there, but mainly
they were the equivaent of Meas on Whedsfor Boggle and her children, who were faster and more
predatory than a hundred revenants.

“Y eah. Spearguns, giant edls, the Auphe. | think we need to kick some ass just to prove we' re badder
than somebody in this city. In the past two days even an old lady with awalker could' ve taken our asses
down,” hegrumbled in disgust.

“Exaggeration served up with afine whine. Entertaining as dways. And we don’t have atimeissue. |
caled the university yesterday and told them | wastaking leave. Family emergency.”

“And if thisdoes't count as an emergency . . .” He shook hishead and shoved hishandsin his jacket
pockets. I’d never been able to break him of that, to aways have your handsfree, just in case. As often
as|’d swatted the back of his head or pinched anerve cluster, he just couldn’t remember. Y ou haveto
pick your battles, and I" d redlized years ago Ca was most certainly his own person. Hewasn't me,
couldn’t beme.

| have abigger sword.

Wetook the subway to the Ninth Circle, where Cal was going to tell Ishiah he needed alittle time off as
wdll. Right now we needed to focus on our Situation and nothing but that. Seamus would get the same
gpeech from Promise. Thisone | knew about, at least. It was a petty thought and | pushed it away. Yes,



Seamus would haveto ded with his mystery stalker himsdf. Normally, we kept working, regardless of
the stuation. The world didn’t stop because this or that was trying to kill you. That happened too
frequently in our lives. Y ou had to work or you would be on the Streetsand starving inno time. This.. . .
thiswas an exception. | knew it the minute that gate had opened on the beach and those nightmare
monsters had come boiling out to kill what Ca and | couldn’t. And they had doneit in lessthan thirty
seconds.

Luckily, with last night’ s payment we could actudly afford the time off. No teaching, no bartending, none
of our jobs. Wewerein the best financial situation of our lives. Assuming, of course, that we could hold
ontothoselives.

Delilah was at the bar when we arrived. Since she worked at another bar, astrip club, as abouncer
during the day and did her work for the Kin & night, | assumed she waswaiting for Cal and not Smply
hanging out for the feathery ambience. She sat a the bar, very much the fox in the henhouse. Confident,
clever, and more than alittle carnivorous. She was dressed in brown leather pants, a discarded matching
jacket, and along-deeve amber-colored swesater that stopped afew inches above her navel. No matter
the temperature, Delilah was awolf and she was proud. She had survived and she would show you the
proof—scars white and jagged across her ssomach. They were bright against skin that was only afew
shades lighter than her swester. She wore them as boldly as she did the wolf eyes and Celtic swirl design
she had tattooed choker style around her neck. Those scars were the reason Cal could be with her. She
couldn’t have children. Cal was adamant . . . there would be no more Auphe-human hybrids. Not if he
could helpit. It was smart of my brother, smart, mature, salf-sacrificing, and up there with genuinely
phobic status.

Georgina. . . she could have children, and had been willing to | et the future unfold however it would. Cal
was not astrusting of the universe, and | didn’t blame him for it.

Ddilah’shair was dmost as pale as her brother’ s. Hiswas albino white; herswas silver blond, long
enough to fal to the middle of her back when pulled up, asit wasnow, in atail a the crown of her head.
Shelooked fully human, if exatic, like the high breeds did, but she wasn’t. High breeds were considered
origind werewolf stock. Purely human at one moment and completely wolf at the next. But some wolves
didn’t want that. They sought what they felt was the more desirable form—awolf at dl times. Pure and
wild, untouched by civilization and “monkey” genes. So they bred for what high breeds consdered faults
and mutations, some even inbred aswell to further the cause. And it was an ongoing cause, sSince as of
now they only had some wolveswho at best were hdf-and-haf. Human with wolf teeth, fur in odd
places, lupine eyes and claws. Sometimes they were beautiful and sometimes hideous. Sometimes they
could pass on the street without effort and sometimes they couldn’t.

They were il aminority in the werewolf community, Kin and non-Kin, and considered by their brothers
infur to bealittlelessworthy. And because of that prejudice, Delilah could never be an Alphain theKin.
Females could be Alphas, unlike in genuine wolf packs. The Kin were practica: they redized the femaes
could be deadlier than the males. Mde or femde, if you killed on all takers, then you were Alpha, but a
non-high breed Alphawas out of the question. Then again, Ddlilah might change that custom. Shehad a
presence that let you know she was no ordinary wolf, no ordinary Kin, no ordinary killer.

And quite definitely no ordinary woman.

“I’'m not sureif I'm impressed or afraid she' |l eat you asamidday snack,” | murmured as the door
closed behind us.

Almond eyes of pale copper that showed the Asian blood in her were dready on us. | probably didn’t
samel much different than your average human, but the wolves could smell the Auphein Cd from the
metaphorica mile away. They hated it, except for Ddlilah. She hadn’t minded when we had once hired
her to hedl Ca with the benefits of wolf saliva, and she obvioudy didn’t mind now. It was that presence
again. Ddlilah had a quality about her—she was completely fearless. Unfortunatdly, alittle fear was often
what kept you dive.

“Promise could go off the wagon anytime,” he snorted as he moved off. “Thenit’sjust you, her, and a
giant twisty straw.”

Thevast mgority of vampires had been off blood for sixty years now, thanksto afew hematology



advances on their part, but he had a point. One way or the other, we were dl food for something else.
Every creature on the planet.

Ashe sat next to her, Ddlilah tapped adisapproving finger on his knee. “Paying with Auphe. Not smart.
Comewith me.” Shetilted her head, lips curving. “Play better games.”

And that was the only sign Delilah wasn't ahigh breed. Her voca cords were somewhere between
human and wolf. Her brother had it aswell, athough hiswas much worse. Delilah sounded asif she had
astrong accent, was just learning the language. It was as exotic asthe rest of her, something the patrons
of her bar would' ve enjoyed thoroughly . . . if it hadn’t been agay male strip club. And | doubted when
she tossed the drunks and troublemakers out onto the concrete that she wasted many words on them.

| went over to the far end of the bar, giving Ca some privacy to tell Delilah that the sex games were over
temporarily. HE d only met her just over aweek ago. She wouldn't be an Auphe target yet. Fearless or
not, it was best she stayed that way.

Ishiah cameup as| sat. “| heard what happened last night. Going on atrip?’

“No. We ve learned the hard way that there is nowhere we can go that the Auphe can’t follow.” | didn’t
ask how he knew. Peris were the grapevine of the supernatural world, but that quickly? He could only
have gotten it from Goodfellow. | suppose that tipped the Ishiah scales more toward friend than enemy . .
. a least for today. | accepted a bottle of water he offered and rolled the blue glass between my pams.
“But Cal won't be back here until thisistaken care of .”

“Businesswill boom.” Benegth the gruffness, | heard areluctant sympathy. “He blames himsdlf. He snaps
and snarlsasmuch as| do, but I’ ve been around along time. | see”

My face didn’t move, but whatever he saw behind it was the end of the conversation. Without further
word, he put aglass before me on the bar and | &ft.

Cd blamed himsdf . . . asif | didn’t know.

The Auphe had given Cd every reason to blame himsdlf. It was part of their game. It wasn't enough to
kill usor him. There had to be suffering, agony . . . torment. Months ago, before Cal had killed the
Auphein Horida, they had told my brother they would save him for last aswe were torn to pieces before
him. They wanted him to blame himself for every one of our deaths. They would be happy to know he
dready did. Cal had dready lived that moment hundreds of timesin hishead, | knew. Would liveit
hundreds more before thiswas al over. And no matter what | said or did, that wouldn’t change.

My grip tightened on the bottle and | put it down with exquisite care before | shattered it. | couldn’t
changeit, but | could make sure he only lived the nightmare of it, not the redlity.

Thefirst step would be to stay together as much as possible. Robin would take some persuading, but |
was rather in the mood for some persuasion. I’ d missed my workout this morning. Dragging him kicking
and screaming from his den of debauchery could be asubgtitute.

| stood as Ddlilah gave Ca something to remember her by. As sheturned her back on him, | waited for
him to walk over before | commented on the bright red handprint on his cheek. “ Things went well, then.”
He gave me anirritable glance and rubbed hisface gingerly. “ Funny, it doesn't fed likeit did.”

Ddlilah dapped her hand on the bar, snapping, “Pigeon! Whiskey. Now.”

Amusing though it might be, | didn’t have timeto see the fun and games that were going to start with
Ishiah. Herding Cdl toward the door, | said, “ She could' ve broken your neck with one blow if she'd
wanted. That' s the tap amother gives her cub.”

“Being smacked by ashewolf,” he muttered, “it gives new meaning to ‘bitch dap.” ”

“Don’'t complain.” | opened the door and shoved him out just as | saw Ishiah pull his sword from benesth
the bar. “Y ou could’ ve stopped her.”

“Maybe.” He scowled, then let it go. “ Relationships. | never claimed | was good at them.”

“When you actualy have one,” | advised, “we' Il return to the subject.”

Coincidentdly, aswe arrived at Robin’s, he wasin the process of not having relationships aswell.
Standing on black-and-white marble in tastefully subdued lighting, | wondered not for the first time how
Goodfdlow had managed to weasdl hisway past the co-op board of this place. They couldn’t have any
ideawhat went on behind that door. I’ d only seen glimpses, and as much as| appreciated education, that
was one no one needed.



After several minutes of Ca’ s pounding, wewerefindly let in by ashirtless Robin. His pantswere il
on, though, and that was something. Not much, but something.

Tapping abarefoot impatiently on the floor, he asked, “What? What do you want? It' s never-ending
with you two. | would think agiant ed attack would have you taking &t |east one day off.”

“We're. . . oh, hdl. What are you doing now?’ Ca asked as we both caught sight of the rumpled
clothes on the living room floor—a Sdlvation Army uniform, aswestshirt that read ABSTINENCE
MAKES THE HEART GROW FONDER, and, if | wasn't mistaken, a Shriner’ sfez.

That was the type of day it was going to be, then. | pinched the bridge of my nose at the oncoming
headache.

Robin folded hisarms and raised his eyebrows asif it were obvious. “I’m trying to change my ways. I'm
helping the poor, the deluded, and the medically needy. Who could find fault in that?” hesaid with a
sf-satisfied amirk.

Trying to change. Morelike trying very hard not to change. His brush with degth asaresult of smilar
behavior had him trying to prove to the world that he was fine the way that he was—and trying even
harder to proveit to himself.

“You..."” Cd darted, then gave up immediately. | didn’t blame him. Thiswas Robin as hewas and as
he would no doubt aways be. Whichwasfine. | liked him . . . well, | was used to him the way hewas.
Semarntics.

“Just don't tdll usthecat isinvolved aswell,” | said. “ There salineto be drawn, and necrophiliac
bedtidity would beit.”

“Thecat.” Hegritted histeeth. “ Do you have an ideawhat my lifeislike now? No, you do not, and why?
Let metell you. Yesterday shegotoutand. . .”

“She?’ Cd interrupted beforeinhaling. | could smell the cat in the apartment aswell, and my sense of
amdl had nothing on his. The mummifying spices of cinnamon and ginger floated on the air, winding about
us. “Hey, that'snice,” Ca grinned. “Y ou can't beat awalking undead deodorizer for that domestic
touch, can you, Nik?’

“She?” | prompted, returning to the subject at hand and giving hisribs the reprovingly sharp point of my
elbow. The sooner Robin vented, the sooner we could get on withit.

“Yes, she,” Goodfdlow snarled, “and acomplete and utterly psycho bitch sheis. Like many of my past
liaisons, as amatter of fact. Y esterday she somehow opened the locks, got out the door, and ran into
Mrs. Federstein’ s Great Dane. The woman”—he made a seesawing gesture as if he wasn't quite sure
she qudified for the gender—"“whoally unattractive and not especialy bright, lets the dog roam up and
down the hall for exercise. The poor, wretched creature is ahundred years old, completely deaf, mostly
blind, and no brighter than his owner. Up and down the hall he weaves, bouncing off the walls, probably
praying for desth from whatever god dogs worship.” He sighed and ran an agitated hand into hiswavy
hair and clenched it there. “Wéll, he got hiswish. | come home from the dedlership last evening to find a
‘present’ on my pillow—one very big, very dead dog. Do you have any ideahow hard it isto get a Great
Daneinto theincinerator? Do you?’

“Aw, shelovesyou.” Ca’sgrin stretched alittle wider. It was arare one for him, neither dark nor
sarcastic. For one brief second he wasn't thinking of the Auphe, and that made Robin’ s rant more than
worth listening to.

“What are you naming her?’ | asked, as genuinely curious as | was genuinely amazed that he had kept
her after dl.

“Sdome. Shewasabitch too,” hereplied, disgruntled. “ All she could talk about was John the Bapti<t.
Bring me hishead on aplatter. | want his head on a platter. Now, where sthat platter? Blah, blah. | was
willing to serve up my dick on aplatter, still attached, of course, but was that good enough for her?
Nooo.”

“Rohbin, we re garting without you.”

| could say if it was afemale or male voice coming from the bedroom, but what was the point? Robin
lived aregtriction-freelifein that area. All areas, actudly. It wastoo bad for him that was about to come
to an abrupt, if hopefully temporary, end.



He turned and walked away, waving us off with a“ Thanksfor vigiting. Drop by anytime. My best to the
family. Pick aplatitude and leave withiit.”

“I don’'t think s0.” | tapped his shoulder with the blade of my katana, stopping him in histracks. * Pack.
Y ou' re coming with us. We' re al staying at Promise’ suntil the Auphe Situation isresolved.”

Helooked in the direction of the bedroom and then back a me. “I most certainly am not.”

| gave asmile sharp asmy sword. “Yes, you most certainly are.”

Twenty minutes later Goodfellow, gill not at peak performance after his drunken three days, wasin acab
on hisway to Promise’ s penthouse gpartment. His playmates had | eft fifteen minutes prior to that.
Apparently, asword fight in the living room wasn't the gphrodisiac one might imagine.

“Y ou enjoyed that way too much,” Ca observed as he watched the cab pull into traffic.

“Did 17" Salome, the Great Dane-loving feline, was staying behind. She didn’t need to et, drink, or
eliminate. She would befine on her own. All indl, other than thekilling of domesticated animal s twenty
times her sze, she wasthe perfect pet. Robin would be sdlling them viainfomercia within the month.
Goodfdlow’s Mummy Cats—Gummy Cats no doubt.

“Y ou're getting cranky in your old age, Cyrano,” he snorted a the satisfaction in my voice.

“Children need boundaries.” | had enjoyed it; there was no denying it. And if he hadn’t been up al night
doing things Caligula had only dreamed of, he would' ve been able to hold hisown. Asit was,
workoutwise.. . .

| shifted a speculative gaze to Cd, and he groaned. “Nik, damn. My back hurts. I'm till tired from last
night. Comeon.”

It was severa hours and dark before we made it home to do packing of our own. We stayed away from
the park thistime and used a dojo where I’ d once taught. One student had offered to spar with Cal
during one of our bresks. Ca, sweaty and tired, had given him the highly pissed-off reply of, “Niko can
keep mefrom killing him. You can't. Go away.” Not precisaly tactful, but true. Hisform wasvirtualy
nonexistent, the results undeniably deadly. He wasn't as good as | was—there was only so much inherent
|aziness one could overcome, but he was good.

Good enough that he noticed it the same moment | did. We d finished sparring and went home to pick up
clothes and gear to take to Promise’ s penthouse. Reaching our apartment door, we entered, and it came
that quickly before | had a chanceto turn the light on. The sensation of something dicing through the
air—headed in our direction. | gave Cal one hard push to the side and dove to thefloor. It passed over
my head and hit the wall with adigtinctive chopping sound. A sword. Not Auphe, then. An Auphe didn’t
need asword.

“Vampire,” Ca said, hisvoice coming from near the floor by the couch. “1 smdll you, Seamus. Y ou
ambushing piece of shit.”

Seamus, whose jeal ousy phase had passed a century ago. I’ d trusted Promise’ s normally excellent
judgment. | should'vetrusted Cd’s; | should' ve trusted my own. | heard the sound of metal ripped free
of plaster, and then | could see him as he moved back. Silhouetted againgt the city lights streaming
through the cracked window blinds, the bulk of him paused for amoment, then did with afluid speed to
theright.

“I never knew | wanted her back, al these years. But then | saw her again. Smelled her. Touched her.
And | do want her back. She should be with me,” he spat. “ She belongs with me. Her mate. Her true
mate.”

I’d moved to my feet, silent and smooth. | caught the next swing of his blade on my own before | spoke.
“Her choice, not yours.”

Vampires could see better than humansin the dark, but my eyes had adjusted now. | could see him,
abeit in shades of dark gray and black. “Then | shall narrow her options,” he said coldly.

There were no further words, only the sound of blade againgt blade. Ca would have his Glock in hand,
but Seamus and | were moving too fast for him to get a shot lined up. The vampire was quick and he was
good—thetype of good that was learned from time on a battlefield. Years. But I’ d been in battles
myself, faced creatures | doubt even Seamus had ever seen. Y es, vampires were quick and lethd.

But sowasl.



| twisted and swung the katana. Inches from having his head severed, Seamusjerked to one sde and
diced toward me again. From the shadowy length and breadth of it, he was carrying abroadsword. He
swvung it like it was one. Two-handed and with the weight of amountain behind it. Inthe dim light, | could
see hiseyeswere adl black—the eyes of avampirein the midst of strong emotion. Fury, | was guessing. |
used it. His next strike, full of rage, took him dightly off balance. Barely detectable, but | caught it. |
dammed aboot in hisgut. He staggered, but less than he should have. His breed was stronger than
humans, and Seamus, big and broad, was no exception. | did around his next blow, but it was close. The
point of the sword cut through my skin, tracing a superficid dice. He gave an incoherent growl a the miss
and with onefurious kick sent the couch flying up on end to then promptly topple over. | heard Cal curse
as helegpt out of theway. Then | heard him say one more thing.

“Lights”

Vampires could seewell in the dark, yes, but humans saw well in thelight. Asour lightsflared on,
Seamus closed hiseyes againgt it for afraction of asecond. That was about haf aslong as| needed. He
swiveled, but not before | carved off adice of flesh over hisribs. Hedidn't let that dow him. He kept
coming . . . right into Ca’ s crosshairs. Three bullets hit his upper back before he shifted direction and
made it to the door, split it in haf with hisweight, and was gone. Cd, by the light switch, instantly vaulted
over the shattered wood to follow him.

It wastoo late. If he' d thought it through, he' d know that. Short of chasing Seamus down to the lobby
and killing himin front of anyone who happened to be strolling through, thisfight was over. | reached
through the doorway and caught Cal by the back of hisjacket asthe door to the stairwell dammed shut
a theend of the hdl. | saw it on thewall down there and on the doorknob, swipes and smears of dark
red. Blood. Some would say quite abit.

| would say not nearly enough.

5

Cal

“He sgood.”

That' swhat Niko said in the aftermath of the fight while mopping the small amount of blood from his
chest with awashcloth. “He'sgood.” Like he'd say, “It’shot today,” or “Darn, I’'m out of tofu.”

He' d tagged Nik during asword fight. He was more than good. And those three shots " d put in him
weren't going to dow him down. Vampires hedled fast and had an incredible tolerance for pain. All of
that made Seamus a problem. Because, hey, the Auphe weren’t enough. Let’ s add another goddamned
monster gunning for my brother.

The couch had dready been tossed over. What was one more kick? | dammed my foot against it. It
didn’t make me fed any better, but it didn’t make me fed any worse either. “1 told you | didn’t trust
him,” | said grimly, as he pulled anew shirt on. “Being followed, my ass. He planned that.”

“No, that wasred. Or whoever shot that spear would' ve killed me then. But there’ s no denying Seamus
used being followed as an opportunity to get closer to Promise.” The meeting she' d had yesterday with
him that she hadn’t told Niko about. “And if hekilled usboth . . .” Niko's eyes glittered with an anger he
normally would' ve kept hidden. Niko didn’t have many buttons, but Seamus was pushing the ones he
had—Promise and me. “Who' sto say it couldn’t be blamed on those following him?’

“And how hard could killing us be? Two humans.” | wasn't redly human, though, and Niko was by no
means your average one, but Seamus hadn’t known that. He knew now . . . a least when it cameto Nik.
No matter how long the bastard had been around, Niko was his match—even in an ambush.

So what would he try next time? How much further would he go to get what he wanted?

Far.

“Wedon't havetime for this. Not now,” Niko said firmly, the anger already squelched under his
customary control. “We'll ded with it later.”

Hewasright. Wedidn't havetimefor it, but Seamus had plenty of time. All thetimein theworld. The
son of abitch. “Promiseisn’t going to be too happy.” | wasn't too happy about it myself. Then again, |
hadn’t had a secret meeting with the Scottish bastard. Maybe Promise wouldn't be happy in an entirely



different way. Niko said he trusted her, and that should’ ve been good enough for me. And for him, | was
trying damn hard to makeit be. | hefted the duffel bag I’ d stuffed with clothes, wegpons, and
ammunition, my grip tight enough to whiten my knuckles.

“Naiveteinyou, little brother. I’'m surprised.” He lifted his own bag and stepped over the wreckage of
our door. The landlord was not going to be pleased, but for a hundred bucks we could get him to nalil it
shut with plywood before the place was emptied out.

| guess| was naive, because it looked like Niko had been right about her after al. When we madeit to
her place and told our story, Promise wasn't unhappy. She was pissed.

“Heisdead. Dead.”

Eyes ebony, whiteless, and frozen with rage, Promise was saying al theright things, in my book. Seamus
dead. Yep. Totaly on board with that. Asicy as Niko himsdlf, | hadn’t seen her like this often. It made
me wonder what she’ d been like back in the blood-drinking days. She might be an omnivore now, but
she' d been acarnivore once. Niko said she didn’t talk much about her past, and there was probably
good reason for that. To see her sweeping out of the darkness at you—you’ d think angel, you' d think
demon. And you' d beright on both counts.

“Dead,” sherepeated. Thistime | saw her fangsand | saw them lengthen before my eyes. I'd seen her
climb walls, seen her snagp necks, but that was anew onefor me.

Nik didn’t seem surprised, but when you have akid brother who's half monster, not much can shake
you. “Well take care of it,” he said, catching her wrigt lightly as she paced past him. Her hair looseand a
mass of motion around her, she was like awind—the gale-force kind that takes down everything in its
path. “ After the Auphe, we will dedl with Seamus. Together.”

“If Seamusis cooperative enough to not attack you again before then,” Robin added.

“Not helping,” | muttered as| continued to unpack my guns onto Promise’ s dining room table—evenif |
wasthinking the same thing.

Hedrained hiswineglass and raised his eyebrows. “Who said | wastrying to?’ He sighed, green eyes
somber. “Helpful or nat, it’ sthetruth. But, redly, what' s the difference? We re already watching for the
Auphe. We Il watch for him aswell. When you' re neck-degp in it, what' s one more dollop of manure?’
Maybe the death of Niko, that’s what. Seamus was determined. Then again, | thought as| stared down
a my guns, hewasn't the only one.

Robin’ s hand moved past mine into the long bag and pulled out asword. “ Something for every occasion.
Except clothes. | hope you don’t expect to wear mine. Y our skin would probably melt at the touch of
truefashion.”

“I have clothes, jackass.” | pushed his hand away, and looked back at Promise and Niko.

“I brought thison us.” She stood till now, and | could see glints of purple behind the black clouding her
eyes. “If | hadn’t suggested we take hiscase. If | hadn't let him fool mefor an entire century that he had
changed hisways.” Her facewas stone. “I’ll have his heart, scarlet and till in my hand, and none of you
will interfere. Heismine.”

“The challengewasto me,” Niko countered. “We will finish him face-to-face.” Face-to-face.
Face-to-goddamn-face, because athough he had drilled in me over and over that there was no honor in
battle, only survival, Nik did have honor. Maybe the only person in the world who did.

“The chalenge may beto you,” Promise argued back, “but theinsult isto me, that my affection could be
transferred so easily.”

| didn’t know if Niko would've gone further with it, or asked about that meeting she hadn’t mentioned
yet. Considering Promise smood, it probably wouldn’t have done any good. But it didn’t cometo that.
One phone cdll ended the topic.

That same one phone cal had us sitting at adiner across the street from a church in Brooklyn. There
George sfather was having amemoria service on thefirst anniversary of hisdeath. He d been sick a
long time, George had said, before he died. He' d kicked the drugs, but he hadn’t been able to survive
the deadly present afew dirty needles had left behind. We hadn’t been able to go to the funerd, aswe
were recuperating from some serious wounds at the time, but we could pay our respects now—for



George—from a safe distance away. If the Auphe were watching, we were having lunch. Nothing more.
| doubted they understood the concept of mourning death anyway. It was a ceremony that escaped or
bored them, and they most likely ignored it entirely. Why bury what you can egt? Why mourn a
long-gone snack?

Asfor George, | thought she’ d know we were there. She might refuse to look far into the future, but the
little things were just there to her. We' d arrived too late to watch her go into the church. | hadn’t seen her
dark red cap of hair or degp gold skin. She wouldn't have worn black. That wasn't her. Whatever she
believed about death—I’ d never asked—she wouldn’t honor her father by looking different than she
awayswas. He wouldn't have wanted that.

Hdll, I'd never met the man. How did | know what he would' ve wanted?

| clicked the salt and pepper shakers against each other and looked away from the church. If she'd been
there, why would | want to see her anyway? Seeing wasjust the next best thing to not having. They both
sucked, but it was my choice. | would live withiit.

“I’'m not egting here.” Robin looked at the laminated menu with unadulterated horror. “ They think grease
isamarinade and that aBand-Aid in your food isalacarte.”

“We're not hereto eat. So just order something and sneer at it like you normally do,” | ordered.
Promise, in one of her hooded cloaks, was sitting across from me and farthest from the window. Niko
sat next to her, eyes moving from the peoplein the place to the street outside. He was aways on watch.
He' d taught me, and | was good enough. But there was good enough and there was Nik.

He tensed minutely and that was something | was good at picking up on. | turned back toward the
window, blinked, then narrowed my eyes. “Holy shit.” When adead guy shows up at amemorid service
and he' s not the one being eulogized, you take notice.

“Samud,” Niko said. “Unexpected.”

“Unexpected” was the word for it. Samuel had once worked for the Auphe, keeping closeto mewhilein
aband that played at the hole-in-the-wall bar I’ d worked at—keeping an eye on me from feet away.
Even the Auphe couldn’t do that. But then he had changed his mind, had died to save us from them.

He d worked for them in the beginning for the promise of saving hisbrother. | couldn’t say | might not
have done the same. And | hope | would' ve died to make up for the mistake like | thought he had when |
found out how horrific amistake it was. But now he was standing in front of the church. Alive. It washis
brother that they were holding the service for, and | wondered why George had never felt the need to
bring up thefact her uncle was till dive. | knew the answer to that theingtant | asked it. Shethought it
washisdecisontotdl us.

And that’ swhat he was there to do.

Helooked away from the church over to the diner. He saw usimmediately through the glass. He saw us,
because he' d been looking for us. One of the little things George was willing to share—that we would be
there. Where' d she draw the line? Between what was little and what was big? How did she know? How
did she know she couldn’t look at our future, hers and mine, but she could look at this? And why did
both of us have to be so damn stubborn?

Either way, it was over. No point in thinking about it now . . . or ever again.

| watched as Samuel crossed the street toward us. Hewas atall black guy with a close-shaven goatee,
big and tough . . . now moving with alimp. He hadn’t had that before. His head was shaved too, new as
wadll. It showed a half-moon scar behind his ear, clear as day—the same kind that Niko had described
on the guy following Seamus. Samudl hadn’t seen me since the days before Niko and Robin had
managed to get the Auphe-hired hitchhiker out of my head. So when he hesitated after coming through
the door before moving over to us, | understood it. Darkling had been every bit the son of abitch the
Auphe were, and when it had squatted inside me, | hadn’t been the safest person—safest thing—to be
around.

| took off my sunglassesto show my eyeswere gray, not possessed silver, and he nodded and pulled up
achair. “ Sorry. Georgie told me they got that thing out of you, but . . .” He shook his head at the
memories. “ Seeing isbelieving.”

“You'vegot that right.” | planted the muzzle of the Glock, hidden under the red plastic tablecloth, in his



abdomen. “Y ou know, | felt pretty forgiving when you died to save our lives. I'm feding alittlelessthan
that now that you' re still waking around.”

Herested hishands carefully on the table. “I can seethat. | think I"d probably fed the sameway.”

| haf expected Niko to redd mein. For him to say that Samuel hadn’t known what the Auphe were
capable of. That we barely had oursalves. But Niko had spent aweek looking for me then, not knowing
wherel was. . . if | was Hill even dive. An entire week of that. I d been possessed, but in my mind Nik
had had the worst end of it by far. Now he sat, his eyesimpenetrable. “Samud,” he said, voice empty. “I
thought you died with honor. | see | was wrong about one. Now | have to wonder at the other.”
Promise, who had never known Samudl, remained silent. Robin, who had, drawled, “ Order him the tuna
casserole. That will kill him faster than any bullet.”

“Inthisplace?1’d say you'reright.” Other than speaking, Samuel didn’t move. He was mostly asl
remembered him: calm, easygoing. A trustworthy sort of guy, if you wereinto that sort of thing. | hadn’t
been then, and he damn sure hadn’t earned it now.

“What are you doing here?’ | asked flatly. “1 get what you' re doing over there.” | jerked my head at the
church. “But what are you doing here?’

“Because | do oweyou, and | know it.” He added serioudly, “ Then there’ sthe Auphe. They’re back and
that’ strouble for more than just you. It' strouble for the Vigil too. Y ou do know about us, right? Our
psychics were able to pick up that you were poking around. Investigating. Something about amummy.
They weren't ableto get aclearer picture.”

“Psychics.” Niko gave aquick glance back toward the church.

“No, not like Georgie. If only,” Samuel said ruefully. “Ours are much weaker. They have no future sight,
but they can pinpoint when something has happened asit happens. They know when we need to get
moving.”

“Todowhat?’ | demanded. The Vigil did exist. Wahanket hadn’t lied. Hewas akiller, but hewasn't a
liar. Good to know. Gotta have your priorities straight.

“Clean up. We don't dways get therein time, but mostly we do. And if it'samess someone e sg, like the
Kin, will clean up, welet it done. Those mutts are damn good about cleaning up after themselves. | have
to givethemthat.” It made sense. The Kin didn’t want attention any more than their human Mafia
counterpartsdid.

Samue tapped hisfingers on the table, but kept the rest of his hands still—respecting the gun. “Basically,
we re supernaturd janitors.” He gave a sdf-deprecating smile. “ At least that’ swhat | consider us. The
Vigil found me when they were cleaning up that Auphe messwe were dl caught up in. The collapsed
warehouse was explained as agas-main exploson. That’ swhy I'm divetoday. The Vigil.”

“Y eah, we read about the so-called gas-main explosion. So you escaped? It didn't look that way from
our point of view,” | challenged.

“I didn’t escape, not entirely.” He moved his hand, very carefully, to knock on hisleg just below his
knee. There was a hollow sound. “My leg was crushed. They did their best to saveit, but | lost it below
the knee” Heflashed adow grin. “But haf isbetter than nothing, not to mention the fact thet I'm dive
and that’ s damn amazing in my book. A miracle, one | know | didn’t deserve.” He placed his hand back
onthetable. “1 knew about the Auphe, so it was recruit me or commit me. The Vigil’ sbeen around a
long time and they have their philosophy. | don’t totaly agree with it, but I'll take it over amenta indtitute
any day.”

“And what isthis no doubt fascinating philosophy?” Robin dropped the offending menu and pushed it
away.

“We protect the human world from the knowledge of the supernatural one. People couldn’t handleit. If
they found out, there' d be war, and no matter who won, the results wouldn’t be pretty.” Hefocused in
on Niko. “Y ou wouldn’t want the entire world knowing about your brother, would you? | doubt he' d last
long. It might take the military, but they’ d get him sooner or later.”

“Soyou just clean up?’ | said skepticaly, basking in the whole right to exist. Whoopee for me. “Wipe up
after some mongter’ s snack. Y ou don't interfere?’

“We make exceptions, but they' re rare. Only when anonhuman is so overt, so out therein what he's



doing, that he'll give away the secrecy we' ve kept so long. There might not be as many nonhumans as
humans, not that we know for sure, but there’ s no guarantee humans would be on the winning side.
Keeping the secret is everything, you understand? Everything. If we haveto kill awerewolf or boggle
who can't bother to hold their buffetsin private, we will.”

“Watching usfor thousands of years. The pucks must have given you quite the show.” Promise clasped
her gloved hands on the table.

“I'll bet we did.” Robin curled hislips smugly, not ashamed at dl. “We should’ ve charged admission.”
“So, what of the Auphe?” Promise continued, ignoring Goodfdlow. “They grow more bold al thetime.
What are you doing about that?’ she demanded.

“Not adamn thing,” Samued admitted. “By the time our psychics know where they are, they’ re dready
gone. We re hoping you can succeed where we' ve failed. The Auphe were mad—don't think | don't
remember—but they’ re worse now. They have to go before it’ stoo late and the world wakes up and
seesthem. There’ s only so many fake escaped-mental -patient stories you can put out. But if we can’t
find them, we can't stop them. . . . Making the assumption we re even capable of sopping them.” He
exhaed with the confession. “ They’ rethe Auphe.”

Andthat saidital.

| pulled my gun back dowly and did it back under my jacket. “Nik?’

“It' san interesting story.” Niko didn't look particularly interested. “What | don’'t know iswhy you're
bothering to tell it to us, and why now.”

“It took me thislong to get up and mobile again. To betrained. And likel said, | oweyou.” With the
threat of being shot gone for the moment, he dipped ahand in his pocket. Placing a card with a phone
number on thetable, he said, “ Call meif you need me. Any time. | have alot of making up for whet | did
to you guys. Not to mention the entire Vigil owes you for taking care of Sawney Beane. He wasthe
damn definition of overt and psychotic as the cherry on top. He had to be taken down, and | don’t think
we could ve doneit.”

And that’ s how dl the bodies had gotten cleaned up aweek ago when we were fighting the supernatural
mass murderer, why none of hisvictims pieces had turned up in the park, the college, or were
discovered by subway workers. The Vigil had tidied up but good. Niko had been right. Our mystery
janitors and the Vigil were one and the same.

He rapped afist on the table and gave me an amused amile. “I tried to talk them into recruiting you and
Niko, you know, but they say you’ re our biggest annoyance. Y ou cause us quite abit of work.” Pushing
hafway up with one hand on the back of hischair, he asked curioudy, “Am | leaving?’

It was agood question. Niko considered him for severa seconds, then gave impassive permission.
“You'releaving.”

“You'll cal if you need my help?

“You'releaving,” Nik repeated, his voice cooling even further.

Samuel nodded in acceptance. “If you change your mind.” He pulled afew bills out of hiswallet and let
them fdll by Niko's plate. It was only when he was at the door that he called back over his shoulder,
“Sorry about the coat. Hope that coversit.” The door shut behind him and he headed back toward the
church.

Niko'scoat? What . . . ?Oh, hell. The speargun. The Vigil guy with the scar. Samuel had just confirmed
they were behind that . . . were watching Seamus. Why? Did they think he was going to be overt?
Noticed? Whatever. | only hoped they killed the bastard. It would be one less thing on our plate to
worry about. Lessworry, | could use more of that. | didn’t need the distraction, not with what | was
trying to do.

Wheat | was dtill trying to do hourslater.

Y ou didn’t notice the tinting at night on the windows. Promise’ s guest room, one of four, looked over
Central Park—it was ablot of darkness surrounded by thousands of lights. Fairy lights, if you lived in
some fantasy world. I’d never seen that world, not even in my dreams.

Not that all my dreams were bad; they weren't. | had nightmares, more now that the Auphe were back,
but | had good dreamstoo. | usualy didn’t remember them, but I” d wake up with the sensation of



warmth on my face, of floating. No details, but I’ d take it. Then there were the XX X-variety dreams.
Now, they were al about the detalls. Testosterone, gottaloveit.

But dresmswould have to wait. | had thingsto do. Thingsto think.

Think like an Auphe.

| told Nik that | would. Told mysalf that | could. Whether | wanted to or not.

Auphe blood—was that the same as an Auphe brain? An Auphe soul? Stupid question—they didn't
have souls. No damn way. But theblood . . .

Last week to fight akiller, I'd opened agate and traveled through it. It was one of ahandful I’d opened
and one of thefew times|’d felt it. Sippery, cold, savage. Carnivorous and content with that. Very
content. It had only lasted afew seconds, but that was long enough for me to decide traveling wasn't a
good idea. Opening adoor in redlity could open adoor in me. It let the Auphe part of me out. Let it take
apeek around. It had disappeared with the gate, and hadn’t shown up again. If | guarded mysdlf, it might
never. Yet herel was, inviting it in. Sit down, have abeer. Let' stalk.

How ’bout those Y ankees?

| sat on the bed and stared out the window, watching as the lights dowly began to swim. And | thought.
Ugly, bile-black, murder-red thoughts. They creptinand | let them. | liked to think they weren't mine. . .
that they were the result of two years of being held by the Auphe. Two years of a prisoner’ sintimacy
with his captors, knowing what roamed in their twisted brains. | didn’t remember that lost time, but it was
there. | wanted to think that’ s where the thoughts came from. | wanted to deny they were mine. Deny
they were me. Then | said, Fuck it, and just thought them.

For along, long time.

“Cd, sopit.”

| heard the words, but | didn’t understand them. They were just sounds. They came and went, but they
didn’t mean anything.

“Stopit. Now.” A hand fastened tightly on my forearm and gave it a hard shake, bringing me back to
mysdlf. Words were words again. “What are you doing?’

My hand, it washaloed in gray light. A gate. . . very smdl, contained. | blinked and let the light bleed
into nothingness. | raised eyes from my now-norma hand to Niko. “Thinking.”

Bad things. Such bad, bad things.

Hedidn't let go of my arm. “Don't. | know you said you would, but we' |l get out of thiswithout that. It's
not worth it.”

To save Nik and my friends? It wasworthiit. It could eat my soul if | had one, and | thought it just might.
It could turn meingdeout; | didn’t giveadamn. If it saved my brother, it wasworthiit. “I think they’ll
come tomorrow or the next day,” | evaded. “Not all of them. Three or four. Probe our defenses. A
suiciderun, if they have the chance.” Because vengeanceisal. Sacrifices have to be made. “I1t' swhat |
would—" My lipstwisted and | corrected, “It’ swhat an Auphe would do.”

Niko hestated, not like he doubted me, but more asif | didn’t have al thefacts. But if there was
something | didn’t know, hedidn’'t fill mein. Instead, hejust said, “All right. That’sgood intelligenceto
have.” He moved his hand from my forearm down to my wrist, squeezing tightly. “But don’t do it again.
Don't go to that place. | mean it, Cal. No more.” To that place in my head where things were dark and
memorieswere black holes, sucking up everything around them until you forgot there had ever been
anything to remember at al. Or to forget.

“Cyrano, shit,” | dropped my head and rubbed at weary eyes with the hedl of my free hand. “It'sal we
have. How goddamn sdfishwould | beif | didn’t useit?’ The lights had gone gill again outsde the
window. Fairy land. | pulled loose of Niko's grip—because he let me—and inturn | yanked at hisarm
until he sat on the edge of the bed. “Y ou've put it on thelinefor medl your life. It smy turn to step up.
You can’'t op me. Y ou can kick my ass, yeah, on adaily basisif you want. But you can’'t siop me. Not
until thisisover.”

He studied me, frowning. “Y ou are so damn stubborn.”

“Learned fromthebest,” | sad truthfully.

He exhaled. “Be careful, then. Can you at least do that?’



| was saved from answering by the car crash from the living room. For a second | forgot we were severa
stories up. The sound was exactly the same. A waterfall smash of shattering glass and the scream of
twisted metd. Niko lunged into motion and | wason his hedls.

In the living room, Promise s largest window was gone. With curtains billowing, the cold air whipped
through to carry with it tiny pieces of glass—arazor-edged wind. On the floor was athick carpet of the
shining stuff. Misshapen pieces of the metd framework were embedded in two walls, the celling, and
glittered in the light as much asthe glass did. Diamonds and silver.

Inthe middleof it al, she stood.

Not Auphe. | eased my finger fractionaly off thetrigger of my Glock. Not Auphe. Don't pull the trigger.
Not Auphe.

Straight black hair whipped around her shoulders, blood covered her hands and sword, and her eyes. . .
| saw those eyes amogt every day. Wildflowersin spring.

“They’ reright behind me.”

Although Niko and | had moved into the room, it was't said to us. Violet eyes found violet eyes as
Promise appeared in the hall. She had a crossbow in her hand and an expression of wary affection and
resignation on her face.

“Cherish, what trouble have you brought now?’

A dimpleflashed by avery familiar mouth. “1t’ sonly alittle trouble, Madre.”

Robin had been the oneto pull thefirst watch and wasin the living room when the window had
exploded. He now stood, back pressed to the wall, next to the absent window, with his own sword high.
He took off the head of Cherish’strouble asit flowed over the bottom edge of the window. Thefirst of
her troubles, rather. They weren't aslittle as she claimed. More and more came, pouring into the
gpartment in an undulating wave.

That’swhen the big picture hit me, jerked from Auphe dread to an dmost equaly crappy redity. She had
crawled . . . no. With that much force, she must have raced up the side of the building to throw herself
through Promise’ swindow. And the trouble she was taking about had come right behind her.

“Black cadgos,” Robin said as he took another head. “Whatever they bite will rot off in amatter of days.
Nothing can hedl it.” He swung his sword again. “And, worse yet, they smell like dog piss.”

“Don't fed bad,” | murmured to Niko, theicy clamp at the base of my spine easing. Cadgjos. Big, ugly,
and flesh rotting, but not Auphe. “I’m sure you knew that.”

He growled and stepped into the fray, beheading two cadejos with one blow. Severd acrossthe room
had legpt up to the wall and were running alongit. | nailed them in their low-dung foreheads. They did
smédll like dog piss. Not surprising—they looked like dogsaswell . . . if you crossed one with aweasdl.
Black skin, deek black hair, short legs, long length, and awhipliketail. They werelike aliving puddle of
oil, but with ba eful yellow eyes and amouthful of teeth that could’ ve come from the dinosaur that made
thet oil.

| fired again a one that vaulted toward me. The sillencer chuffed as| hit it midchest. | ducked asit
tumbled over my head. Another one, the size of a German shepherd, was hurtling toward me. | jerked
my gun over, but before | had the shot lined up the thing was down, chopped into three separate pieces.
Niko stood on one side of the body and Cherish stood on the other, both with bloody blades buried in
the cadg o' sflesh. “Little boys,” she smiled at him, her dimple appearing again. A vampirewithadimple.
.. what the hell was up with that?“They need protecting.”

Crosshow bolts went through the eyes of three cadejos sweeping up behind Cherish. As shelooked over
her shoulder, eyeswidening dightly, | drawled, “When your mommy’ s done watching your ass, we'll let
the adults set up a playdate for us.”

She wasn't offended. Instead she laughed. If you didn’'t know she was avampire, you would’ ve guessed
her to be only ten years younger than her mother—she looked about nineteen or twenty. And her mouth
and eyes were the same as Promise’ s. Her chin, though, was more pointed, her face alittle wider at the
cheekbones, her nose thinner. But it was the perfectly black, perfectly straight hair parted precisely inthe
middleto fal just past her shouldersthat wasthe first definitive sgn. The light brown skin was the second:
Cherigh' sfather had left hisbiologica slamp on his daughter too. The third, and obvious even to me, was



the madre. Spanish for “mother.” Cherish’ sfather was either a Spanish or Latin American vampire.

Stll laughing, she whirled and took out another cadgjo. Robin handled the last two that eeled through the
window. That left five. Niko took two, Promise and Cherish one each, and | shot the last in the head.
And then | aimed a what had wriggled in behind the couch. It wasn't acadejo. It was wearing clothes. |
could seeadice of jeansand a bit of red sweatshirt.

“No.” Cherish stepped between us. “Heiswith me.” She turned. “ Come out, Xolo. Come out, perrito.”
Pd e fingers edged around the couch and perrito dowly edged into view. My Spanish was pretty rusty,
despite Niko's best educationa efforts, but that | recognized. Puppy. And | could see why she called him
that. It was a chupacabra, like the one from the bar. Puppy was a good name for something that looked
like a cross between abad dog and alizard. It was the Sze of a smal human—about five-three; no hair;
round, mellow brown eyes; and with abony spind ridge that started midskull. Asit moved out into the
open, it pulled the hood of the sweatshirt up to cover the ridge and ducked its head shyly. | didn’t know
much about chupas aside from what I'd seeninthe bar. They didn't talk asfar as| could tell, they drank
tequila, kept to themselves, and they didn’t tip.

“Oh, hey, another big spender. So glad | could save your life a no charge,” | snorted and let the muzzle
of the gunfdl toward the floor.

Cherish let her arm drape around the goat sucker’ s red-clad shoulders. “ Xolo. Xolo. Heisagood
perrito. Safe and good. | promise.”

Heleaned into her side like a child and watched us with those unblinking soft brown eyes. He was a pet,
not that bright, or was oneintroverted son of abitch. She patted him on the shoulder and pointed to the
couch. “Rest. Nap. Therewill be food soon.”

Unless Promise kept agoat in her freezer, “soon” seemed alittle optimistic, but Xolo took her a her
word. He went to the couch, like agood perrito, curled up, and was out like alight. With abifurcated
upper lip, eyes closed, and sneakersthat could ve been mine, he wasn't much to look at. There were
bloodsuckers and then there were bloodsuckers, and a goat sucker didn’t stand up too high next to the
vampires, trolls, bodachs, wolves. . . the usud. Unless you were agoat, they weren’t much to worry
about—asfar as| knew. Trouble was, that wasn't very far.

“Nik?”

He moved next to me, the blood staining his boots with each step. Promise’ s beautiful rug wasruined, a
sopping mess of cadejo blood. The entire room was a battlefield of the fallen, and the dog piss smell was
not improving matters. “ Chupacabras suck blood from animals. They have amild telepathic ability said to
be used to freeze their prey. Most references say they are harmlessto humans.”

“Just lousy tippers.” | looked over to the piano where Promise had severa photographsin polished silver
frames. One I’ d noticed before. It was old, a black image on tarnished metal. Promise and alittle girl,
dressed in clothes I’ d only seenin movies. Promise sat in achair, thelittle girl at her feet. The pose was
tiff, but the small hand held in the larger one. . . that was warm. I’ d wondered about that photo before.
Vampirism isn't acontagious disease. Y ou're born avampire. Vampires have children, and | guessed
now that that little dark-haired girl was Promise’ s daughter.

Had Nik wondered like me, or had Promisetold him? | don’t think she had, and while | was doing this
whole thinking fest, | went on to the next thought, which was: That was amistake. She had redlly
screwed up. Seamus, now this. The past was the pagt, but family was family—it could fuck up thingsina
heartbesat. | wasliving proof.

“I"'m not looking for astep-niece, in case you werewondering,” | told him lightly as| dug ahand into my
jeans pocket. With cell phone in one hand and card in the other, | muttered as | punched buttons,
“Payback time, Samuel.” When he answered, | said brusquely, “Promise’ s place. Bring avan.” | took
another look around. “Forget that. Bring atruck.” | was suretheir psychics would know where her place
was. Flipping the phone shut, | crossed my arms and took my first good, detailed look at Cherish. She
was dressed in along-deeved, high-necked, deek black dress. It was dit to her thighs, the skirt
separated into four piecesfor easy movement. Beneath it she wore black leggings and black boots.
Vampires. . . they could never wear jeanslike anormal person.

“Cherish, what have you done now?’ Promise demanded with aweary tone to the words. The bottom of



her sk robe fluttered in the rush of air circling the gpartment.

Not done. . . but done now.

She had Promise’ s eyes, but while the color was the same, what wasin them wasfar different. There
was aswirl, wild and wicked. It reminded me of what | saw in Goodfellow. I’ d seen a street performer
doing origami once—folding brightly colored squares of paper into cranes, tigers, horses, dragons, you
nameit. That wasthe qudity | saw in Cherish and Robin. They treated life the same way. They twisted
and folded it until they got the result they wanted. Life, like the paper, didn’t have much to say about it.
But the two of them enjoyed themsalves, so normally | would' ve said what the hell? Liveit up.

If not for the Auphe, Seamus, and ahorde of flesh rotters. If that wasn't ahat trick of shittiness, | didn’t
know what was. Cherish' s trouble was one trouble too many.

“You'redways so quick to think badly of me, Madre.” Scarlet-stained sword ill in hand, she kissed
Promise' s cheek. Blood and daughterly affection; it was aweird mix. Goodfellow was probably getting
turned on. | made sure not to look and see. “And it was so very bright and sparkly,” she smiled, “ not
even you could' veresigted taking it.”

“Strangely enough, | think | could have.” Promise returned the kiss but it seemed strained. “But you have
made your bed, Cherish, as you have so many timesin the past. Y ou must handlethisaone. We'rein
diredraitsoursalves.”

“She' sright. Next to our shit,” | nudged a dead cadg o with my foot, “thisis playtime at doggie day
cae”

“The Auphe are coming for us,” Niko said impassively. “If you stay here, they’ll be after you aswell. |
don't believe you or your mother would want that.”

She definitely hadn't told him. Promise had messed up indeed. Knowing Niko, knowing how hefet
about Promise—how he trusted her, he might have thought that long-ago-photographed little girl was
dead. Not amatter of honesty—a matter of too much pain for her to talk about.

Cherish would' ve been alot less trouble dead, and that was my honesty—because from the set of her
chin and the desperate spark in her eyes, she wasn't going anywhere. “The Auphe.” The olive skin
grayed. “How did you get involved . . . never mind.” She shook her head, the sweep of hair coming to
rest on her shouldersin afdl of black silk. “I can't leave. | can’t do thisalone. And Tiio Seamustold me
to cometo you if | needed help. That you had friends, strong ones. I'll need dl the friendsand dl the
assistance | can get. Oshoss wants me, and he won't stop. He will never stop. Thisiswhat he does.”
“Hunts,” Robin cleared up our confusion. He d turned over aglass-sprinkled cushion and dropped onto
the couch. “Never met him, but he' s some sort of immortal creature. Likesto hunt. Likesto fight. Usualy
sticksto South America. He' saforest type. Nature and whatnot. Likes dogstoo. Obvioudly. If he's
comedl thisway to this place of concrete and stedl, heiswholly pissed.” He propped hisfeet on adead
cadgjo-canine. “ So you stolefrom him, eh? Thievery. Tsk.” Heraised eyebrows at Nik and mewith his
next words, “Uncle Seamus, en?’

Cherish gave adeceptively delicate shrug, recognizing akindred spirit. “It’sahobby. Everyone should
have one.” It was said breezily, but the palor remained. Between the Auphe and this Oshoss guy
apparently wasn't the best place to be, but it didn’t have her offering to leave. “And, yes, if itisany
concern of yours, Uncle Seamus. Step-papa Seamus, whatever you wish to call him. Family takes care
of family. But when | told him that what | took | had already sold and couldn'’t retrieveit, he sent me
here. He knew he and | couldn’t handle Oshoss done.” Damn Seamus, jumping at the chance to make
things harder for Niko. The more distractions, the easier he'd beto kill. Then again, he wanted Promise.
Hewouldn’t want to risk her. He might have genuindly thought the group of us had a better chance than
just he and Cherish. And when Promise told him the case was off, | doubted she’ d brought up that the
reason wasthe Auphe. . . for my sake.

Cherish sighed, asdf-deprecating downward curveto her lips. “No matter how much they glitter, the
things | ‘borrow’ tend to bore me quickly. | did try to make up for it. | gave Oshoss the name of who |
sold it to, but either he can’'t find them or he d rather have his revenge instead.”

“Or maybe,” | sad, “you redly pissed him off at, | don’t know, the worst possible time for everyonein
this whole goddamn room. Y ou think maybethat’sit?” | didn’t careif | sounded bitter—I was. Uncle



Seamus. Step-daddy Seamus. A full-grown daughter out of nowhere. An entire family. What the hell
had Promise done to my brother?

That had some color returning to her face as she said frotily, “And what did you do to piss off the
Auphe, hijo de puta?

“I missed the family reunion.” | bared my teeth in ahumorless grin. “ And, yeah, Mom was awhore.
Thanksfor the reminder.”

It wastrue. | existed solely because Sophia had taken gold to screw an Auphe. | existed because not
only had Sophiawhored herself out to anyone, but aso to anything. Like Cherish herself had said,
everyone needed a hobby. And despite what Niko had thought . . .

It looked like Promise’ s hobby waslying.

6

Niko

“She didn’t know about your mother. She didn’t mean it, not that way. She's one hundred and
sixty-five, but in human termsthat makes her barely eighteen.”

| didn’t care about Cherish’sage, and | barely heard Promise’ swords.
Samud and his colleagues had come and gone. They’ d taken the cadgjos with them aswell astherug
that was ruined beyond repair. They hadn’t said aword other than amurmured “careful of the teeth”
amongst themselves asthey rolled the bodiesin tarps. They were knowledgeable; Samud hadn’t been
wrong about that. He didn’t ask any questions when he arrived or when heleft. He smply did the work,
paying his debt.

If he thought he was done, he was mistaken. He may have helped to save Cdl, but he had helped to
betray him first. Seeing him made me remember things |’ d sooner not. The sensation of my sword's
blade diding into Cd’ s abdomen. The absolute certainty that | was going to haveto kill my brother to
save hissoul. That | had failed him. Knowing | choseto die with him hadn’t changed what had twisted
my gut, had frozen my brain .. . . thefedingof . . .
There were no words.

I, who had read so many of themin my life, had no wordsfor it. The blade dipping through the resistance
of hisflesh. The blood. On me, Cd’ s blood, warm and flowing. Dripping from my handsto thefloor.
Red with aquick patter like rain. Images and sensations, | had those. So many. But no words. Words
were for defining, capturing. | didn’t want that moment defined. | only wanted it gone. Over ayear later
and | gl just wanted it gone.

Samue could clean up every dead body in the city if hedesired. | didn't know that it would ever be
enough.

| leaned my forehead againgt the glass and watched the lights below, the nearly empty street. Promise’s
bedroom was large, her apartment spacious, but now it felt tight and small. | wanted to be down there
running. Running was like meditating. It stilled your mind, sank your thoughtsin apool of calm until there
were no thoughts at al. There were only light and peace and the ground thudding benesth your feet.
Clarity.

Sometimes.

It should' ve put Promise’ s deception in perspective, the dark memory of my brother dying in my hands.
.. by my hand. Y et somehow it didn't.
“Shedidn’t know.” Hands rested on my shoulders and awarm weight leaned into me from behind. “I
promiseyou, Niko. Shedidn’t.”
“I know.” But Cd didn’'t. He thought it was written on hisforehead. Son of awhore. Gypsy trash.
Mongter. All the lies Sophia had told him for fourteen years were dways waiting for the opportunity to
whisper: They know. They look at you and they know. Everyone knows. No one was quicker to think
the worst of my brother than he himself.

But he dedlt with it. He always had; he dwayswould. He was strong. Promise knew that and she knew
thiswasn't the conversation | was going to have. Not now.
“But Ca doesn't know.” The breath at my ear was touched with regret. “I’ll have her apologize.”



“Promise,” | said coolly as| straightened. “ Stop.”

When she d asked in the past—mogt often among tangled sheets, I’ d told her about my life, childhood,
and time on therun. | told her about Sophia, amorality made flesh, awoman who' d tarnished our lives as
equally asthe Auphe. The reason | required absolute trust, the reason Cal thought everyone but melied.

| talked more about Cal, the things he wouldn’t have minded her knowing. She' d dready inadvertently
learned thewordt. | told her al. From the beginning of our relationship, | had given her only the truth.
And when | asked her about her past . . . | received quick snapshots. The Great Plague of London in the
1600s. How blood was hard to come by then. It was the only time she’ d ever mentioned feeding. How
you drank to survive and tried not to kill. “Dead cows don't give milk, do they?’ she'd said with asadly
bleak smile. Yes, you tried not to kill, but trying wasn't dways succeeding.

Ugly truth, but truth.

She told me how she had come to Americafollowing the Civil War, how vampires blended into the
larger cities. Her parents were long dead, or so she’ d heard. Vampires didn’'t stay together long in large
groups. They didn’t crave the contact of their own kind the way humans do. Nature' sway of keeping the
predators from outbreeding their food source. She didn’t talk much of her lovers. The hundreds of years
she'dlived, | didn’'t expect to hear of every one. She hadn’t mentioned Seamus.

Shedid tell stories of her five human husbands. Elderly and wealthy, but she' d been fond of each one.
She' d lived through the Greet Plague. | didn’t blame her for wanting to be surrounded by beauty and life
after that. | could understand her wanting to fed safe no matter what might arise. Andif it took millions
for her to fed that way, | didn’t judge. | understood and | trusted—me, who, like Cal so very rarely
trusted anyone.

Cherish might have shattered more than awindow tonight. | didn’t know. Not yet.

Weall had our needs. Promise needed safety. | needed trust. Complete trust. No daughters swept under
the rug. No lovers so close that she' d considered them uncle or father to that daughter. She had an entire
family and hadn’t told me. Had uswork for the vampire who' d once been her mate and hadn’t felt the
need to mentionit. | had aways been honest with her, and it seemed now she had been anything but.

| moved from benegth her and took my sword from the bed. “It'smy watch.”

“Wait.” Regret was till there, stronger than ever, but so was temper. Theivory sheeth of anightgown
rippled as she turned over to face me. Waves of hair were twisted into aloose braid for deep, and a
rainbow-chased black pearl choker was fastened around her neck. She dept in pearls. She aways dept
inpearls. . . even when she dept in nothing else. A dim nude form and pearls—proof that poetry could
live and breathe. And keep secrets.

Like Sophia.

Shetook a handful of my shirt to hold me still. She was strong enough that she might succeed if | put it to
thetest. “Y ou should vetold me,” | said without compromise. Because wasn't that who | was? Niko
Leandros, who had his brother and his honor. Y ou fell between the two or you fdll outside. It sounded
inflexible and it was, but Cal and | had shared that same lying, manipulative mother. We both had
survived her in different ways. | doubted | could change my ways now.

“I should have but . . .” Shetook adeep breath. “ Y ou, Niko. Y ou raised agood man. Despite dl that he
had againgt him, you did that with Cdl. | raised athief, one who haslittle care for anyone but herself. |
raised a predator who was reluctant to give up drinking when therest of usdid. | raised aliar, who
would say anything to get what she wanted.” Her hand rel eased the cloth and flattened on my chest as
she went on somberly, “She' saso charming and bright and lovesme. . . | hope.” Her eyes clouded. “I
didn’t do well. It shames me. | keep hoping she'll mature. She wasloved, and yet right and wrong are
only wordsto her. My falure, and it' shard to live with, much lesstell.”

Cherish wasn't so different from Goodfel low, then. But that was't true. Robin did have acare. They
were few and far between, but he did care for us and stood with us when we needed him. And if we
needed him to stand away, he would do that as well. Cherish didn’'t seem inclined to go anywhere. She
feared the Auphe, but they werelegend to her. She' d not ever seen one, and consequently, in her mind,
this Oshoss was as much of athreat. Surviva—it was pass or fail. She' d thrown herself decisively on
what might be the failing sde—and was dragging our chances ever further down.



| waited as she looked away and then back, eyes blacker than the night outside. “ And Seamus. . .
Seamus, Cherish, and me, we lived in the time of blood. We were afamily of predators. We took blood
wherever we found it. Sometimeswe didn’t kill, but sometimes we did. Three take so much more blood
to nourish than just one. | endured it. Cherish wasn't old enough to know it was wrong, and Seamus. . .
Seamusenjoyed it. | didn’'t seeitin him at first, but more and more he showed it. He had apassion for
killing, far more than he had for hisart or for me. And because of that, | left him, but not as soon as|
should have. | wasfond of him. Cherish and | were safer with him than done, so | closed my eyeswhen |
should' ve been running.”

“But you did leave,” | said, “findly.” There wasjudgment in that |ast word. There was no denyingit.
“Findly.” Her voice hardened dightly. “And | heard he changed. | saw him again, and he seemed to have
genuindy atered hisways. | wouldn't have involved uswith him otherwise, never, but tell you about him
and my past?’ Her lipstightened. “ Y ou don't know the time we lived in. What we had to do to survive.
What the humans would’ ve done to the three of usif we d been caught. You have noidea.”

“No, | don't, because you didn’t tell me.” Not once aswe lay there with sheets twisted around our
bodies.

“No, | didn’t, did 17" Her temper spiked. “Maybe | didn’t want to see how you would look at me when
| told you in detail thekiller that | used to be. That my family was no more than atrio of mongters, living
no matter the cost to the innocent.” The temper, the regret—it faded, to be replaced with puzzlement.
“You'redifficult to live up to, Niko. Y ou are not quite twenty-three yearsold. You'rea child in
comparison to me, but you live thislife, this black-and-white life. Y ou have this unbreakable core.” Her
hand rose to my cheek, then fell away. “Honor. It sawonder. It' sacurse.” The hand went back to my
chest and she pushed me away. “Y ou have your watch. Go.”

| didn’t. | needed trust, but | needed Promise aswell. She hadn’t lied. | held on to that. She hadn’t
actualy lied. But neither had she told the truth—and it was agreat dedl of truth not to tell.

And that was something | couldn’t pretend hadn’t happened. | couldn’t close my eyes and pretend she
hadn’t held back amgjor part of her life, that she had hidden the knowledge of her family from me. And
more.

“Y ou met him while Cd and | were fighting on the beach. He smdlled him onyou.” | stared, unblinking, a
her. “ A business meeting or reminiscing about that past you don’t want to talk about?’

“Business, dthough it ishonestly none of yours.” The heat was back, but shereined it in and tried again
when | didn’t move, saying, “Except for Seamus and Cherish, I’ ve been honest with you since we' ve
been together, Niko.”

Except for my family, my mate, my life. Except for al that.

“Except” . .. asmdl word to do so much damage. Thistime | did go. Silently. Leaving her behind.

And| fdt. . . nothing. | walked to the living room, hollowed out—an empty shell called honor. | didn’t
believe in ghodts, not even in our world, yet at that moment | was one.

So beit.

If | wasacold ided, with every bit of compromise stripped away, then that was survival. If | werean
abdtract, that’s how it had to be. Never mind the thingsit made me wonder. Asin, Had Sophiawon? As
in, Outside honor, did | truly exist at al?

Then Cal punched mein the nose and, as astarburst of pain flared behind my eyesand | tasted blood, |
decided that | did. | wasn't precisaly happy about it at the moment, but | did exist. “Better?’ he asked,
shaking out the achein his hand.

| wiped at the trickle of blood on my upper lip and replied honestly, “Actudly, yes.”

“I didn't break it. Hell, I’ d need abaseball bat to take out something that big.” He went to the kitchen
and returned with ahand towd full of ice. “Here.” Hewasthe one | wasrelieving. During hiswatch, he'd
finished taping up the window with black plastic. The Vigil, ever efficient, had removed dl the blood and
glasswith the bodies. If not for the missing window and rug, you wouldn't have known what had taken
place. “And since you let me hit you,” he added, “| figured you needed it.”

| had let him and | had needed it. An odd thing to need, pain. A smaller oneto set amuch larger one
free. If it' snot free, you can’t acknowledgeit, you can't seeit. And if you can’t seeit, you can’'t fight it.



| hadn’t known, but Cal had. Cal wasn't black-and-white like me. Cal was al shades of gray. He knew
right fromwrong, unlike Cherish, but that didn’t mean the end result was any different. He never let that
knowing stop him from making the necessary choice. He had a care for some, and such aferocious
carelessness for others that the contrast was . . . stark. Cal wasn't the good man Promise labeled him,
but he was aman. He struggled every day to be one—to be that and not the monster he suspected was
ready to crawl out at any second. Endlessy stubborn, utterly loya, and could throw afairly decent punch
when needed. Compared to that, good was highly overrated.

With black hair shoved behind his ears, he wiped ablood smear from his knuckles onto hisjeans and
offered, “Y ou know, I’ ve never had a problem with hitting agirl.”

Promise was correct: | redly had raised him right.

| pulled theice pack away from my nose and fdlt the bridge—straight and unmarred. Ashe'd said,
unbroken. “A girl might be onething,” | said, thetaste of salt till on my tongue. “You'd be hitting a
woman who would then paddie your asslike the Whiffle-bal-bat wielding child that you are.”

“Yeof littlefaith.” There was adark tone under the flippant words that had me shaking my head.

| cuffed his head lightly. | did have one person to depend on aways. It was well worth remembering. |
filled him in on what Promise had told me. Seamus s agenda had more history behind it than we
suspected. It made his brutal jealousy easier to understand.

“Indl honesty, I’'m not sure who' sto blame, Promise or me.” Everyone ese—Robin, Cherish, and her
companion—had goneto bed. Ca and | stood aonein theliving room. The lightswerelow but | could
gtill see my breath form in the cold air leaking around the plastic. “ Sophiamade sure you and | both have
our issues”

“Issues?’ he echoed increduloudly. “Jesus, Nik. People on Dr. Phil have issues. We have
atomic-powered, demonic-flavored, fresh-from-the-pits-of-hell, full-blown fucking neuroses. Freud
would' ve been in acorner sucking histhumb after one sesson with us. And don’t ever think our bitch of
amother did worse by me than you. She stole your childhood, she was the reason you had to stand
between me and her again and again, she made you the one that had to tell the truth, because dl she
could do waslie. Thanksto her, we both have walls around us like stedl. If she ever taught us anything, it
was that the only one we can trust is each other.”

Helooked at me and winced. “Black eyes. Sorry.” Pushing my hand with the ice pack back toward my
nose, he continued, “We learned differently with Robin. Heliesfor fun. He doesn’t mean it. He' s so full
of shit with uswewouldn’'t believe him for asecond.” Which wastrue, and a puck’ sway of being
honest. “But Promise. . .” Cd shrugged.

| waited for himto say “| told you s0.” He was the one who had smelled Seamus' s scent transferred
from her to me. | expected him to tell meto cut her loose immediately. But he didn’t. Not quite.
“Shedidn’t tdl you thetruth,” he went on. “Maybe she didn't lie outright, but shedidn’t tell you shehasa
kid, about Seamus, that they were afamily. That’sabig ded. Huge. If she' snot telling you that, what
dseign't shetdling you?’

“Youthink | should give her up, then?” That freed pain wasn't going anywhere. It sSmmered and swelled
like the ache of abroken bone. It wasn't done. There was anger there as well—anger and betrayal.
Hislipsturned downward at the corners. “What do | think? Let’ s see. | have awoman who loved me
but I couldn’t be with because—forget truth—she wouldn't tell meany damnthingat al. And I’'m
deeping with awolf who if she wants an after-sex snack might decide that' sme, but | till like her
anyway.”

| hadn’t known thet . . . that there might be the potentia for more than sex between Ddlilah and him. |
should have. Ddlilah wasn't afraid of Cal. That was rare among the supernatural community, and | knew
how incredible that must’ ve felt to him—to be accepted. How could he not want more of that?

“What do | think?" He mused as he bent to pick up his gun from the coffeetable. “I think you deserve
the best,” he murmured, studioudy not looking at me as he turned away to absently gect the clip from his
Glock and dam it home again. “ But ther€’ s no such thing as the best. There' s good enough, though.
Sometimes. Can you trust her for good enough?’ He started for the hdl, pausing only to say, “ She made
you happy, Nik. A happy brother’ s not such abad thing. And, Nik? | don’t have a problem being



suspicious enough for both of us.”

When he was gone, | thought of how Promise hoped her daughter cared for her. | never had to hope my
family cared for me. | knew.

Family—it can be the making of you or the breaking of you. If it had been only me asachild with
Sophia, with no oneto protect, to stand with, to share that cold, empty life. . . Sophiacould ve been the
breaking of me. Cd . . . Cd had been the making of me.

| settled in to watch for the Auphe, Seamus, and any more of Cherish’s problems. | turned thelights all
the way down and did silent katasin the dark. Y ou could lose yoursdlf in the smooth movements, in the
structure and the balance. If you let yourself. | didn’t. | moved and listened and watched. | shifted the
inner tangle of emotions asde and pushed away the image of pale blond and earth-brown hair spread
over aslver-gray pillowcase. | ignored the phantom sensation of skin against mine, intermingled bregth,
and agiving warmth under my hands.

Conflict and confusion could get you killed. Focus and acalm mind kept you aive.

| doubted Seamus felt conflicted or confused—he knew exactly what he wanted—but that next morning
he was dead nonetheless.

The sun was bardly coming up when Cal’ s cdll phone rang. It was lying on the couch where he' d
discarded it after calling Samuel hours before. | wasn't surprised it was Samuel again. Ca wasn't the
most socid of creatures. Very few people had his number, especidly since he' d convinced Robin to stop
writing it on bathroom walls.

“Yes?' | answered.

“Niko?” Samuel said.

“Yes,” | repesated evenly. Despite his help with the cadegjos, | was ill on the fence regarding Samudl. |
couldn’t imagine that would change anytime soon.

From his reserved tone, he picked up on that. “We have a cleanup at your friend Seamus splace. You
might want to take alook firgt, snce hewas your client.”

“Hée shardly our friend and no longer our client,” | said shortly. “If we do go thereand he' sdive, I'll kill
him. And as|’m human, | can be asovert as| careto be. And right now I’m in the mood to be extremely
overt.”

“Trust me, the dive thing, you don’t have to worry about that.”

Hewasright. An hour later we werelooking at Seamus s body and head, neither of which shared a
relationship anymore. When that person was trying to kill you, you like to see that sort of thing with your
own eyes. To be certain—and | was certain: Seamus wouldn'’t be a problem for me anymore.

“Wall, this hasto be the best news you' ve had al week,” Robin observed, nudging the decapitated head
with afoot covered in one highly expensive shoe. Therewas very little mess. Once the heart stops
besting, which would' ve been nearly instantaneoudly, there’ s nothing to pump the blood out. Despite
what mogt literature said, vampires did have hearts that beat as human ones did, and they stopped just
the same.

“He sbeen drinking blood,” Ca reappeared from a quick recon of the loft.

Promise, who' d been looking at Seamus without a hint of emation in her eyes, lifted her gaze. “ Drinking?
How do you know?’

“The dead girl in the bathtub was pretty much a dead giveaway,” he answered grimly. “Her neck’ storn
out. | guess Seamus was't taking those Flintstone vitamins you guys swear by. Bastard.” He ddlivered a
perfunctory kick to Seamus s body, which rocked under the blow.

Although she had said she would kill him herself, Promise now winced and said with dark melanchaly,
“Seamus, cara mo anam, how far you fel.”

| amost reached out and ran my hand in one sweep from her shoulder down to her wrist, but | didn't.
Although, current differences aside, | understood how she could fed that way about him considering their
history—bloody and violent though it may have been. She wasn't feding for him, but for what she
thought he had managed to become. Another lie—histhistime.

“What?" Hefolded hisarms stubbornly and glared at me. “Hetried to kill you, and it looks like he killed



enough girlsto have the Vigil on hisass. He deserves exactly what he got.”

Robin, for once defusing the pressure rather than adding to it, said lightly while scanning thewadlls, “His
artwill mogt likdly triplein value. Anyonefor asouvenir?’

Only Cherish seemed shocked and upset. She knelt by historso and rested her head on the till chest.
“Tiio. Papa.” Therewere no tears, but grief hung gray benegath the pale brown of her skin. Xolo, in
what was turning out to be typica behavior, lurked in her shadow. Cherish raised her eyesto Promise.
“Thisisyour Seamus, Madre. Our Seamus. Why do you just stand there?’

“Yes, thisis Seamus, and hewas akiller long past our killing days. He killed innocents and he tried to kill
Niko. HE smy Seamus no more.” Promise s melancholy disappeared under an iron determination.
“Obvioudy, he won't be needing his place any longer, and Oshoss’ s cadg os don’t know of it. They do
know of my penthouse. Y ou will be safer from them here aswell asfrom the Auphe, hija.” Shereached
down and smoothed the black hair.

“But Oshoss . ..” Cherish began ingtantly, her mood shifting just as quickly to demanding and desperate
as sherose from Seamus s body.

“No matter what you think, Cherish, Oshoss isn't nearly the threat the Auphe are. Thisisthe best way to
protect you, and | do want you protected. Cal usif he managesto find you again and we'll do what we
canto help you.” Pausing, she corrected, “I’ll do what | can to help you.” Shefelt she couldn’t speak for
me, and | certainly wasn't sure | could speak for Cal in this case. He watched out for me the same as|
did for him, and while he had suggested last night that | would be happier with Promise than without,
there was no guarantee he would want to lend our support to Cherish when we could least afford to give
it. I'd say Robin would be even lessinclined. But asfor me. . . | couldn’t not say it.

“I'll comeaswdl.”

Cd’ sjaw tightened, Cherish’ s son-of-a-whore remark till with him, | knew, but he gavein. “ Shit. Fine.
WE Il help.” The“but | don't haveto likeit” hung unspokenintheair.

“Lemmings,” Robin sighed, “dl of us. Stll, it should be entertaining if we don’t end up dead and buried.”
Hewaked to onewall and took apainting of blues, purples, and an acid green. “1 wonder who did our
atist friend in. The Vigil isgood, but good enough to take Seamus s head without a struggle? They
would definitely be aforce to be reckoned with.” He considered another painting and took it aswell.
“Ah, now, thisonel like” It wasanude, of course, in agtartling primary red.

“A forceindeed.” | gave Seamus one last ook and then dismissed him as ancient and decomposing
history. If | nursed afera satisfaction, no one need know about it. “ Are we done here?’ | addressed
everyone, but Cal in particular, whose face had gone from annoyed to bored in a heartbest as Robin had
rambled on about the power needed to kill Seamus.

“Yeah, I’'m more than done.” He headed for the door.

Cheridh' seyesfollowed us as weleft, and they weren't saddened anymore. They were brilliant with
anger and fear. Sheredly wasin atrap of her own making, but from what I’ d seen, she could hold her
owninafight. Young or not. It might be enough. It might not. The same could be said of us.

“Y ou would go with them?’ she demanded increduloudy. *Y ou would choose them over me?’

Promise stopped in the doorway at that, softening further. “If you had seen the Auphe but even once, you
would know the escape I’ m giving you. Now, there are those outside who will beinto clean thisall up.
Get the keys from them. And please be as careful asyou can. Know I’'m never far.”

“But | am never close, amn |7’ she said softly, but with atrace of bitterness. It could’ ve been aimed at
hersalf or her mother, but she shut the door between us before | made the determination.
“Andthisiswhy I'mglad | reproduce in the old-fashioned way,” Robin said as he baanced the paintings
that were too large to tuck under an arm. The Vigil were four men waiting at the end of the hdl for usto
be finished with our business. They were dressed in uniforms, not brown or gray, but somewherein
between. They could ve been movers or exterminators. No one would know or care enough to
ask—which isno doubt how they managed to get away with agood dedl of what they did. No one
noticed; no one cared. Much as| did not care either. | was more curious about Robin’s comment than |
was about the Vigil’ s cleanup methods.

“Which would be?’ | asked. Not once had | come acrossin any book a hint asto how pucks multiplied.



Since there were no females of the species| was sureit was, if nothing else, noteworthy. And, no doubt,
profoundly pornographic. These were pucks after all. Someone had once called Goodfellow amitotic
bastard. It was aclue, but it didn’'t go far enough for picturing itinyour head . . . if you were perverse
enough to want to.

“Should | decideto double your pleasurein dl things Goodfelow, you' |l bethe first to know,” he
retorted with awicked grin. * Participation isn’t strictly necessary, but | dways enjoy an appreciative
audience. Volunteers are especialy”—he caught Promise’ s eye and shifted smoothly—"but never mind
that. | wasthinking Tha for lunch. Any takers?

Promise’ s gaze moved to meet mine. What | saw there. . . | wasn't surewhat it was. A chance? An
unwillingness to surrender what we had? Both perhaps, and both till built on secrets. She had
compromised with me.. . . my half-Auphe brother. Our ongoing battle with those monsters. She had been
loya when it would' ve been in her far better interest to be otherwise. She had risked her life. Actionsare
supposed to speak louder than words.

| till wanted the words.

| wanted the truth—whole and unvarnished. | wanted it dl. With my mother, | had had nothing. With my
brother, | had the words, the action, and thetruth . . . no matter how grim it might be. | had no
experience with the territory that lay between the two extremes. | didn’t know that | could dwell there.

| caught Ca’ s elbow beforeit could connect with my ribs. | looked from Promise to him and he tapped
his nose meaningfully. “1’m good for another one,” he said.

“You'reagood brother,” | replied dryly. Despite hisgood, if overly physicd, intentions, now wasn't the
time to make any decisions. It was time to concentrate on the Auphe—they were certainly concentrating
onus.

Cd had said they would come. He d said it hollowly in the dark of hisroom wherethe only light had
comefirefly-distant through the window and from the Sickly gray illumination flowing around his hand.
They would come and they would come soon because that’ s how he thought . . . no, how he knew they
would think.

| wanted him to be wrong. And it wasn't that the more time without the Auphe, the more time we had to
sharpen ourselves, to prepare. It was a good reason, but that wasn't it. | wanted him to be wrong
because | didn’t want him thinking that his thoughts were the same as Auphe thoughts. They weren’t. Cd
was not Auphe. In the past, I’ d threatened those who' d said that. And I’ d hurt those who' d attempted to
act ontheir belief, inflicted agreat deal of pain with an even greater lack of regret. | wouldn’t have
anyone believing Cal was Auphe, not even himself.

But in another way | wanted him to be right. If he wereright, then what | suspected from what he had
seen in Washington Square Park would be wrong, and I’ d never wanted to be wrong so much in my life.
Theuniversg, initsinfinite indifference, didn’t care either way. The Auphe came that evening.

Filthy, maevolent mongters.

| was ailing the katanawhen the first whirlpool of tarnished slver light formed before me. | had the dining
room table covered in newspaper with the rest of my blades fanned in asemicircle, waiting their turn. |
heard adoor dam against awall, the sound of spraying water, and Cal shouting, “Auphe!” If agate was
opened close enough, within afew blocks of him, he dfed it. . . just ashefdt thisone.

And the one that followed.

Cd came running down Promise' s hdll, dressed only in sweatpants, till soaking from hisinterrupted
shower. Hisface was aready set, frozen and blank. He had the knife he kept with him always and the
gun he mugt’ ve taken into the bathroom with him. Prepared. He had believed what | hadn’t been ableto
drive from his head. That Auphe blood was Auphe blood. That Auphe was Auphe.

Two gates. . . onelessthan he had said. It was asmall number, and | was afraid that made me right and
him wrong. On the other hand, two Auphe were enough for asuicide run, as Ca had guessed. Wewould
See.

| stood with katanaready. I’ d seen my first Auphe when Cal wasthree and | was seven. | was sure
they’ d been there since Ca was born, spying, but that wasthefirst time | actudly saw one. It had been at
our kitchen window while we ate supper. Sophiahad been out doing what she did: drinking, conning, or



whoring. All three a once, maybe. I’ d known from ayounger age than seven that that’ swhét her life
was. Thistime she'd gone out instead of bringing her work home with her. It was better that way. Fish
gticks and cartoons for Ca. A sandwich and abook for me. Sixteen yearsater, | thought wryly, things
weren't so very different.

| hadn’t minded being home done then. It was safer. There was no yelling or durred insults or thrown
whiskey bottles. There were none of Sophia s“friends,” the kind that paid before they walked through
the door. Therewas quiet, Cal’ soccasiona laugh at thetiny TV screen, and The Lord of the Rings. The
librarian said it was too much book for me, and I’ d told her she waswrong. But when I’d lifted eyesto
see what shared the winter night againgt the smal dingy window, | wondered if I’ d been the one who was
wrong.

Theglow of red eyes, the triangular white face with tarnished siver teeth so wickedly fine you couldn’t
begin to count them all. It could’ ve come straight from the pagesin front of me. It smiled as| froze.
Smiled and then tapped a black nail againgt the glass. The sound convinced me of what my eyes couldn'’t.
It wasredl. Monsters were real. Those awful things Sophia said about Cd’ sfather . . . I'd managed to
turn my head to see my brother. He was on hislast fish tick, face bright and happy asthe TV burbled. |
jerked my eyes back to the window. Empty. I'd swallowed hard and felt warm wetness a my crotch.
Redl. Itwasredl.

I’d put Cd to bed, which was my bed too. Sophiawasn't wasting money on two beds when we both fit
inone. It wasthefirst time | was glad she was cheap; it let mewatch Cal, protect him. And now | knew
he redlly needed it. Sophiawas aliar, but the onetime | wished she had lied, she did worse. Shetold the
truth. | had cleaned up and washed my pantsin the bathroom sink. | didn’t degp aminute that night, and

| didn’'t say aword to Sophiawhen she came home, but it didn’t matter. She saw it the next day—the
spidery handprint on the window. Ca was sitting at the table with the bowl of oatmedl I’ d fixed him when
she bent down to be face-to-face with him. * Daddy came, didn’t he?’ Her smile had less teeth than the
monster’s, but it was as cold and hard. “ Daddy came to see his specid little boy. Hislittle half-breed
freak.” | dill remembered the crumpled ook of confusion on Cd’s small face—his eyeswide and wary
with dread behind long black bangs.

Every timel saw an Auphe, | saw my first mongter. | felt that echo of that first knowledge that there were
things foul and hideous in the world. But now? Now | was ready for the mongters. . . themurderers. . .
the dedlers of death. And when the Auphe came through thelight, | wasready for it aswell. | couldn’t
think of it asfemae, no more than | would' ve thought of a shark as mae or female—just asdezth. |
diced at it, but the narrow head and pale flesh dithered under the blow so quickly that it wasinside my
guard amost before my eyes registered the move. The predator unparalleled.

Almost.

Asit lunged a me, it impaled itsalf on the dagger | held in my other hand, closeto my hip. | didn't say
anything. There was nothing in an Auphe worth wasting words on, but | did smile. It was a Sophiasmile,
cold, hard, and satisfied. Then | ripped the blade upward, from abdomen to bony sternum. Where Cd’'s
blood had been warm on my hand ayear ago, this blood was cool and dippery.

“Youarequick.” It moved an inch closer, giving me asmile of its own as bone scraped and caught on
stedl. “For asheep.”

| was. | was quicker than Cal and Promise, and close to a sober Goodfellow. | excelled at what | did. |
was ascholar, afriend, and abrother, but beneath it dl | wasakiller, pure and smple. Better at taking
livesthan anyone or anything you' d meet walking the street. I'd made sure of it. And thisevil wasthe
reason why.

| ripped the blade free and dashed it acrossitsthroat. But its throat wasn't there. | was quick.

Auphe was quicker.

| felt the claws ripping across my chest and | dove for the floor. Ignoring the puddie of Auphe blood
pooled on the wood, | swung both blades outward in an open scissors motion and caught itslegs. Barely.
Trailing more blood, it legpt on top of the table and then back onto me, taking me down. For dl the
damage I’ d done, to an Aupheit was superficid. It could livewithit. | didn’t plan on letting it. Thistime
my blade punctured its chest, but not its heart. They didn’t carry their heartsin the same place as humans,



and suicide run or nat, this Auphe had no plans on going anywhere without me.

The Auphe laughed from above, tasting its own blood asif it werewine. “ A worthy piece of prey.
Struggle dl you wish. We shdl take you, we shdl takethem dl, and only then shdl wetake him.” This
time teeth found my throat just as my other blade, strapped to my thigh, found its heart between itsribs
from behind. | felt ajolt of satisfaction as strong asthe pain that flared under my jaw. Getting aknee
between us, | heaved it off.

With my blood flowing down my neck, | was hafway up when it came back with my knife embedded in
itsheart. Still fighting. Essentialy dead, but till fighting. | pulled my blade out of it and diced it acrossits
abdomen, spilling its gutsto the floor. It kept coming, taking one step, another, until it fell. Findly, it fell. It
wasthefirst timel’d ever seen shock in the eyes of an Auphe. A human had killed it, a sheep with mere
blades.

Then came the second one.

Therewas silencer gunfire. . .. Cad ... But the Auphewas as quick asthefirst. It came acrossthe
hall—touched with some blood, but not much, and moving so fast that | only managed to get the knifein
my hand up bare inches before it was on me.

But Cd wason mefirdt.

Hewasn't as quick asthe Auphe, but he knew where this one was going. Cd had ahead start and he
made use of it. He hit me hard, his back damming againgt my chest, and dmost s multaneoudy the Auphe
hit him. We impacted the dining room wall and hung there, pinned. Cal gave agutturd, “No. Mefirg.

Y ou take mefirgt.” A human shield between the Auphe and me, protecting me where hisgun had failed
to. | tried to push him off, but in thishe was as strong as | was, if not stronger. Cal would die for me. |
knew it, but I didn’t have to accept it. | shoved again. Neither he nor the Auphe moved.

Despite the strained bulge of Cd’ s bicep, one bruta clawed hand held Ca’ swrist down and the gun
along with it. The other hand closed around Cal’ s neck. That narrow jaw dropped to revedl itsripping
capability in dl its savage efficiency. Cd faced it head-on. “Mefirst,” he snarled again. “ Take me, you
bitch. Goon. Do it”

There was a hesitation, then the jaws closed and it laughed. “Y ou do not know. Cousin. Brother.
Auphe.” It laughed again, and thistime when it spoke | thought my eardrumswould bleed. The Auphe
language was as sharp as my blades, as brutal as abullet-shattering glass. With every unnatural sound
Cal tensed againgt metighter and tighter. Then the gate gppeared behind it and it sprang backward,
disappearing just as Robin’s sword blow from the right and Promise’ s from the left would' ve taken its
head. Instead the gray light took half their blades before the gate vanished.

Cd fell off me. Hetried to push away, but couldn’t coordinate the movement. He did manage to hit the
wall solidly enough to lean againgt it besde me. His eyeswere infinitely aged beyond that long-ago
three-year-old boy, but the dread was the same. “ Y ou're bleeding,” he said, the words syrup sow,
before diding down thewall and sheathing fingersin his ill shower dripping hair ashe drew up his
knees. “I can’'t do this.” Helooked up a me with more desperation than he' d ever given an Auphe the
satisfaction of. “Y ou haveto let me go, Nik. Y ou haveto.”

And sdlfish son of abitch that | was, | kneded down beside him and gave him my answer.

“No.”

Blind. | was so damn blind. | didn’t see what he was asking for. Not until his eyesfixed digantly on the
gun that had dropped from his hand to skitter across the floor when the Auphe had disappeared. Cd
waan't talking about running thistime.

Auphewere quick, Cal was quick, but I’ d never been so quick in my life. | grabbed his shoulders and
held him firmly againgt thewall. “'Y ou promised me along time ago. Y ou promised you wouldn't do that
tome. You may aswel pull the trigger on mefirst,” | said quietly, *do you understand?’

He swallowed thickly and bent his head to buitt it against my chest like he hadn’t since he was five or Six
yearsold. “What did it say?’ | asked, moving one hand to cup the back of his head. He d understood i,
one of the flashesthat came from those missing two years, picking up the Auphe language. | wished he
hadn’t, because I’ d known without asking what it had said—I didn’t need to speak Auphe to understand
what I d wanted so badly to be wrong aboui.



The Auphe Ca had killed last year in Horidahad been male. Thelast malewe d seen. Turnit around
and you could say Cd had killed the last male Auphe.

When Ca had said dl the Auphe in the park were females, I’ d been uneasy. And when he’ d confirmed
the last Auphe before them, the dead one, had been male, I’ d gone from uneasy to abaance of sharp
worry and denia. Then | saw the shock in the eyes of the Auphe I’ d just killed. It hadn't expected to die.
This hadn’t been asuicide run. They thought the four of us couldn’t take the two of them. They’ d wanted
tokill mein front of Cal and to make sure he knew, truly understood their new plan for him. No death.
No escape. Nothing half so easy.

“They said...” Hefalled and tried again, but choked on the words.

“Never mind. It won't happen. Wewon't et it,” | denied, shaking my head. “Y ou don’t haveto say it.”
Hedid anyway. “Thelast mae Auphe.” He shuddered with every word, but it didn’t stop him from
repeating it in dull horror.

“I’'mthelast male Auphe.”

7

Cal

Guts stink.

Human, mongter . . . it didn’t matter. They were rank, nasty, and had long ago lost the ability to bother
me. They say nurses can wipe a patient’ s asswith one hand and eat a sandwich with the other. It'sal in
what you get used to, right?1 lived alife where | was used to guts on the floor. Lucky me. Y eah, lucky,
lucky me.

A pair of rubber gloves, agarbage bag, and | was good to go. | wasn't wasting a Samuel favor on a
messthissmall, and as | was the only one not wounded, it fell to me. | doubted Promise’ s cleaning
servicewould' veredlly understood. We don't do windows and we don't do body parts. Sorry.

“Shelll haveto move. Between the cadejos and this, the stench will never come out.” Robin sat carefully
a one of the dining room chairs. The flesh over hisribswas clawed and clawed deep, but other than that
he and Promise had held off the second Auphe long enough that it hadn’t had time to turn its attention to
Niko until thefirgt one fell. Promise was worse off than Goodfellow, bitten on her shoulder and hip, and
clawed from the nape of her neck to the small of her back, but she would heal awholelot faster than he
would, and fed it less.

Nik had a good swipe across his chest and ashallow bite on his neck. Asit wasright over hisjugular, it
would have to be shdlow, wouldn't it? A little deeper and he would' ve bled out before we could ve
done adamn thing to stop it. He would' ve died on the floor next to the Aupheand that . . .

Hell, that would' ve been that.

There' s another fact besides the guts-stink one. Sometimes you get pushed so far. . . . So much shit
happens that you end up with three choices. Y ou can eat your gun, you go catatonic and wear adiaper
therest of your life, or you can suck it up and go on.

For Nik, | picked thelast option. | couldn’t have done anything € se no matter how tempting another
choice might have seemed for asecond. Only the Auphe could make torture and death seem like atrip to
Coney Idand. Only they could make you wish that was the prize you won, being Sowly ripped to pieces.
That was the winning number and | could rip that |otto ticket up, because’d lost big. But, hey, here sthe
consolation prize. | got to be the last male Auphe in the whole damn world. Hybrid or not, pathetic
half-sheep muitt that | was, | was dl the Auphe had to rebuild their race. Which went to provel didn’t
know them quite aswell as| thought | did. No suicide for them. The Auphe were mad, sure. . . join the
crowd. But they were relentlesstoo. They’ d thought of away to destroy the world before. Give them
time and they might come up with another.

| wasthetime. Robin said Auphelived nearly aslong as he did, if not longer, but even twenty—no,

e ghteen now—Auphe might have trouble with world domination. But they could bide their time and
breed. Build the race back up. And each successive breeding would dowly wipe out the human taint of
the hybrid dre.

And Goodfellow thought he was a stud.



| bit back the jagged dark laughter. If | started that, then | would be in digpers when the Auphe cameto
drag meto Tumulus, and | didn’t want that. Because if they did manage that, then Niko would be gone
and any promises | made would be gonewith him. | wasn't going to hell again, not to visit and not to live.
Thefact that I’ d be insane the minute clawed hands threw me on ground glass sand under adirty, piss
ydlow sky didn’t make adifference. | was't adding to the Auphe population. | wasn't making another
mongter, not asingle one. Worse yet, | wasn't making another one like me. Through Auphe arrogance
I’ d been left with Sophiafor my childhood. Niko had raised me. What if the Auphe had instead? What
would that baby have grown up to be?

The urgeto laugh hysterically changed to the burn of bile againgt my throat, and | stopped thinking about
it. Any of it. | had to focus on the here and now or | wasn't going to make the next five minutes, much
lesslong enough to come up with away to save al our asses. See me suck it up. See me save my friends
and brother. See me completely ignoreredlity so | didn’t lose my fucking mind.

| skirted my eyes around Niko's blood on the floor as| kept scooping Auphe insides and tossing themin
the plastic bag. Of dl the blood I'd seenin my life, that wasthe blood | could never get used to—my
brother’s. “If you think it smells, bring your deodorizer cat over here. That' Il fix it up,” | said grimly to
Robin. “Maybe she could et this. . . thing for us.” | didn’t even want to say the name. | definitdly didn’t
want to be touching it, but as | was the most mobile, | wasn’t going to let anyone else do it. And Niko
had tried. He d tried to push me into another room. Out of sight, out of mind. If he actualy could’ ve
pulled the memory of the fight and the Auphe words out of my heed, | think he would have. Hell, | know
he would have. He d suspected what those bitches wanted. Not that he’ d told me. Never given mea
sngledue

He was one goddamn good brother.

Niko wanted the truth in life. More often than not, | was happy with thelie,

“She'sdead,” Robin said with asnort a my ignorance. “ Dead cats don't est. She only purrs, claws my
furniture, and kills man-sized dogs.” He frowned at the lat bit, then sighed. “What can you do? We are
all trueto our nature. It'show Zeus made us.”

“Then Zeus can go screw himsdlf if he’ sresponsiblefor this” | knelt beside the body of the Auphe Niko
had killed. She. . . it didn't look any less against God-and-nature dead than it had dive. Empty red eyes
and metd teeth dowly losing their mirror sheen, it gave death’ sgaping grin. Againgt God . . . yeeh, right.
“If | ever needed proof there' sno God”—and | didn't—"hereitis. No Zeus. No Allah. If there were,
they wouldn’t let thiskind of evil walk the earth.”

| heard the chair creak as Robin stood and walked away. Moments later he returned with amop and
bucket and dowly took care of the puddle of blood | couldn’t force mysdlf to look at. When that was
done, his hand braced itsef on my shoulder as he squatted beside me, wincing as he did. “I don’t know.
| did meet Buddha once, the skinny version, in India. He gave me haf hisrice, laughed at my clothes, and
told meif | could Say celibate for an entire week I’ d reach enlightenment.”

“In other words, he was screwing with you.”

“In other words,” he agreed, green eyes nostagic. “But he made me laugh. | didn’t laugh much in those
days, not and mean it. Maybe laughing is better than agod.” His hand squeezed, then let go. “Now, let's
do something about dumping this pasty bastard . . . ah . . . bitch in theriver. | have afeding Niko wants
to pick up aLoJack while we re out and strap it to your wanderlust ass.”

Robin had heard what I’ d said about Nik letting me go, but he' d taken it at face value. He thought |
wanted to leave in hopes the Auphe would follow me—the sameideal’ d had earlier when fighting the
ed. Probably for the best that he thought that. | didn’t need atwenty-four-hour suicide watch with
someone holding my hand while| took apiss. Niko knew | wouldn't break my promise. Goodféellow
might not be so trugting. | didn’t clue him in, instead settling for anoncommittal shrug. And, truthfully, it
till wasn't the worst idea—except for the fact Niko would track me down faster than the Auphe, and
we' d beright back where we started.

“Leaving might work,” he continued. “ They may follow you and forget about us. And then again, they
may locate you in afew weeks or months and dump our dead bodies at your feet. The Auphe have far
more patience than you give them credit for. They don't have to choose either/or. They can havether



cake and mutilateit too.”

That was an option | hadn’t considered on the beach. Seems| wasn't the only one who could think like
an Auphe. But | was the only one who could breed like one. Good old science experiment Ca. A mae
Auphe could impregnate afema e human, but gpparently amale human couldn’t impregnate afemae
Auphe. .. or at least not asquickly as| could. Sure, | was better, being haf Auphe, but it'd be easier
grabbing arandom guy with no gun, fighting skills, or lethd brother. Although good luck on him getting it
up for anightmare of pale skin, bone-cracking teeth, and eyes of blood. Asfor me. . . the Auphe and
Tumulus would send sanity bye-bye on me. Madness, torture, the memories of probably the same from
the past; the Auphe would get what they wanted from me. Oneway or the other. | just didn’t know if
being insane would make it better or worse.

“Areyou dl right?'You look likeyoumight . . .” Robin made an obvious gesture with one hand, while
patting my shoulder with the other and leaning away from me dl a the sametime. The guy had talent.
“Fine. I'mfine.” Frigging dandy. “I won't run. Nik would find me and make me wish | was dead before
the Auphe actudly had the chanceto doit.” It wasn't alie, just arehashing of what Nik and | had talked
about on the beach . . . before | knew what | knew now. We hadn’t told Robin and Promisethat I'd
understood what the Auphe had said, and when I’ d told Niko | was the last male Auphe, it had barely
been awhisper, and agarbled one at that. Robin and Promise didn’t know that while the Auphe till
wanted them dead, they had different plansfor me. And | didn’t want them to know. That kind of pity |
couldn’'t take. If | saw that on their faces every time | turned around, it would only make al of thismore
red. And right, now redlity wasthelast thing | needed.

| stripped off the gloves, tossed them on the newspaper-covered table, and reached back to wipe a
swesaty hand across the top of my back. My bloody back. Half dried, the sticky residue of Niko'sblood
was rough againgt my pam. Before it had itched; now it burned. “ Shit,” 1 said. I’d been unableto look at
it, but herel wasfeding it. The Auphe wanted me, but not yet. First | got to see the big show. Desth and
despair, and you want popcorn with that?

They wanted Nik first. They wanted me to watch. Wanted me to see. Wanted me wearing his blood.
And | was.

| moved for the bathroom and the shower without another word. | stood under steaming hot water,
letting it wash the blood away. | was there agood five minutes before | thought to take my sweetpants
off, and it was nearly haf an hour before | stepped out nude from behind the curtain. Niko was waiting to
tossmeatowd.

He leaned against the double vanity as| slently dried off and wrapped the cloth around my hips. He
hadn’t made a sound when he camein. | hadn’t heard him or the door over the thundering water, and |
fully expected aswat for it. | didn't get it. “ Are you spesking to meyet?’ he asked, folding hisarms.

“ “Goddamn you, you son of abitch’ was spegking,” | told him wesarily.

And that’ swhat I d said to him after reveaing | was the Last Damn Mohican, my head burrowing into his
chest likewhen | was akid, and Sophia had told me another bedtime story about how the monster
wasn't under my bed—it wasinit. That’swhat I’ d said to him for not letting me go out the quick and
easy way.

That was me, shouldering my part and stepping up to the plate as1’d promised mysdlf | would. Way to
be aman. Redly showing I’d meant it when I’ d said thingswould be dl right. Thinking like an Auphe, I'd
said | could doit and | hadn’t, not by along shot. Only | could manage to pull off being amonster, but
not monster enough. | put thetoilet lid down and sat, the back of my head thunking back carelessly
agang thewall.

“Pity party for yoursaf?’ Niko asked dryly, but behind the sarcasm | could see the shadow of worry.
“Likeyouwouldn't believe,” 1 exhded. “BY OA. Bring your own angs. It' sfestive as hell.” The bandage
waswhite againg the dlive of hisskin, but hewasdive, and | fdt the menta knot unravel alittle at that
thought.

“Perhaps I’ll joinyou. My brother . . .” He stopped, took along calming breath—probably to keep from
banging my head repeatedly againgt the wall—and then started again, voice steady asarock, worry to
anger in aheartbeet: “My brother threw himsdlf between me and the jaws of ashark. And if that wasn't



enough, he asked the shark to eat him first. Can you imagine how | would' ve felt if the shark had taken
himuponit?’

“I’'m guessing grateful’ snot it.” Water—not Niko' s blood, just water—dripped from my hair and down
my back. Cool and clean.

“No,” hereplied grimly.

“Going to punch himin the nose? | hear he punched you.” The bruisng under his eyeswas more
noticeable in the bright light of the bathroom. It' d been a good punch—short and precise with the exact
amount of power I'd meant to go into it. Just as I’ d been taught.

“No. That would befar too easy on him.” Heloomed. Niko could loom like nobody’ s business. “On
you.”

“Nik, it wasn't thet big arisk. Hell, norisk at dl.” The dripping water pooled in the smal of my back, till
cool, but not as cool as Niko's expression. The cooler it got, the more pissed he would be. “We know
better now. They won't kill me.” No matter how much | demanded. “ That’s not in their playbook
anymore.”

“And as the Auphe are completely sane and utterly logical, we' |l depend on that? No, | don’t think so. It
only takes one Aupheto get the taste of your blood and lose sight of itsgoal.” Hislipstightened. “ Just
one. A shark can be docile, but throw one in an ocean of blood and dl it would know is daughter. The
Auphe are the same. Y ou can’t depend on madness. Or worse yet, they might not be as mad aswe
think. In that case, they might lose patience with vengeance and just take you. Leave therest of usfor
later and take you to where | can’t get you back.”

It wastrue, dthough | had my doubts the Auphe would ever lose their lust for vengeance. If anyone
could be mad and patient, it would be them.

“You'd have done the samething,” | pointed out, going around an argument | didn’t want to have and
crap | didn’t want to think about. Not yet. | wanted afew hours of denid. Just afew. Wasthat so bad?
“Logic?You?Now | know you're desperate.” He tossed me another towel from the counter. “And it’s
my responsibility to keep you safe. Theright of the firstborn. Part and parcel of being the big brother.”
Hisjaw set. “It could ve taken you, Cal, do you understand? It could’ ve taken you or killed you.”

| took the towel and scrubbed a my damp hair before countering, “1t could’ ve killed you too.” | swiped
at my wet neck with the cloth. And it had come close. So goddamn close.

Heexhaed, “ Thisis getting us nowhere. And waiting to be picked off one by oneisn’t the best strategic
plan spawned in history. We need to find them. Go after them for achange. Surprise them.”

Go after them? Okay, that was't just crazy talk. That was Hanniba Lecter eating his own foot with
Dijon mustard wacko. “They livein Tumulus, Nik. Hell’ sghetto.” It wasn't redly hell, but it wasa
place—far from thisworld—that would make any mythologica hel ook like an amusement park. Two
yearsof my life had been swalowed up by anightmare dimenson wheretimeranin al different
directions, which explained how I’ d come back to Nik only two days after my kidnapping but two years
older. That was the one thing I did know about Tumulus. The rest was so thoroughly blocked out, | had
only thefaintest of impressions|eft. Rock and sand as red as blood, asky the color of pus, and the cold
of along-closed tomb. But | didn’'t have to remember to know that sticking your dick in abucket of acid
was a better ideathan going there.

“I don't know anything about it.” | twisted the towel in my hands. “1 don’t know how bigitis. | could
open agate right in the middle of the Auphe, for dl | know. We could drop right in their laps, and that's
not like Santa’ slap, okay? We won't be getting any candy canes out of the dedl.” Tumulus. Chrigt. | felt
the towd rip under my grip. “Not to mention the me-going-crazy thing. But, hey, why don’t | mention
that?’ Only the amnesia, the defense of an adolescent mind, had saved me the other time I’ d goneto
Tumulus and come back. | knew it wouldn’'t save me again.

“Not we, Cal. Me,” Niko said, absolute. He reached over and took the towel from me. “1f you can get
me through, | could do alittle reconnaissance, that’sall. | doubt odds are high that | would walk into the
center of the Auphe.”

Him, not me. | should' ve known that and would have if the mere thought of that place didn’t have every
nervein mefiring in dread and sheer fight-or-flight panic. Nik would never consider sending me over



there. It could’ ve been my ideaand our last hope and he still wouldn't have dlowed it.

“No.” | was as absolute as Niko. “That’ stheir territory. Y ou don’t take on someone like the Auphe on
their territory. Y ou should know that. Y ou taught it to me. They could find you. Timeisweird there. You
could be gone aminute or ayear. There could be pockets of no air.” Theair had been thin there, hadn’t
it? High-altitude thin? Hadn't | struggled to bresthe when they had dragged me there from home? Hadn't
| thought I’ d suffocate? | felt my lungs suddenly ache for oxygen before ablack curtain dropped down,
wrapped around the flicker of memory, and took it away. Banished, like dways.

“No.” Thistimel snappedit. “Makethat hell no. Fuck no. Any goddamn no you want. I'm not doing
it

“Thetime component. | hadn’t consdered that.” Which gave away afrudtration he didn’t alow to show.
Niko didn't forget to consider al aspects of astuation. Ever. But he' d been on target. We were basically
sitting around, plastic duckslined up at the carniva waiting for aBB gun to take us out. How do you fight
an enemy you can't follow? Can't locate? They wouldn't keep playing with usforever. They'd get
serious sooner or later, mad or not, tire of the games, and then. . . . yeah, then.

“What if you kept the gate open? Linking our world to theirs? That might keep time running consistently
in both places”

| couldn’t believeit. Hewas il talking about it. Fine. He could have that conversation al by himsdif.
“We need to dump the body,” | said, asif the subject of Tumulus had never come up, never existed. In
fact, Tumulus was where the Easter Bunny painted his eggs—one big damn fairy tale. “Robin said the
rver.”

Niko frowned, but it wasfor himsdlf, not me. He' d brought up something he knew | had problems
with—yprofound, mind-melting problems—and for nothing. But it wasn't for nothing. He wastrying, and
right now that' s all we had. Grasping at the thinnest and craziest of straws. | reached over and dapped
his stomach with the back of my hand. “Hey, I’'m the one not speaking to you, remember?’

The frown faded. “No river. Goodfellow’ s since had a better idea while you were showering. Promise
needs more timeto hed beforeriding to theriver isan option.”

“How isshe?’ | asked. More importantly, how was Nik when it came to Promise?

“Regting. She' ll be more mobile tomorrow.”

“And will you be staying with her tonight or shacking up in aguest room?’ | sood, grabbed my
swegtpants from the shower, and wrung them out. “Did you decide if you can live with good enough?’

“I don’'t know,” he answered quietly. “Not yet.”

Sophia. . . that bitch hadn’t done too damn well by elther one of us. She’ d made me amonster and
made Niko the brother, father, and caretaker of that bouncing baby monster. She’ d screwed us both up
so badly, | didn't think we' d ever get over it. She' d burned on earth and | hoped she was doing the same
inhdl.

| moved past Nik into the hall and back to my room to dress. He followed. “ So what is the plan, then?’ |
asked, pulling on jeans and arumpled sweatshirt | fished out of my duffel bag. “Use Samue again?’
“No.” Niko picked up the damp towels from the floor, wadded them into atight ball, and hit me
precisely in the center of the chest with them. Y ou wouldn't think cotton could sting. Y ou’ d be wrong.
“I'm quite sure the Vigil would like nothing more than an up-closelook at an Auphe, anice and tidy
autopsy to find out their vulnerabilities. All of which isone step away from dissecting you. They want the
Auphe gone, and while Samuel may be willing to give you the benefit of the doubt there, who knows
what the rest of the Vigil may havein mind. Theless opportunity they have to focus on you, the better.”
And while | was human on the outside, theingde wasn't quite the same. They’ d have something to look
it. Good times on the autopsy dab.

“No dissections, got it.” Sitting on the edge of the bed, | put on socks. * So what’ re we doing with it?’
“Robin cdled in afavor of hisown.”

That favor was at the door as we spoke. Ishiah’ s voice carried when he was annoyed, and he was
amost dways annoyed. Thiswas no exception. Aswe entered the living room, he was nose to nose with
Robin. “Y our laziness and doth know no bounds, do they?’ he demanded. “I have abar to run, my own
lifetolead. | do not exist solely to be at your beck and cal. And | most definitely do not wake up every



morning with nothing but the happy expectation of running errandsfor you. Difficult to believe, | know.”
Robin yawned in hisface. “Y ou're o very good at that. The temper, the scowl. Absolutely terrifying.

Y ou must drink shots of testosterone in your morning coffee.” He nudged the oversized garbage bag at
hisfeet. “Here sthe package. Dump it wherever you like. Stuff it and mount it as asouvenir in your bar
for dl | care. Your choice entirely.”

“It'snot.” Thewingsflared, appearing from nowhere, and afew feathersflew free. | picked up one asit
drifted to the floor by my feet. Between trand ucent and white with adugting of gold, it wastwicethe
length of my hand. Robin had 1shiah so frazzled that he was actudly molting. The puck was one gifted
son of abitch, | had to give him that. “Y ou are not handing me abag of Auphe. | know you are not.”
“Think of it asaconversaion piece” Robin grinned lazily. “And | expect you to take it off my bar tabin
trade.”

Refusing to believeit, 1sh took a step back, bent, and untied the bag. Immediately, the blue-gray eyes
darkened in disgust. “Unholy creature.” Heretied the bag, then wiped the pams of hishandson his
jeans. “One. Y ou actualy managed to kill one. Y ou’ ve more surviva skillsthan | gave you credit for.”
Helooked past Robin ashesaidit . . . to Niko and me.

“I'vekilled Auphe,” Robin said in protest. “In fact, I’ ve killed many whilst | saved the entire world last
year. Didn't you get the memo?’

“I've dways known about your surviva skills” 1shiah picked up the bag with little effort, despite the
weight of it. “That’ swhy history writes of the Last Stand of the Three Hundred, not the Three Hundred
and One”

“Someone had to liveto tell thetale. There' d be no heroesiif there was't anyone | eft to talk them up,
now, would there?’ Goodfellow gave an arrogant tilt of hislips before muttering, “All | wanted wasthe
company of afew hundred haf-naked, oiled-up men, and out of nowhere’ m facing the entire Persian
amy. Whereisthe luck?’

“I'’'m certainly getting none my way.” Ishiah headed toward the door. “ The next call | expect will request
an anecdote for your eulogy. Anything ese, and don’t bother.” He put hisdl inthe growl, but ashe'd
been the one to save Robin’slife days ago, | had ahard time buyingiit.

Closing the door behind him, | asked Goodfellow, “Did you ever thank him for saving your ass?’
“Gods, no,” he denied, appdled. “That’ s not our dynamic.”

“And what would that be?’ Niko said. “Rabid annoyance dternating with intense loathing?”

“Exactly.” He yawned again. “ One shouldn’t mess with a proven formula. Wake me for my watch.”

Y eah, good luck to Nik there, because | had no desire for adreaming Robin to mistake mefor a
Spartan, naked or clothed.

Hourslater, | was pulling my sentry duty, moving through the gpartment quietly. Niko could remain il
for hours at atime if he wanted and stay completely aert. Not me. | was apacer. If | was off watch, |
could snooze on the couch with the TV blaring, no problem. But waiting—that wasn't my strong suiit.
And staying till after thislast Auphe attack? That wasn't going to happen. So | walked with skinitching
and slomach on edge, waiting to fed thetidal pull of agate opening. | ignored the faint feding of being
watched. After abattle, paranoia and adrenaline went hand in hand. It just came with the territory.
Asfor trying to anticipate their next move, | couldn’t doit. To give me some credit, I’ d been hdlf right
about the last one—too bad half wasn't nearly good enough. But right now, even with the knowledge of
apatialy new motive on their part, | fill couldn’t beginto try. Not yet. Just . . . not yet.

Coward.

As| moved from the kitchen to the living room and down the hal, | saw them. The door was cracked
open enough to let me see Niko dtting on the edge of Promise’ sbed. | couldn’t make out many detailsin
the dark, but | could see his hand resting on her hair as she dept. Couldn't live with, couldn’t live without
... Nik deserved better. A whole helluvalot better. But | couldn’t help him make thisdecision, just like
he hadn’t been able to help me with George. Everybody had that line. . . the one you couldn’'t cross. I'd
reached mine, which had led to aloss| didn’t know I’ d ever get over. Of coursg, it dso led to Delilah, a
wolf with benefits. Life—what could you do?

| didn’t know where Nik’ s line would take him, but two days down the road, cabin fever was taking us



al someplace. “Why the car [ot?’ | groaned as Promise sdriver pulled up into the lot Robin owned. “It's
not my ideaof agood time.” Although at this point | wasn't sure anything would be agood time. | would
be happy if something just took my mind off the Auphefor awhile. I'd given mysdlf anight of denid
before forcing mysdf far from the shores of humanity to where only monsters dwelled, thought, and
planned.

But what were those plans? The thoughts came easier. Much too easy. If | could think those same
blood-soaked thoughts, maybe | was treading water out where | belonged. | did know if | stayed too
long, | wouldn't make it back to shore again. Themore | tried to think like an Auphe, the more | wasan
Auphe, and | couldn’t deny it. Niko could, but | knew better.

“Yes, yes. I'm sure your ideaof agood timeis usdropping you off a that werewolf’ s place and waiting
inthe car while you bump furries,” Robin scowled. “Buit if I’ m not getting any, no oneis getting any. And
for your information, asmuch as | didikework, | have abusinessto run. Onethat keegps mein fine suits,
amagnificent gpartment, and wine that would make one weep.”

“Work,” Niko said. “Don’t you mean robbing innocent consumers blind?’

“Caveat emptor. If you're brainless enough to be ripped off, then you deserve it. Pure economics.
Survivd of thefittest. Besides, I'm atrickster. It' smy caling.” It wastwilight, and the lot was closed for
the day. Robin used hiskey to let usin. We' d come at thistime of day for Promise. She was dready
amost completely healed, but awounded vampire was extra sendtive to light. Her hooded cloak
wouldn’t be protection enough for another day or so.

Wefollowed him into the building and | got alook at afew cars way beyond our reach, athough with the
pearlswe had . . . nah. Niko had a freakish attachment to his beat-up old car. So obsessively negt in
every other way, he aways drove a piece of shit. When | asked him why he was so fond of something
that didn’t work half thetime, he'd answered, “I’m fond of you, aren’'t |7’ And he called me a smart-ass.
“Look at thetoys.” Robinwaved hishand. “I’ll bein my office. And Cd, do try not to drive through the
display window again. Asamatter of fact, try not to touch anything. My insurance agent isonly so
understanding.”

“Ass,” | muttered as he walked away. He was never going to let me live that down. Possession didn't cut
it asan excuse for driving through the plate glassin one of hiscars. Just for his comment, | ran ahand
along the deek red hood of aclassc Mustang. “If you' re going for old, why can’t you buy something like
this?’ | asked Niko.

“Because eating and paying rent is preferable,” he answered.

Y eah, the money from those pearls was going into the bank, no doubt about it. No new toysfor us.
Unlessit was aweapon, but those could be fun too. | opened the car door and did in. Nice. Very nice.
“Y ou know, we could really mow down some mongtersin this. It’ d take them out better than my Glock.”
“Stop dreaming, little brother, and get out of the car. Welivein New Y ork now. One car is more than
plenty.”

Parking, she was abitch. We were lucky Robin let us keep Niko'santique at hislot for free, because
New Y ork was definitely far more city than we' d been to when Sophia had dragged us around. She
preferred the smaller towns. The cops weren't as sharp there when it came to con artists. Although
there’ d been nights, sometimes weeks, we' d spent done when shewasin jail. Niko and | had gotten
good at telling any nosy neighborsthat Mom was at the store or the post office, or at the homeless shelter
serving up goddamn soup.

| ran ahand over the steering whedl, sighed, and got out of the car. Maybe amotorcycle. The great
monster fighter cruising around on hishog . . . that wasn’t acliché, no. Fine. I’d be amonster fighter who
rodethebus. It didn’t get any more bad-assthan that. Yet | didn’t have a problem picturing Delilah on a
motorcycle, and it didn't ssemaclichéat al.

“Y ou can dwaysdrive my car,” Niko reminded.

“I can drive the crapmobile. Jeez, how'd | get so lucky?’ Of course, | could take some of the money and
buy oneif | redly wanted it, and Nik wouldn't say aword after thefact. It was our money after dl, but it
would be atoy. Whilewe might be flush with money now, who knew when our next paying job would
be? But Niko being right didn’t mean | couldn’t give him ahard time. “1 could fed thewind inmy hair as



| pushed that stalled piece of shit down theroad. Can’'t get athrill bigger than that.”

“My limoisadwaysat your disposa,” Promise said, ill paler than normd. Niko offered her the
receptionist’ schair, but it was done more with courtesy than the affection he' d shown her two nights ago
while she dept. | wondered if she even knew about that. | ill didn’t know which way Nik was going to
go, and | wasn't exactly sure which way would be best. He had been happy with Promise, and | liked
that. But she'd broken histrust and that | didn't like.. . . at al. Not my decision, not my relationship on
theline, but it didn’t stop me from trusting her less. I’ d thought she’ d dways do what was best for Nik. |
wasn't so sure now. Then again, consdering Cherish's persondity defects. . . the selfishness of a
vampire teen, and the late, great ex-mate Seamus s homicida ways, maybe she was—in her ownway. It
just wasn't theright way in Nik’ seyes.

“No, thanks,” | told her. “I’d fed like the oldest guy at the prom.”

“Junior prom,” Niko corrected. “ At best.”

“Y eah, yeah. We hear from the anal-retentive chaperone.” | wandered off, moving between the cars. |
took alook into the empty offices, more out of boredom than curiosity. Framed pictures of happy
families, happy kidsliving their happy, happy lives.

Good for them. Lifewasn't looking that rosy for usright now.

| shook my head and put the picture I’ d been holding back down. | needed to try harder to see through
Aupheeyes. Seeing . . . knowing, it came from aplace| couldn’t go to, not here. | needed to be aone. |
needed quiet. Svimming with the monstersin my subconscious was't enough. | needed talons clawing
their way through my mind, gray light, and atwist of black shadow pulling it al together. And even then |
might not know any more than | knew now. Only one way to find out.

Later.

13 Cd .77

Niko'svoice waslow and serious. Instantly, | moved back into the showroom. “What?’ | said, putting a
hand insde my jacket and pulling the Desert Eagle from my holster. Thistime |’ d brought the big gun, but
not explosive rounds. After the edl, the cadg o, and the Auphe, | was ready for some sheer destructive
power—but it was hard to justify blowing a hole through awall and taking out Mom, Dad, and baby ina
groller on the other sde. Hard to justify to Nik anyway. |, mysdf, was on the fence about it.
“Teno'clock.” Hedidn't look in the direction of the glasswall hewasindicating, and | made sureto grab
only the quickest of glances from the corner of my eye. White eyeswere sudying us. . . whitewith
eliptica black pupils.

“Robin, get your assout here,” | said. Casud. Oblivious. “Now.” Whatever it was, it wasbig. The eyes
were the Sze of lemons. And whatever it was, it wasn't buying my act. It came through in an explosion of
glass as Cherish and the cadg os had. | heard Robin swear as he came out of his office, “ Skata. Cdliban,
you bastard. Not again.” But then he saw it wasn't mein one of hiscars. It was a cat, the kind that was
way too fucking big for any litter box. The size of apanther, one damn huge panther, it was black except
for thin dlver dripesat its shoulders. Thetail whipped aswhite eyesfixed on us, the pupilsdilating . . . a
giant tabby focusing on dinner. Us.

“All right,” Robin said, freezing in place, “1 don’t enjoy at dl that kind of puss—"

“If you value your life, do not finish that sentence,” Promise warned, rising carefully from the chair. | had
the Eagle at my sde and | pointed it very dowly at the cat’ s chest. Quick movesweren't good with your
regular pissed-off cat. | didn’t think it’ d be any different with thisone. Thetail continued to thrash asit
took a step forward, its head lowering and itsjaw dropping. My finger tightened on the trigger before
Niko ordered, “Cd, no.”

“No?Y ou gottabe shitting me,” | said increduloudy. “Huffy iscoming for our asses”

“No, he' ssampling our scent.” True, it was chuffing ar in and out and not snarling, but it didn’t make me
fed any better or any lesslike a zebra about to get its neck snapped.

It took another step and another, this time toward Promise. Niko drew his sword as dowly and carefully
as|’draised my gun. The black lip wrinkled up to show teeth that weren't pantherlikeat al . . . unlessa
panther was crossed with aschool of piranha. No way it came from the local pet store.

My finger tightened again, but as before, the cat only drew in air. Then it snapped itsjaw shut and



growled. Apparently, it was asignal, because someone who had to be Oshoss appeared.

About six inchestaller than me, maybe more, and two or threetaler than Nik. Dark skin, black hair.
Kind of weird there, though. Slick like acat’sfur. Gold eyes, bright gold. Leopard' s eyes. He dso had
the pointed teeth of a cannibal. They showed in acoldly satisfied smile. “1 see we ve tracked down the
mother. Now whereisthe thief?” The cat could pick out areative of Cherish’'sfrom smdll done? Inthis
city? That was one talented bad-ass kitty. Cherish was lucky Oshoss and his pet had picked Brooklyn
to search first, or she' d probably be cat chow right about now.

Glass crunched under black boots as Oshoss stepped forward. He wore along black coat, black pants
and shirt, and a choker-style necklace of smdl off-white beads. No. Teeth. They were teeth. And you
could bet your assthey were human teeth, because, hdll, that’ s just the way thingsworked in our life.
“Give methethief.” Hisvoice was smooth as glass. It was the voice of aboa condtrictor. “Come, walk
right into my open mouth. Don’t mind the fangs. Just decoration, that’ sal.” Then one swalow and you
were gone—your dumb ass gobbled up while you thought, Gee, what anice guy.

This nice guy was carrying two machetes. Big, shiny, and as capable of chopping through our limbs asif
they weretrees. | had to make a decision: Keep the gun on the cat or on Mr. Slice-and-Dice. | kept it on
the cat. No matter how fast Oshoss was, | was betting the cat was faster.

“Thethief.” The gold eyesflared and the pupils dilated just like the cat’s.

“Y ou cannot have her,” Promise said.

“No?’ The pointed teeth were shown in another smile, thisoneferal and savage. “1 think | can. | think |
can skin her aiveif | choose. Rip her organs free and feed them to my pets before she dies. Tear awvay
her eyelids so she has no choice but to watch. | think | can do al those things and you can’t stop me.”
The smile widened, upper and lower teeth separating widely—I’ d never seen amouth open sowideon a
human-looking face. | heard the jaws pop like firecrackers. Through that mouth they came. Hisvoice
was as hypnotic as asnake's, and that’ swhat boiled free. A smal river of serpents.

Six feet long and as big around as a rattlesnake. They were as black asthe cat, and the venom-dripping
fangs were the same color. They hit the floor and dithered in our direction. “All right,” Robin said ashe
backed up, “that ismore than alittle disturbing.”

“No shit. Youthink?’ | pulled the trigger on the cat. We had more than enough to worry about. We
didn’t need FHuffy too. Thefirst three shots hit it in the chest, blowing ragged holesthe size of slver
dollarsinit. It didn't faze it one damn bit. My next shot missed asit legpt literaly over our heads and
ended up behind us. The snakes were in front of us, the cat behind, and Oshoss . . . Oshoss turned and
walked off into the night. Asif weweren't worth histime. He' d |eft us afew presents, and so long,
suckers. The son of abitch. It wasn't enough to leave his petsto kill us, but he insulted ustoo? Saying
that’ sal we were worth? Like siccing a Chihuahua on the mailman. A definite lack of respect.

Then again, giant cat, a carpet of snakes. . . that did beat a Chihuahua—in deadliness, if not crankiness.
| turned, knowing Nik would protect my back, and fired at the cat again. | only clipped it asit legpt again
a the sametimel fired. It landed close enough to take a swipe a me, the kind of swipe that would open
you like agiant can opener and spill your yummy gravy 'n’ nuggets on thefloor. | dove, hit the carpet,
and rolled. Not under it. I’d seen what cats do to prey that end up under them. Those hind feet would rip
me from breastbone to lower abdomen. Once again . . . guts on the floor.

There are lots of waysto go. That wasn't onel’d pick. | fired again into its Side as triple rows of teeth
were bared in asnarl that sounded like ahundred lions. | was suddenly sorry Niko had made me watch
the Discovery Channel, because | could dl too easily picture those teeth buried in my stomach. Hot
breath on torn flesh, what should be inside of you would be outsideingtead . . . in efficient jaws. The
gazdle bitesthe dugt. | didn’t want to be the gazelle.

The bullets hit arib bone. | heard one bresk and shatter the two around it. Lucky me? Not so much. |
was aiming for something alot more vitd. It jumped again, and thistime | dove over the receptionist’s
desk, which promptly shattered under the muscular black bulk.

Shit.

| turned at the enraged hiss by my face. One of the snakes was about afoot away. The venom falling
from itsfangs was szzling and burning holesin the carpet benegth it.



Shit.

Therewas aquicksIver dice and the snake' s head spun free of its body and landed on the floor. Its body
continued to thrash, but | didn’t have time to enjoy the show. | jerked my eyes back to the cat. Promise
was on its back with adagger in her hand. The point was aimed at the thick neck as she dammed it
home. The cat hissed and twisted, throwing Promise off, and then it was gone after its master. Did |
mention | wasin theway?| shot it again asit hit me. It sent me flying from the shoulder that connected
with me, and | was on thefloor again. The bullets | fired went through itsthroat. It narrowed eyes back
at me and sneezed amist of blood into the air, bared its teeth again, and then was gone. The night
swalowed it up.

| wasn't sorry to seeit go. | wasdl for finishing ajob, but when a Desert Eagle barely makes adent, that
isonetough pussycat. Next time |’ d try for about ten roundsin its brain and see what happened.

| sat up, thistime on the other side of yet another desk, with three more headless snakes' bodiesfinaly
dilling, then disintegrating. Like the venom, it burned the carpet when it went, leaving an S-shaped scorch
mark. Niko appeared and held down ahand and pulled me up. All over theroom | could see smilar
brands. The smell of acid-singed carpet wasin the air as Promise and Robin moved over to us. |
assumed no one was bitten as no one was down and writhing in agony. Humiliation maybe, but not
agony.

Robin wiped his sword on the carpet and dipped it back under his coat. “ Cherish,” he said, looking
around at the broken glass, destroyed desk, and smoking carpet with irritation. Extremeirritation, if the
audible grinding of histeeth meant anything. “Promise, | fully expect your daughter to reimburse me for
damagesincurred, dong with punitive damages for my emotiond traumaand suffering. Intensetrauma
and suffering.” He shook his head as he focused on the desk. “1 just bought that. Five hundred dollarsfor
what is supposed to be the sturdiest one on the market, and that ccoatakesit out like a catnip mouse.
Skata.”

“A ccoa?’ | lowered the gun to my side, sucked in abreath still soaked in adrendine, and cocked my
head toward Niko. “Y ou're redly lying down on Name That Monster. And by the way, you are never
meaking me watch Discovery Channd again.”

“Educationd channels are good for you. It kept you ungutted, didn't it? And I’'m aware it was accoa,”
he said in annoyance. “Usually found in Peru. It gppears that Oshoss has shipped an entire zoo from
South America”

“Andwhereishe keeping it?’ It was a stupid question. Centra Park was the only place big enough,
athough the mama boggle there was notorioudy territorid. “Boggle won't be happy.”

“Y ou might be surprised, little brother. This Oshoss seemsto have away with predators, and sheis
nothing if not a predator,” Niko disagreed. He didn’t resheath hissword, just as| didn’t put away my
gun. Oshoss and the ccoa appeared to have left, but appearances were nothing if not deceiving.

Boggle, murderous and unsanitary as hell, wouldn't be a al pleased if wetried to question her. Asa
matter of fact, she and her brood might try to eat us, and they might succeed. There were enough of them
and they had every reason not to like us. “We could ask her,” | said, lip curling in doubt and disgust as|
remembered the stench of her mud pit.

“Ask her?” Robin echoed with adisbdieving snort. “Y ou and Niko are responsible for her being half
skinned dive. She s practicaly summer sausage. Taking isiffy, and spooning iscompletely out of the
question.”

Which wastrue. We d hired her to help uswith our Sawney problem two weeks ago and things hadn’t
gone quite theway we d planned. Boggle was the shit, Central Park’s Queen of the Jungle, but Sawney .
.. he'd been nearly indestructible. And dmost asinsane as an Auphe.

“Robin’ sright. Flippant and annoying, but right.” Niko turned the katana until the flat of the blade caught
thelight, sudied the flash. “Y ou do know where the ccoais going next, don’'t you?’ Helooked up a
Promise, hisgaze like awinter river—reflecting nothing. Any emotion he might be fegling was caught
deep in the undertow.

“Yes, | know,” she answered, a shadow of worry passing over her face. “Will you come?’ It was said
without desperation, said proudly. Even injured, Promise was more than afighter in her ownright.



Together she and Cherish could probably take the ccoa. Maybe.

If therewas only one.

This Oshoss who had sent in awhole pack of cadgos. . . | doubted he' d send only one ccoato do the
deed next time. We d sent this one running for its life—that was my story and | was sticking toit.
Oshoss would know better in the future. He was smart. Asfor helping Cherish . . . Niko had said before
he would help, but that was days ago when Promise’ slie was fresh.

Funny thing about lies: They don't get better with time. They fester and turn and chew araw holein you;
they make you wonder if it was only onelie or were there others. It didn’'t help we' d spent three years
living alie oursalves. Niko wouldn't have told those liesif it weren't for me, but he couldn’t help but
remember how easy it was. People see what they want to see and believe what they want to believe.
Hell, they al but lie to themselves. There was hardly any work involved at al. We practically never
needed our fake IDs.

And, redly, did anyone ever just tell one lie? Then again, weren’'t Niko and | lying now? Or at the very
least not giving al the information we had on the Auphe—on me. It wouldn't make adifferencein
Promise and Robin’ sfate that they didn’t know mine. But it was adamn dippery dope. Niko and
Promise had already seen that.

| spoke up before Niko could. Made the choice so he didn’t have to. “Y eah, we said wewould. Let’'s
go kick Garfield’' s ass. Maybe catch one and take it home to breed with Robin’s cat.”

Robin, eyes danting in Niko' sdirection, caught my line of thought, tucked that ball under hisarm, and ran
with it. “ Oh yes, another wonderful idea from the man whose refrigerator spawned the cheddapet, the
cheddar-based life form with athick and luxurious coat of mold. Magnifique.” He waswalking, gesturing
to uswith an impatient hand to follow, and dready on his cdll phone with hislieutenant sales pitbull. “Yes,
yes, Jackson. Y ou're mother isinacoma. I’'m aware,” he said crosdy. “ So she won't even notice you're
gone then, will she? Now come down hereto the lot and get the glass fixed before someone makes off
with theinventory, your job, and what little assyou' || have left after I' m through kicking it.” He snapped
the phone shut.

“Pureevil,” | said. “Not that I'm surprised.”

“That’ sthefifteenth time in two months that his mother’ s been in acoma. That may work with the
teary-eyed customers, but not with me.” He gave his patented sales-shark dy grin. “Besides, | wasthe
one who taught him that line. Great salesman, rotten short-term memory.” He opened the door to the
limo and looked back a me. “ There' sill aposition available, you know.”

Tak about Get thee behind me, Satan. | used alittle of my Rom hdlf to fork the evil eye at him. “How
many soulsaweek to | haveto rack up? Isthere aquota? Do | have to sign anything in blood?’

“That Faust, he never could keep asecret.” He gave adick smileand got in the car.

We best the giant hairball hacker to Seamus sloft. | could still smell the faint trace of death when we
arrived. Old blood. Scrub as hard as you want, the scent till lingers. Asfor Cherish’ s scent, my nose
was't good enough to detect relatives. | had no ideaif she smelled like Promise at the genetic level or
not. | could only detect amix of pears and brandy. She smelled exactly like a dessert Robin had ordered
oncewhenhe'ddragged us.. . . well, me. . . to some expensive restaurant. Niko and Promise had
enjoyed it, but I’d had to break out my good shoes: the black sneakers. What apainintheass. I'd take
pizzaany day. Y ou can eat that in jeans. Hell, you can et it buck naked on the couch if you want. As
long as no red-hot cheese dripped on the important parts, you' re good to go.

“Madre.” She stood at the door, dressed dl in white thistime. There was along white silk skirt that
skimmed below her navel to revea an amethyst on asilver hoop. She aso wore a high-necked top that
was a backdrop to aweb of more silver and amethysts. Unlike the fake vampires that hung around the
Goth bars, there wasn't awhip, legther bra, or thigh-high boot in sight.

She kept us waiting for a second and then shook off the surprise to step back. “1I’m sorry. Comein. I'm
glad you're here”

Oncewewereinsde, | smelled new blood thick over the scent of the old. | aso smelled goat. The
chupa, Xolo, was stting on Seamus' s couch, watching atelevision, which looked new. | hadn’t noticed
onein the loft the last time we were there. Seamus probably hadn't spent alot of time watching TV, what



with dl the painting and murdering. That kind of thing’ stime consuming.

The chupa s mild brown eyes were dazed and content as he drank the goat blood from alarge glass.
Apparently, that best the tequilathat they normally drank hands-down. The things were smart enough to
carry around money, dress themsealves, go to a bar, and point to adrink—I’d never heard one
speak—but that seemed to be the sum totd of their brain power.

“Y ou sure he doesn't need asippy cup?’ | asked. The wholething wasweird. Did Cherishwant it asa
pet, or the next best thing to akid? Was her biologica clock ticking, but she didn’t want the commitment
of therea thing? Did she have arhinestone collar for it, or acollege fund? Did | actudly care either way?
Nope.

Sheignored me. Closing the door behind us, she fingered one of the teardrop amethysts on her necklace
asshefaced us. “l wantedto . . .” Shetrailed off and smiled, mostly at herself. “How awkward to find
fault with yoursdlf. | wanted to gpologizeto you, Madre. I'm a selfish creature, | know. But even | go
beyond the paleto put my mother in danger when she' sdready there to begin with. | am sdfish, but not
so sdlfish | want to see anything happen to you.” She dropped the amethyst and reached for Promise’s
hand. “Y ou are my only family. Thirty years may pass between my visits, but you are my corazoin. You
gave melife. | don't want to have apart in taking yours.”

Promise curled her fingers around her daughter’ shand as | drawled, “What about the rest of us?’

That dimpled smile regppeared. “Oh, the rest of you are as digposable as last month’ sfashion.”

“ Excepting the whole millstone around our necks dragging usto certain degth, you' re quite entertaining.”
Robin gave her what looked like aleer to me but probably had amore sophisticated name. | didn’t
waste timetrying to guesswhat it was. With Robin al roads led to Rome, and Rome was apparently in
his pants.

Cherish’sown smile did to something with more heat init. “ Y ou aren’t wrong, cielito.”

“Little heaven?’ Heraised his eyebrows. “Not o little, anasa mou. And you owe me several thousand
dollars. Perhaps we could arrange atrade?’

“Wedid come herefor areason,” Niko said, with little patience for the flirting. “ Although I’ m sure
Oshoss and his ccoawould happily wait to let you consume each other before they consume you.”
“Oshoss? A ccoa?’ Her eyes suddenly black, Cherish dropped her mother’ s hand and went to the dit in
her skirt. A knife appeared in her hand. “What did Oshoss say?’

“Threats,” Niko answered. “Very inventive threats. | doubt you' d want to hear them.”

“No, probably not.” The eyes stayed black. “I can handle a ccoa. Y ou should go.”

“You could.” Promise lifted her hand to touch a smooth strand of Cherish’shair, but dropped it before
shedid. Her expression clouded. “ Y ou were aways brilliant at whatever you’ ve done. Fighting, dancing,
riding....”

“Lying, stedling.” Which Promise had remembered, if not said. The dimple disappeared and the smile
turned rueful. Her eyes cleared. “ Go, Madre. I'll send you itsfur when I’m done. It'll make anice coat.”
“No.” Promise shook her head. “'Y ou could handle a ccoa, but a ccoaand Oshoss, I'm not so sure.”

It damn sure hadn’t been awalk in the park for us.

“He simpressive and he seems clever,” Niko remarked, as neutral with the daughter as he wasthe
mother. “Ishe?’

“Heis. Heisvery, very clever. The stupid rarely have anything worth stedling, but if I'd known how
clever heisand how determined. How proud . . . No one who steals from him shal go unpunished. And
| wasafool not to have determined all this beforehand.” She shook her heed. “But it is done now. Uniil
hekillsmeor | kill him, these attacks will never stop.”

That pretty much sadit al.

Niko sad, “Tdl us more about Oshossi. How did you meet him? What wesgpons does he favor besides
machetes, or does he prefer to let hisanimasdo hiskilling for him?’

“It was at aparty. An embassy affair—not your sort of party at dl,” sheaimed at Goodfellow. “The
nudity was partid at best.”

“It'snot the quantity, it'sthe qudlity,” he said loftily, “but go on. Tl ushow you circled in on your
mark.”



She went on to describe meeting Oshoss—an embassy party, he must’ ve invested in some serioudy
inventive denturesto cover those pointed teeth. Both immediately recognized the nonhumanness of the
other. They enjoyed each other’s company, each rolling in the dough. Jewelry for her, fancy suitsfor him.
Cherish’ sgtolen, Oshoss’ s hisown. “He' shandsome,” she said, toying with her necklace again. “Yet . . .
not. He' s hard planes and angles, much like an Aztec statue. But I’ m sure you saw that for yoursdlf. |
never saw him carry aweapon.” Shefrowned. “1 should' ve known by his eyes.”

“What about hiseyes?’ | asked. Those cold leopard eyes. Predator through and through.

“They were my eyes. Not the color, but the weighing and measuring. The assumption that everythingis
yours for the taking. That the world isfor you to pick and choose.” She yanked the necklace from her
throat in onefiercemotion and let it fal cardlesdy to thefloor. “I took my measurein mirrors of gold and
found mysdlf wanting. Too bad | only redize that now.”

“Y eah, too damn bad,” | commented with alack of sympathy that had Promise giving me a glance of
exasperation. | understood she wanted to protect Cherish, especially as Cherish seemed to betrying to
change her ways. So | could see her wanting to protect her, just like | wanted to protect Nik, but the
difference was Cherish had brought this upon herself. She could have a change of heart, but she couldn’t
changethat.

Too goddamn little, too goddamn late, and, worse yet, at the wrong goddamn time.

Niko folded hisarmsin consideration for a second, then told Robin, “Try looking among your kind for
Goodfellow frowned, “ The pucks?’

“No, the rich assholes with money to burn,” | said. “He' s probably staying at some fancy hotel if he' snot
in the park. Nobody knows the room servicein the city like you do.”

He smiled in fond memory. “The Once and Future King, that is|. If the food isworthy of eating and the
bed of bresking, then | have ruled there. I’ll make someinquiries.”

Cherish looked surprised we were gill considering hel ping her. She had finally managed to put hersdlf in
Promise' s place and seen the picture wasn't one you wanted hanging on your refrigerator. Not the
dightest bit bright, pretty, or optimistic. No rainbows or kittens—not one damn puffy cloud or shining
ydlow suninsght.

But whileit was nice she didn’'t want to get her mother killed, it didn’t much matter. Promise was her
mother. I'd heard that makes a difference. Maternal instinct. I’ d read about it in abook once. Could' ve
been afairy talefor dl that it related to me and Nik, but with norma people—and vampires—I guessit
did exist. Promise was sucked into Cherish’s problems. She' d stood firm earlier, knowing that the Auphe
were worse than anything Cherish faced. And they were, but you didn’t have to face the Aupheto die.
Lesser things can kill you. The cadg os were one thing. Now there were ccoas and Oshoss, who, like
the Auphe, wasn't ever going to give up. Cherish was up to her neck in it, no doubt abouit it.

And sowerewe. . . timestwo.

But there was Promise, reclaiming Cherish's hand with amixture of determination and resignation, and
Niko, who was|ooking at me with abemused quirk of hislips. Promise wasn't ready to give up on
Cherish, and Niko wasn't ready to give up on Promise. That could only mean onething. | sighed, went
over to the couch, swiped the remote from the chupa, and started surfing for porn.

It was going to be along night.

| woke up to the low mumble of the TV and alight touch on my skin. | reacted instantly. Promise’ s hand
caught the hed of mine beforeit hit her nose and rammed shards of boneinto her brain. “I’m sorry to
disturb you, Cdiban.” With one hand she put aside the remote she had retrieved from my deep-loosened
fingers, and with the other she squeezed my hand. “1t’ syour watch.”

| pulled free from her grip, yawned, and ran ahand through touded hair. “Y eah? Okay.” | yawned one
last time. “ Sorry about trying to kill you. I'm not amorning person.”

It was the plus side of not knowing any norma people. They could handleit. Although | didn’t usudly
come out of deep inahomicidd flurry. But when the Auphe were around or | had anightmare or | was
running on fumes, ingtincts were difficult to hold back. Hard to explain to your average-Joe roommeate



why you crushed hislarynx when he snuck in your room to borrow your jacket.

“So I've heard.” Shewatched as| sat up and pulled my hair back into a ponytail with aholder | took
from my jean pocket. “It'salmost morning. | don't believe Oshoss will be coming. Not yet. Maybe
when the night comes again.”

“Can'twait,” | grunted. “| hateto say it, Promise, but your daughter isamost as much trouble asthe
Auphe.” Actudly, | didn't hateto say it. It wastrue. No, | didn’t mind saying it one damn bit, not when
that trouble was one more burden Nik didn’t need right now. | cared about Nik, | cared about Robin, |
even cared about Promise, although | trusted her awhole lot less now. But Cherish? Her | didn’t have
room for.

“I' know. She's nearly as much trouble to me asyou areto Niko.” The smilewas gentle, but it cut with
the best of any of my knives. “But we both love you al the same.”

Damn it. Promise was so smart too.

“If you start saying things like that, being aliar will be theleast of your problems” | said matter-of-factly.
| wasn't pissed that she'd said it. It wastrue. | hadn’t asked to be born, much less born afreak, and |
hadn’t asked for the Aupheto first use me, then to try to kill me and everyone around me, and now want
me asasdireto renew their goddamn race. No, | hadn’t asked for any of that on my Christmas list, but
I’d gotten it anyway. And because | had, so had Nik. | wasthe very worst kind of trouble to him—I
knew it. But | couldn’t tell him that, because he wouldn't listen. No one else could tell him either,
especidly Promise—because he would listen then. And he' d be extremely unhappy with what he heard.
Niko was the most practical, grounded person in the goddamn world. Self-delusion wasn't something he
gaveinto, but he did have one huge-ass blind spot. Me. He knew me, faultsand al, better than | knew
myself, but he didn’t know—refused to believe—he d be better off without me. And pity the person who
suggested it, even if the person was Promise.

Hewouldn't let me go, but he might turn Promise loose. If she pushed it. She had pushed me once
before and had sworn never to again. She had one lie on board now, abig one. Add betrayal to that and
it would sink her—permanently; it didn’t matter if she wastdling thetruth. If Nik had the faintest
suspicion she might betray mefor his own good, they would be over and done with just that fast.

She flushed, then the color faded a ong with the anger as she backed down. “1 know she brought it on
hersdf,” she said solemnly, “but sheis my daughter. | don’t want to hear the truth about her any more
than Niko wantsto hear it about you. Eveniif it isadifferent truth.”

Shewasright. I’d been an ass, just as| dwayswas an ass. Thiswas her family and you didn’t get to talk
shit about family unlessit was your own. “Yeah, | get that. Sorry.” | held out ahand. Surprised, she took
it, and | pulled her afew steps closer to me asthe gray light behind her shimmered then blinked out of
existence. Like a popped soap bubble, the gate was gone. The gate that had led to avery bad place.
Tumulus. Auphe home. Auphe hell.

Onepush...

| hadn’t been pissed, not really. She'd only said the truth, and what was the point at being pissed at that,
right?| didn’t careif that truth reminded me | was afreak. | knew | was afreak, athing, amonste—one
even acceptable to the Auphe now. Sometimes |’ d forget, let Niko convince me differently, but deep
down, that knowledge was aways there. And in that deep iswhere gates are made.

It had been there a split second before | saw it. I'd made it, and | hadn’t even tried. | hadn’t even known

One push.
Holy fuck.

8

Niko

| woke up to the sound of Ca vomiting. | pulled on my shirt and wasin the hall in seconds. Robin,
Cherish, and that Xolo creature were degping in the upper part of the two-story loft. I’ d taken Seamus's
room, while Cal had the couch and Promise first watch. Now Promise stood outside the closed
bathroom door, looking bewildered and not alittle worried.



“I woke him for hiswatch. Hewasfine. Wetaked . . .” She didn’t finish the sentence, setting ahand
againgt the wall beside the door. “ And then he said hewas sick.” Truly confused, she shook her head.
“Humans. Y ou get sick. Does he need adoctor?’

Humans got sick, but Ca had only once—when hewas small. At thetime, I’ d thought it was sscomach flu,
but as time passed more and more | was beginning to think he' d drunk something toxic while | wasn't
watching him closaly enough. A lethal dose of Sophia swhiskey, perhaps—something that would' ve
killed acompletely human child, because he' d never been sick before or again. An advanced immune
system; the only good thing to ever come out of an Auphe genetic inheritance.

And she, our doting mother, had so many bottles lying about that it was impossible to dispose of them al.
Not that | hadn’t tried . . . for Cal’ s sake. But Sophia had been alost cause long before | was born.
“No,” | saidimmediately. “No doctor.” No doctor to spot what shouldn’t exist in the mundane world.
“Yes, | forgot.” She stepped back as | turned the knob and opened the door.

“Wake Robin for watch,” | suggested as| stepped through.

“No. I'll wait. | couldn’t deep anyway.” The worry deepened. “We were but talking,” she murmured,
with atouch of guilt in her voice. It wasaguilt I'd have to worry about |ater.

| closed the door behind me. “Ca?’

Done for the moment, he had his forehead resting on the toilet seat. He turned to look at me,
sweet-drenched strands of black hair plastered to hisjaw and forehead. “ She never saw it,” he said
hoarsdly. “1t wasright behind her and she never saw it. Oh, Jesus.” He threw up again, more dry heaving
than anything else, and when he was done, | was there with awet washcloth and awhite tube.

“You know it'sacrappy day when you' re using adead vampire stoothpaste. Ultrafright—it figures.” He
gave me asickly grinto go with the bad joke as he washed hisface, avoiding hisreflection asdways,
then put an inch of paste on hisfinger and started scrubbing histeeth with agrimace.

| waited until he was done spitting and rinsing before asking, “What didn't she s2e?’ The glance hedid
me was S0 lost and glassy, | hated to ask again, but | did. “What didn’t Promise see? Y ou were talking
to her, you became sick. What didn’'t she see?’

“No wonder they want me. No wonder they’ re so goddamn sure I’ m the answer to everything. | am.”
He threw the tube of toothpaste in the sink and dammed both fists against the bathroom mirror, the lost
quality turning to fury. The mirror cracked, but stayed in one piece. That wasn't true of the glass
surrounding the shower when Cd ripped thetoilet lid free and dung it. The glassflew inward, some down
to thetile floor, some bouncing off thetilewall. If he'd had his combat boots on, the other wall would' ve
been kicked inin severa spots. Asit was, he had to settle for afew deep breathsto regain control.
“Done?’ | asked. | didn’t dwell on how quickly he had done al that damage—how he’ d been much
faster than he normally was. Asfast as| was, which he never had been, and nearly asfast asthe Auphe.
A hank of hair had broken free of thetie to hang down severa inches past hisjaw as he turned his head
to stareat me. “We have to go. Just for an hour or two, but we have to go.” He moved past me, flung
the door open, and was yelling Robin’ s name.

It happened in aremarkably short period of time. Robin, aswell asthe others, wastold that Cal and |
were leaving. When Robin protested about what had happened to the staying together to save our lives
scenario, Cal had replied, “ Call my cell. Onering and I’ [l make agate. We'll travel back. Nik and | both
will. We'll be herein seconds.” He knew how | felt about that and shot me a darkly desperate look, and
I’d given anod of agreement. Something was wrong, obvioudy. The sooner | found out what it was, the
better. Ignoranceis never bliss, it's only ignorance—often with aless-than-tasty coating of your oblivious
blood.

I’ saways better to know.

And | gtill thought that when we sat on the outskirts of Seward Park and Cal told me what had
happened. He huddled under hisjacket againgt the cold. “1 wasn't mad.” He' d hooked hisfingers
through the metd of the park bench on either sde of hislegs and clenched them there until the skin
blanched white. “I wasn't even that pissed. Hell, I'd started it, trash talking her kid. | wasn't mad,” he
repeated, dropping his head with that still-loose piece of hair swvinging low.

“Youweren't angry,” | said, though | knew better.



Weren't angry? He was till angry.

| reached over and pulled thetiefrom hishair, letting the rest of the messfal free, and put the holder in
my coat pocket. “Not at Promise, who brought up feelings about your past and about who you are. Who
was saying you' re aburden to me.” Which | did not expect to hear repeated—would not tolerate being
repeated. Not about my brother. “But more importantly, not a Promise, who has hurt me.” | rested a
hand on the back of his neck and squeezed. “ There are so many layerswithin us, Ca. Stairs, redlly.
Standing at the top, you were fine. Truth istruth, uncomfortable or not. But go down those stairsand on
every one something iswaiting. Me, Promise, you yoursa f—with two mongters as parents. Go down far
enough and anyone who'slived your lifewill find anger. Y ou said something unkind; Promise said the
same back. And then, to make mattersworse. . .” | moved the hand from his neck to briskly swat his
head. “Y ou want to protect me. Ass. Rest assured, whatever happens with Promise, | can protect myself
fine”

He rubbed the back of his head, but not with much spirit. “The human haf of me might know that, but the
Auphe part didn’t get the e-mail. | don’t remember doing it. Swear to God, Nik. | don’t remember.”
“Of courseyou don't. You didn't do it purposefully.” | sat for amoment, trying for just theright analogy .
.. onethat could make him understand. “ Do you see that squirrel?”

Helooked up and saw it scampering in long dead leaves acrossthe way. “ Y eah. FHuffy. Cute.
Whatever.”

“Watch.” | took his ponytail holder and tossed it at the rodent. It ran immediately, scuttled up thetree,
and cursed mefiercely. Dyeit black, and it would be agood imitation of Cal and his morning bitching. “It
ran. Did you see?’ Before he could respond, | asked, “What do you think a cat would' ve done? Would
it haverun?’

He shrugged, the wind whipping his hair. “Nah, hewould pounceonit. It' sacat thing.”

“It'saninginct thing,” | corrected. “Humans and Auphe have ingtincts too. Humans get angry and they
snap, turn red, maybe yell, maybe even hit . . . maybe on avery rare occasion, kill. An Auphe gets angry
... lincdlined my head toward him.

“Itdwayskills” hefinished dowly. “It getsangry and it dwayskills”

“You can't erase evolution.” | went after the tie and brought it back to him. “Y ou have some Auphe
ingtincts; thereisno way to avoid that. Y ou' re like the cat, only you didn’t pounce. Y ou Sarted to, a
half-grown ingtinct drove you to, but you didn’t. And you won't.”

“You don’t know that.” Hetook the tie and shoved it in his own pocket.

“I do know that,” | countered without a shred of doubt. “Y ou could' ve kept silent and she would' ve
stepped backward through the gate, but you took her hand. Y ou closed the gate and you kept her safe.
Y ou were deegpy, annoyed, about two hours away from real consciousness, and you still ignored instinct
and kept her safe. Y ou have an unbreakable will, Cdl.”

It wastrue. The Auphe had once broken his mind, but they had never broken hiswill.

He shook his head, not completely convinced. “Y ou dwaysthink the best of me. When it comesto the
Auphe part anyway. One day you' re going to be wrong, Cyrano.”

“I’'m never wrong.” Completely untrue, but he needed to hear it anyway. Because hewasright. I’d been
wrong in the pagt, I'd bewrong in the future. But | would not bewrong about this. “ And trust me, the
last time | thought the best of you was before you spoke your first word.”

He gaveahalf grin. “I come by that naturally. Good old Sophia probably knew words| till don't.”

“At least ‘mother’ was part of it. Couldn’t leave the other half off, could you?’

Not true, of course. Hisfirst word had been much shorter. He still said it every day. Like this moment.
“Nik, dowe. ..” Thewordstrailed off as he settled back againgt the bench, the anger visibly reduced.
Still there, but faded. He exhaed, “ Stupid. There’'sno ‘do we,” isthere? We haveto tell everybody.
Hate for someoneto haveto diefor taking the last piece of pizza.” It wasajoke, yet it wasn’'t, and it
deserved only onething.

“Idiot.” | swetted again. “(A) Y ou are not going to kill anyone over artery-clogging food. (B) Wetell
them only if youwantto.” | said it and | meant it. Without reservation.

“After what Promise did, keeping an entire family secret?'Y ou think that’ s okay now? Not telling them



something that important?’ he asked with askeptica curiosity. “Mebeing thelast . . . you know.” He
grimaced, but went on, “ That won't make a differenceto their surviva, one way or the other, but this
might. And you don't think we should tell them?’

Thereit was, wasn't it?

“Just because I’ m your teacher doesn’'t mean | till don’t have athing or twoto learn,” | answered
ruefully. “1 haven't lied to Promise about you since the entire messfirst came out with Darkling, but . . . |
would.” How odd | hadn’t known that about mysdlf. I’ d assumed a Situation wouldn’t come along where
|, the so highly principled Niko, would stoop from my pedesta of unyielding truth and honor to actudly
lieto someone| cared for.

| would.

Cd wasmy brother, but | had aso raised him. My brother, my family, the one I’ d protected from the
moment he took his very first breath. | would tell any lie to anyone to keep him safe. Make any omission.
Promise had told her liesfor adifferent reason. . . to keep hersdlf safe from the heartache of her failure
and the blood-soaked memories of her past family. But dl thelies originated in the same place. To
protect. | wasn't in aposition to be her judge.

“So good enough can be good enough?’ he asked.

“That makes absolutely no sense, and, yes, maybe it can.” For Promise and me—if she understood what
Cal wasto meand it wasn't a burden, maybe it could be enough. | spotted a hot dog vendor setting up
down the block. “Hungry yet? Y ou can edt dl the mystery meat you want, and thisoncel won't say a
word.”

“Redlly? Mustard, chili, onions, the whole nine yards? And no bitching?’ He stood and dug for afew
dollarsin hisjeans. The crumpled paper appeared and he folded the bills back and forth as he hesitated.
“Nik?You'renot afraid, then? Of me?’

“Afraid of you?’ | leaned back to drape an arm aong the back of the bench and cross booted ankles.
“I''m gtill waiting for your testicles to drop so we can buy you a cup for sparring. Now go eat your hot
dog,” | commanded.

The glower, snarky grin, and annoyed mask he wore as armor against the world—I’ d seen the making of
those over the years, and I’ d seen through them just aslong. Thistime didn’'t have to. There was
nothing to hide the emotion: relief, pure and strong. It wasin the loosened set of hisjaw, the curve of his
mouith, the lightening of his eyes. Then he shifted his gaze away for a second before looking back again
with the armor once morefirmly in place. “ Just for that, you bastard, extraonions,” he promised
vengefully. “Until it comes out my pores.”

“And that would be different from anorma day how?’ | snorted. “Bring me back some bottled juice.
And remember, just because it’s orange does not necessarily makeit juice. Look at the labd. Try alittle
of that reading thing you hear so much about.”

Hewasthinking of flipping me off, | knew it. But | dso knew he was thinking of what had happened the
last time he had. Ah, the interesting process of making abrace for a sprained finger using aPPopsicle
gtick. Education at its finest. Grumbling under his breath, he turned and crossed the grass to the sdewalk.
| put on my sunglasses againgt the just-risen sun and watched him go. Jeans, old cracked and worn
combat boots, and a beat-up black leather jacket. Wind-tangled mop of hair and ascowl! only anative
New Y orker could’ ve equaled. Despite what he thought, he was so human, in al the very best and worst
ways there were to be human. Grit, loydty, determination. Anger, vulnerability, fear.

Afrad of him?No. Afraid for him? Every day. Every single day.

He came back with abottle of something purple that consisted, per label, of nearly two percent genuine
fruit juice. It was effort on his part and so, against my better judgment, | drank it. The chili cheese dog
was hdf eaten and the rest tossed to the squirrels brave enough to face the onion fumes. There weren't
many.

“Y ou only get one bitch-free one,” | reminded him as he tossed a piece of bread with mustard toward a
squirrd sitting on abrightly colored swing set. Y ou shouldn't wasteiit.”

“I' know. Just not dl that hungry.” He threw the last bit and wiped his hands on hisjeans. After aminute
of quiet, hesaid, “When | opened the gate, | had aflash . . . afeding. It waswhat | wasthinking before,



but this. . .” He shrugged. “It might confirmiit. I don’t think the Auphe are done playing with us, with you
guysyet. | think they gtill want their fun. Theend gameiscoming. . ..” When they would kill usand teke
him to an existence a thousand times worse than any desth. “But right now?’ he continued. Rubbing a
thumb aong the arm of the bench, he studied the faint rust smear asif it held the secrets of the universe,
beforelooking up at me and saying flatly, “1 think they still want to play. Pick you off oneat atime and let
therest of uswalow init. But. ..

“But?’ | prodded.

“I don’t know for sure. Hey, I’'m only the diluted product.” He gave ahumorless grin. “Watered-down
whiskey. The hdf-and-haf of the evil empire. But sill good enough for stud service. Lucky me.” He gave
aminutetwitch that | saw him refuseto let grow into a shudder.

| ignored it. He would' ve wanted me to. Sometimes support isall that keeps us standing, and sometimes
it swhat lets us give up and fall to our knees. So instead, | snorted. “ Only you could make adairy
reference melodramatic.” If that were his best guess, that’swhat we' d have to rely on, because the
Auphefollowed no logic of battle I’ d read of. They had the driving purpose of adying race. They had
obsession and sadistic madness; it was amixture that was difficult to predict.

“Also, I'vebeenthinking. .. .”

“Thinking? That' s astounding, little brother,” I interrupted, tilting my head down to peer over the top of
the dark glasses. “Would you like agold star for that? 1’ d hate for excellence to go unrewarded.”

“I’ve been thinking,” he repeated between gritted teeth, “ maybe we should ask Delilah about Oshoss.
He could be holed up in Centra Park or staying someplace else and just keeping his petsthere. She
might know.”

Or he could smply want to put off returning to where he' d lost control and opened up agateto hell
without even redlizing it. Either way, | could see the benefit. He needed time, and we could use the
information. Cherish wasn't going to go away, no matter how tempting it was to wish that she would. At
least she’' d made the offer to stand on her own. That had meant something to Promise.

| checked my watch. We had another hour before we' d said we' d be back, and aquick trip to Delilah’s
work shouldn’t get her noticed by the Auphe. “If anyone would know his movements, it would be the
Kin,” I commented. “Is she at work thisearly?” An extrahour wasn't going to have Cal forgetting about
what had happened, but asfor distracting . . . | thought Delilah was up to the task.

“Yeah,” hetried for agrin, but aswith the chili dog, he only made it halfway through. “I think they have a
breskfast buffet.”

Hewasright. The strip club did have abreakfast buffet. | avoided it like the plagueit was. We sat at a
table while Ddlilah, not as picky in her nutritiona needs, methodicaly made her way through an entire
pound of bacon. Asbouncer, she apparently ate for free. At least it was cooked. Shelooked at me and
shook her head as she ddlicately snapped another piecein half and chewed. “Y ou fight like wolf and
smdl like sheep. Strange.” | wasn’t a compl ete vegetarian, but | was close, and | supposeto awolf | did
smedll lessthan predatory. Cd, on the other hand, must have smdlled like the great stalker of pepperoni
and cheeseburgersthat hewas. A mest and nitrate eater through and through.

When shefindly finished the pile of pork, she pushed the plate away and leaned elbows on the table.

“Y ou two come here. What happened to not safe? What happened to Auphe? What happened to no
sex? No sex.” Blond eyebrows lifted mockingly in Cal’ sdirection. “Y ou think you are so specia? You
think your dick isso. . .”

| gripped Cd’ s shoulder sympathetically and decided that being elsawhere for this discussion was agood
idea. | rose and crossed the room, dodging tables and early clientele. The bathroom was cleaner than |
would ve given it credit for. It was barely offensiveat dl . . . except for the incubus. He was one of the
dancers, unlessthe leather chaps and G-string were simply persona-preference morning wear. With an
incubus, you never knew. Like his sister succubi, he had blue and silver hair. It wastied back in along
tall that rested across skin that glittered like mother-of-pearl. Makeup and dye to those who didn’t know
better. Liquid black eyestook mein as hefinished hisbusiness. The lascivious smile he flashed medidn’t
show his snake tongue, but | knew it was there.

One might think it odd for an incubus to work in amale strip club that catered to gay men, as opposed to



one for women. It wasn't. Incubi and succubi had one priority, and that was to suck a human dry of
energy. The sex of ther victim didn't particularly matter. Did it matter to the average diner if his steak
came from acow or abull? Incubi and succubi were no different. Mae or femae victims, they’ d weaken
or kill them and move on. | wondered how many customers had dropped dead of “ heart attacks’” since
this one had started work here.

TheVigil had their philosophy: Humanswere dl fair game aslong asyou didn’t get noticed while esting
them. Ca and | had once had a philosophy aswell. Y ou don’t bother us, and we won't kill you. When
you were on the run, you didn’t have timefor other peopl€e s problems or playing hunter to lionsgone
man-eater. Y ou looked after your own and kept moving. But now we' d settled. Thiswas our home. If
the occasion arosethat | could makeit adightly safer place. . .

And practice was practice.

| turned and opened the bathroom door. “ Delilah,” | called in alow voice, knowing her wolf earswould
pick it up easlly over the thumping music. “Incubus. Y ours or mine?’

Shewaved ahand and said loudly enough for my human hearing, “ He started yesterday. My day off.
Idiot human boss. Bad for business. Y ours.”

| turned back and closed the door behind me. The incubus s salacious smile turned to abaring of
impressively long snake fangs. He had more than the teeth; he had the quicksilver agility of asnake as
well. That helped him for nearly ten seconds—which wasimpressve for anincubus. They didn’t often
haveto fight. Their prey was usudly more than willing. This one, though, he was more challengethan
most. The bathroom was too cramped for the katana, and | pulled my shorter wakizashi sword in one
hand and my tanto knifein the other. He reared back, then jerked toward me in an attempted strike. It
got him guitted for histrouble. It didn’'t stop him. He dithered backward, bones suddenly liquidly
malleable. He streaked up one wall and across another before hurtling through the air at me. | swung my
blade. A neck parted. Practice was over. Quickly.

Disgppointing.

Hisbody continued to writhe, serpentlike, for several moments, the nearly invisible scaleswhispering
againg thetilefloor. When it stopped, | cleaned the cobalt blood from my blades with paper towels, and
sheathed them. As| stepped out of the bathroom, Delilah was there to lock the door and dap an
out-of-order sgnonit. “Full now,” shesad. “Will eat for lunch.”

| had no ideaif shewas serious or not, and | didn’'t ask. | had athirst for knowledge, but there were
somethings| didn’t need or want to know. Thiswas one of them. There was something else, however,
that | was curious about. The table where we' d been sitting was now empty. “Ca?’

“Manager’ s office.” Her smilewasn't aslascivious asthat of theincubus, but it was close. “Watch front
door. Ten minutes.”

“This Ddlilah, ismy brother you'retalking so glibly about,” | said sharply, catching her ponytall inafirm
grip as she darted away. When shelifted her upper lip in achalenging snarl, | added levdly, “ Twenty
minutes. He' shad adifficult morning.”

The snarl faded as she said, amused, “Y ou are good brother. Twenty, if he survives.”

Hedid, and looked alittle more relaxed for it. Outsde the bar, | inquired, “Y ou did take the time to ask
about Oshoss, I’'m assuming. Much in the sameway I'm assuming | won't have to take you to the dojo
and beat ameasure of senseinto you.”

“| asked,” he responded defensively, dthough there was abrief diver of panic on hisface as
endorphin-soaked brain cells struggled for the memory. “ The Kin doesn’t know anything about Oshoss.
They did notice the extrawildlife in Central Park, though. So we re one for two. But she said she’ d look
intoit.”

“How much?’ | asked.

“Y ou saying the mind-blowing sex isn't payment enough?’ He grinned smugly.

“No, of coursenot. You'readtalion,” | said blandly. “How much?’

“Two K.” Disgruntled, he put his jacket back on. “Bastard.”

“You'll think *bastard’ when we start meditation exercisestoday,” | said, entertained by the look of
distaste that crossed hisface.



“Oh, Chrigt, just Stting there, not doing anything. Not ngpping or watching TV. It'snot naturd.” He
flagged down ataxi and gave Seamus s address. “And it looks boring as hell. Why the hell would | want
todoit?’ hefinished.

“It'sabout control, Grasshopper,” | said, trying to keep it light. We had enough of the dark at the
moment without adding to it. “Control isuseful in the restraint of emotion.”

“Contral,” he echoed. “ Control isgood.” He went slent for the duration of the drive. | wasfairly sure he
believed me when | said he wouldn’t hurt anyone. Opening agate was afar cry from picking up hisgun
and blowing away whomever was annoying him—uwhich he had donein the past. But they had deserved
it. Still, there were easier waysto kill than agate to Tumulus, and he knew that. Ingtinct . . . reflex,
whatever you wanted to cal it, you might not be ableto eraseit, but you could blunt it, redirect it, control
it. Unfortunatdly, Ca had alot of ange—most of it judtifiable, but that it was didn’t make things any
esser.

Control was the answer, at least the best one | had. No, Ca wouldn't use his Glock or his combat knife
over aloss of temper with anyone he actualy cared about, but opening a gate instead wasn't desirable
either. Sooner or later something was bound to come out of one of them. Ca had told me once that the
gateswere two-way. Y ou could go in or something—the Auphe—could come out. But with enough will
you could hold it, you could make it one-way. He had doneit once, but with this—opening them
unconscioudy—an Auphe might very wdl dip through before Ca could closeit or lock it to one
direction.

Cal gtared out the window, hand tightly fisted in the pocket of hisjacket. | could see the round outline of
it. Ca knew dl about control. He had it in spades, dthough it might not appear like it to anyone dse. To
anyone who caught him napping on the couch, snarling at the Ninth Circl€ s patrons, or damming a
revenant’ s head repeatedly against awal until brain matter came out its ears, it might not seem that way,
but every minute of every day Cad was exercising acontrol he was't even cognizant of. Hismind used it
subconscioudy to keep two years of hislifelog, to keep it from driving him insane—literadly. He himsdlf
used it on amore aware leve to not kick daily multiple asses of every creature out there that mocked,
scorned, or outright hated him for his Auphe half. He used it to stay in one place when running, from the
police seeking Sophia and then from the Auphe, was dl he had ever known. He used so much of it, in
fact, that | wondered . . .

Wasthere any left?

When wefindly stood outside Seamus s building, Cal took several secondsto carefully scrape back
every drand of hair and tieit off. Stalling. Thinking. “I think it might be best,” | offered before he could
speak, “if wewaited until later to worry about telling them about the gate. With Cherish and that
chupacabra there—they have no need to know, even if we knew they could be trusted.”

He nodded immediately with relief. “When al this Oshoss and Auphe shit isover. Y eah, then.”

| dipped off one of my Tibetan prayer bead bracelets. | wore adouble row of them on each wrist. Made
of sted, they were as good at deflecting ablade as they were for meditation. | handed it to him and he
gretched the maa curioudy, then put it on. “ Robin will think we re going out,” he snorted.

“I’'m quite sure | don’t want to know what Goodfellow thinks about anything dating related. There sonly
so much depravity | can face on adaily basis.” | tapped the beads around hiswrist. “It’ sfor meditation.
Say one mantraper bead. Do the entire bracel et every hour.”

“Mantra, huh?” he said. “And what' s my mantra?’

“Whatever you want it to be.” The temperature had dropped drasticaly, and the sun was gone. Severd
scattered flakes of snow blew past, afew hitting my jaw. “It’ [l work best if it’ stailored for you. A word
or two or three that makesyou fed cam. Safe”

“ *Thermonuclear warhead' isamouthful.” He fingered the bracelet, then pulled the jacket deeve down
over it. “Sois‘wholesale Auphe genocide.” ”

“Why do | think you're not trying?” | asked dryly asthe wind picked up along with the snow, and we
stepped into the building. Ca, cam and safe. Unfortunatdly, | had to ask mysdlf if there’ d ever beena
timewhen he' d fet that way. | paused by the stairs asit hit me. It wasthe memory I’ d had just days ago.
The Auphe at the window. It wasn't the best of onesfor me, but for Cal maybe that wasn't true. It had



been our routine. When Sophialeft usaone, it was our time and it was awelcometime. A safetime.
“Fish sticks and cartoons.”

Helooked at me warily as he pushed open the door to the stairwell. “ All that granolaand carrot juice has
melted your brain. What are you talking about?’

| didn’t blame him. It sounded ludicrousdoud, yet . . .

Fish sticks and cartoons; he' d been three when Sophia had taunted him about hisfather, but he’' d been
five before he redly understood, before he actudly saw an Auphe himsdf. Five years old beforehe' d
dtarted searching every window he passed for the nightmare that usudly livesonly in achild’ s darkest
imaginary closet. Up until then, Sophia swords had just been words, ugly and frightening, but just words.
When shewas gone, he and | were done with our ritud. After he wasfive, he never thought we were
aoneagan. And for thetwo years prior to that, | hadn’t ever let him think that | knew we weren't. Of all
thethings!’d donein my life, | thought | was proudest of that than of anything el se.

“It wasalong time ago.” He' d been so damn young, we both had, but some memory had to linger. And
if not amemory, then afeding. “Just say it, or my new mantrawill involve your head, the nearest wall,
and twenty-four prayer beads an hour.”

Hedidn't bother to say “Y ou wouldn’'t,” because he knew | most certainly would. Instead, he grumbled,
then muttered low under hisbreath. | couldn’t hear it, but he had said it. | could tell by the spark of
asurprisein hiseyes. “1 fed . . .” He climbed up a step and another before stopping. “Hell, | remember. |
watched cartoons and you made mefish sticks.” For amoment he was only atwenty-year-old caught in
apleasant memory. No monster father, no maicious mother. No impending Armageddon. Carefree.
Unburdened. What he should’ ve been, and what he never could be.

“Yogurt isn't tartar sauce, Nik,” he sniped, but there was a smile behind it.

“Y ou thought it was.” And our neighbor at the time, ninety with ten cats, had given me free containers of
itif I dragged her garbage can to the curb for her. Her granddaughter bought the yogurt for her, and the
old woman hated it with apassion. It might be my health-conscious nutrition had begun with amother
who rardly bought groceries and acranky cat lady who'd survived nearly acentury of dipping everything
inlard and didn’t see areason to change her ways.

“I was dipping fish sticks in goddamn cherry yogurt.” He started back up the sairs. “I should so kick
your ass.”

“You should,” | agreed amiably, as he moved fingers under his deeve to bead number two and repeated
hismantrasiently.

“Youtel anyoneabout it and I'll kill you.” Bead number three. “Deed.”

“Andyou d have every right,” | said as mildly as before, and far more sdlf-satisfied than could be good
for my karma.

“Damn straight | would.” Bead number four. Calm and controlled, he was working hisway there. Sowly,
perhaps, months away—along, long path, but he would get there. If he continued to work at it. Andif |
had to throw him to the floor and sit on him every hour on the hour to accomplish that, so beit.

But thereis only so much meditation can do. What we found upstairs was enough to destroy an entire
five hours of meditation, much lessfive minutes worth.

| opened the door to see Cherish and Robin sitting at atable with cardsin hand. The former had apile of
clothes at her feet, and the latter was nude except for one sock. Unfortunately, that sock wasn'tina
place that would' ve provided the rest of uswith any comfort. | said amantraof my own. It didn’t help.
Therewas only one answer to this. | started walking. Fast.

Goodféellow had once told us he had invented the game of poker. | doubted that wastrue, but | didn’t
doubt he excelled at it. The only excuse for his catastrophic loss, catastrophic from my point of view at
least, was the desire to show off his puckly attributesto Cherish. As Cal had once told me after
accidentally interrupting one of Robin’s more dissolute fests, there was agood dedl to show off.

Green eyesturned brightly dy at the sight of us. “Niko.” He knocked on the chair to hisleft. “We have
room for one more.”

“I think you dready havethree a thetable” | said. And if | waked even fagter, | wasn't the dightest bit
ashamed. |, usudly the hunter, in Robin’s case knew very well what it was liketo be prey. And as prey,



you do what you haveto to survive.

Run likethewind.

Ca was somewhat lessrestrained in his comments than | had been. “ Jesus Chrigt, | cleaned my guns at
that table last night, you perv. Where the hell am | supposed to clean them now?’

“Perhaps the same place you got laid today?’” Robin said smoothly.

“How’ d you know that?” Ca demanded.

“It'sasxth sense,” came the complacent answer.

“Being anosy, sex-sniffing bastard is a sixth sense? Snce when?’

By that time, | wasin the bedroom and with relief closed the door behind me. Promise looked over from
where she wasfiring her crossbow at alarge painting on thewall. It was an especidly fine rendition of
Pan of the Green Wood. He was playing his pipesfor avirgind maiden clad in asheer Greek stola.
Every bolt was buried in two areas: the curly head and those puckly attributes I’ d seen in passing.

“Did you know art galerieswill ddiver within an hour if you pay them enough,” sheinformed measshe
turned back and casudly fired another bolt into Goodfellow’ s pride and joy.

“I think Cherish can hold her own with Robin,” | said.

“I know she can. That does not mean | want the sight inflicted on me,” she replied with exasperated
annoyance. It was also said with amaternd protection | didn’t think she knew was present. With one last
shot, she pierced the chest where the heart would be before tossing the crossbow onto the bed. The
room was painted a deep chocolate brown, the same color asthe wide stresks in the pale blond hair that
was twisted into an intricate braid. She wore different clothes than she had yesterday. The painting
wasn't the only thing she’ d had delivered. “I had clothes sent from my apartment, including what you
havethere,” she offered as she noticed my gaze. “| thought Cal could borrow some of yours. Robin, of
course, had al new delivered. Not many, though,” she said. “| expected the entire upper loft to be
devoted to them.”

“To befair, no one can go in his gpartment now,” 1 reminded. “His cat might very well kill them and use
the body asaplaything.” And that he'd only had afew clothes was abad sign that Robin had had dl the
togetherness he could tolerate.

“Yes, hispet. How very unlike Robin to take on something that requires attention—attention that I'm
sure he thinks would be better spent on him.”

Pucksweren’'t well liked by other supernatural creatures. Their trickster personalities—in other words,
the lying and stealing—didn’t make them very popular. Pucks aso tended not to associate with other
pucks—ever—which was understandable. All those massive egos gathered together, each vying to be
the center of attention—as Cd had said, “All those dramakingsin one place. . . no way that would be a
pretty picture.”

“Hegetslondy.” More precisely, he anticipated being londy. Despite having us now, not to mention the
continuous facel ess stream of sexua partners, one day Ca and | would be gone. When you live
thousands of years, it’ sthe price you pay for befriending humans. A mummy cat would be around much
longer. Although there was Cal’ s Auphe blood. It was possible he could live longer than your average
human. Could, but wouldn'’t.

I’d been the only constant for hisentirelife. I’d been the one who raised him. I’ d been the one to help
him back to sanity after he' d escaped the Auphe following two unimaginably horrific years astheir
prisoner. He wasrationa now, but even so, helived hislife balanced on the thinnest of tightropes. I'd
seen the suicide run he' d once made to save me. | wouldn't be around to see the one he’ d maketo join
me, but | knew it would come. | so knew that as much as| tried | couldn’t change that.

“True, Robin and | don't always see eyeto eye, but when thetime comes |’ Il do what | can.” Shelaid
her hand on my cheek. “I hope he can do the same for meif .. .”

| knew what she left unspoken. If we madeit padt this. If we were gill together. If | could forgive her.
Now | knew there was nothing to forgive. | tilted my head down and kissed her. A warmth of lips, a
fleeting touch of silken tongue, and ataste so familiar it seemed I'd known it al my life. “I was abastard,”
| said quietly, taking her hand and intertwining fingerswith hers. 1 expected perfection when I’'m far from
it mysdf. I’'m sorry for that. We dl have secrets. Or will.”



An emotion flickered behind twilight eyes. Regret. Her hand tightened on mine. “Now | know how it
feesto be on thereceiving end. It s not a pleasant sensation. I’ m sorry for that, no matter what my
reason.”

| nodded and said quietly, “Ca.” Now worry joined the regret in her eyes. “Y ou have to know and you
have to remember, if there had been no Cal, there would be no me. | don’t know who or whét |

would ve been, but it wouldn't be the person | am now. | do know thisthough: It wouldn't be achange
for the better.”

“Niko..."

| didn’t let her finish. “ Just remember.”

Her eyescleared. “| will. | promise.”

Timewould tel.

The bedspread on Seamus' s bed was brown and gold. The sheetswereivory, the same as Promise’s
skin. Thelight brown of my skinwasastark contrast to hers, yet it fit. Just aswe fit—aswe awaysfit.
The touch of my hands on her breasts, scomach, hips; the fed of her beneath me, wrapped around me.. .
. how could that not dways be?

Rosawood blinds hid the now afternoon sun as| findly lay relaxed in away | didn’t often allow myself
theluxury of. Therewasakissin the dip of flesh where my neck met my shoulder. Only akiss. Promise
didn’t bite, not even gently. Thelightest of nips, more of acaress, redly, was as close as she came. Teeth
werefor food to her. They had been for spilling blood and ripping flesh for the mgjority of her life. When
that wastrue, biting wasn't erotic. It was the equivaent of using asteak knife during foreplay.

| imagined Seamus had felt differently. But a sociopath’ s preferences, whether vampire or human,
weren't worth wasting thought on. | twined amixed strand of dark brown and pale blond hair around my
fingers and tugged lightly as she raised her face to smile down at me. “ Are things better now?” | didn’t
need my brother’ s name added to the question to know that she wasn't talking about her and me. The
warmth of her draped over me was more than answer enough to that. Asfor Cd . . .

| told my first lieto Promise and kept my first secret.

“Cd isfine”

| met her eyesas| saidit. | could ve hidden that it was alie, covered it up with my mother’ sskill. Or |
could’ velooked away to softeniit. | didn’t. In my mind | had no choice.

If there had to be dishonesty between us, then | would be honest about it.

9

Cal

That evening Niko and | had driven to one particular junkyard we' d been to more than oncein the past.
We d passed through the unlocked gate when | let Niko know what | thought of the new arrangement
between him and Promise. Honest dishonesty?

“Asphilosophiesgo,” | observed, “I gottasay: That'sfucked up.”

“No one asked you to say. It’ s between Promise and me.” Niko eyed my wrist and narrowed his eyes.
“Jesus, yes, I’ ve done my meditation. Giveit arest, Buddha” | had doneit, and | tried to do it every
hour. So far it had worked. Either that or no one had really pissed me off. | had to say it was probably
the second one, but | was dtill in there, meditating my ass off. Shoving the monster down. Niko said it
would help, and if he said so, then that was gospel in my book. I’d do it until it became habit, and who
knew? It might have me damming less heads against the bar at work. “I’ [l pay my tab next week,” my
ass.

Habits. Meditation might make it there, but there was another old habit between Nik and methat | never
needed reminding of. Without warning, | twisted sideways and jammed afoot in his abdomen. “ See?” |
sad. “Meditation. My foot is one with your somach.”
“Forgive me. | shouldn't have doubted you. Y ou seem so much more at peace.” Instead of the hands on
the ankle and the wrench | expected, hisleg twisted around mine and took meto the ground. The
knuckles of hisfist pressed just hard enough against my larynx to make the memory stick. “By the way,
sometimesthefish sticks were fried zucchini,” he added, “and cartoon Great Danes don’t actudly solve



myderies”

“Soyouwerebornadiet Nazi.” | waited until he moved to St up. | didn't try anything else. There was
no countermove to having your larynx crushed. Choking and dying tended to take up the rest of your
attention. “And now you' re talking trash about Scooby. Y ou are one evil bastard.”

“So I've been told.” He held ahand down to me. “ By you. Repesatedly.”

| took his hand, got to my feet, and dusted off the jeans I’ d borrowed from him. Black, of course. “It’s
hard to be a ninja-d ash-samurai-d ash-Buddha-loving bad-ass in regular blue, huh?’ | muttered. “ God
forbid.” | picked up the bag from the ground and started deeper into the piles of metal and trash that
surrounded us, following the zigzag path. | didn’t limp as | went, but | wanted to. “1 thought Buddhawas
about harming no living creature,” | grumbled on.

“Buddhawas awise man.” He waked beside me, apparently unaffected by my blow to his ssomach. “I
amnot.” Hedidn't seem particularly affected by that either.

“Maybe you should work on that.” | went ahead and limped as the muscle in my leg spasmed. What the
hell. It wasn't asif hedidn’t know.

“It'll pass,” he assured me, not especialy sympathetically, as| limped on. “In gpproximately sixty
seconds. And next time you' [l remember.”

A few seconds of discomfort were worth afew extrayears of staying aive—because staying dive or
sane was looking like an easy option now—but the smell out here? Nothing was worth that. Saturday in
aBronx junkyard—what’ s not to love? | pulled the deeve of my shirt over the hedl of my hand and
covered my mouth and nose. In redlity, it wasn't the junkyard so much as the waste sation just up the
river. But smell or not, thiswas where Mickey lived, and Mickey was who we needed to talk to. Which
was why we were once again separated from the othersin the loft. With Oshoss and the Auphe, it had
cometo the point where it was impossible to stay together al thetime, not if we wanted to eventudly get
our asses out of the gigantic frigging ding they werein. | didn't haveto tell Niko that sooner or later the
Auphe were going to seize the chance and attack the others while we were gone. Or us. More likely us.
Y ou didn’t need Auphe genesor acrysta ball to see that coming. Just abrain cdl, and you were set
there. But our choices were pretty much nonexistent, and sucking it up wasthe only thing left to do.

We d run into Mickey two or so years ago when looking for parts for Nik’s decrepit car. Y ou wanted
partsfor adecrepit thing, you came to a decrepit place. Mickey wasn't decrepit, though. He could find
pretty much anything you wanted. Nothing too new, of course, but anything used showed upina
junkyard sooner or later. Mickey had seen uswalk in back then, smelled the difference on me, and
offered up hisservices. . . for aprice.

Luckily, Mickey’s price wasn't as steep as Boggl€e' s tended to be. Where Boggle loved jewelsand gold,
Mickey was al about the food. He wasn't your typicd junkyard rat, content with rotting |eftovers. He
wanted the redl thing, he wanted it fresh, and he wanted awide variety. Chinese, Greek, Itaian,
Mexican, whatever; heliked it dl. That didn’t mean he didn’t catch his own meal on occasion if times
were hard. In that he was like your typica junkyard rat.

Heate hisown.

“Smdlsgood.”

Thevoice was oil spreading across concrete, smooth and dick. Very dick indeed, which was Mickey all
over. | dowed and looked up at apile of carsto seeliquid black eyesreflecting the setting sun. Cool and
cunning, | couldn’t be sureif they thought it was the Mexican food that smelled good or me. So far, the
preference had been for takeout, but it didn’t pay to take anything for granted. “Hey, Mick. Brought you
tacosthistime.” And about a dozen burritos. Mickey had an appetite. A tamale to go wasn't going to get
it for him.

“Beenlongtime. Yes, long, long time.” Black fur and skin dithered over shattered safety glassand rusted
metd to hit the ground next to us. He was the same inky color as a cadg o, but where they had been
doglike, Mickey waswhat I'd labeled him: arat . . . if arat crouched four feet high, had dark-skinned
human hands, and talked. Niko said that there were old Rom legends about a shobolon, agiant rat with
human characteristics. There were also legends of wererats. Whatever Mickey was, he wasn't saying.
Although considering the thick accent, | was betting he had something in common with Nik and me. And



we weren't part wererdt.

Besdes the accent, Mickey had a sense of humor. Okay, maybe not so much, but he didn’t have abad
temper, which wasn't ways the case with our informants. He was fairly mellow, considering whét |
caled him. | doubted it was even close to the name he' d been given at birth.

A thick-skinned hand dropped the gnawed dead rodent it was holding and took the bag from me. Within
seconds, red sauce was dripping from wickedly large yellow incisors. A naked gray tail wrapped around
hisfeet as he ate. After thefirst seven tacos, he dowed down and licked his hands clean. “ So, so, valued
customers, picture of part. Picture of car.” Mickey wasn't amechanic by any means, but with a picture
he could track down what you wanted in amatter of thirty minutes. Sometimes|less. Inayard thissize,
that was something.

“It'snot about acar part,” Niko said. “Not thistime. It's something alittlemore. . . interesting.”
“Interesting.” The round eyestook usin with sudden calculation. “ That is new word from you, this
interesting.”

“Yeah, interesting.” | leaned againgt the cold metal hood of atotaled car. “ Because you know what,
Mickey?Y ou sound bored. Y ou probably are bored.” | thought about adding that he could get anice big
whed to run around in, but didn’t figure that would help our cause. Maturity; it was no damn fun. “We're
here to help you with that. Wouldn’t you like to get out? See sometrees. Frolic in nature. Good times.”
“Frolic.” Another dead rat tumbled from above where Mickey had been perched. It wasthe sizeof a
beagle, and it landed on my foot. Mickey clicked yellowed teethin arat smile. “But, as see, frolicfine
here”

| eased my foot from under the heavy weight. The fur was spiky and stiff with dried blood, the mouth
frozeninitslast snarl. There was one poor damn bastard that wasn't going to be working at any theme
park. “Yeah, I'll bet you do.” | wondered what would happen if Mickey were to meet Robin’s new cat.
Y ou wanted interesting—that would be interesting.

Niko picked up the strand of persuasion since | didn’t seem to be accomplishing much. “ Thiswould be
an entirely new endeavor for you. Spying versus procuring. It would pay well. Lunch every day for three
months.” And while | had my suspicionsthat I" d be the one making that daily delivery, Niko went ahead
and filled Mickey in on the details. Oshoss, the basics of what we wanted to know, the zoo . . . cadgos,
ccoas, and who knew what else.

Mickey had finished the tacos and started on the burritos, as Niko finished. “ South America? Whiskers
dick with either blood or hot sauce bristled dismissvely. “ Tourigts.” With his accent, that wasn't quite
fair—I doubted he had his green card. But either way, he didn’t seem impressed. It was agood sign. If
we could get Mickey on theinside for aday or two, long enough to find out where Oshoss
was—Centrd Park with hisanimas or e sawhere—we' d be ahead of the game. For once.

Ddlilah had tried, but hadn’t been able to find Oshoss, and his crestures wouldn't talk to her people—if
they even could talk. Still, if Oshoss didn’t contral it, he didn’t trust it, and his crew seemed to follow
right along with that. And no wolf was going to bow his neck for anonwolf. That put going undercover
out for them. So what we needed was a spy, one who didn’t give adamn about pride and usudly gave
dollar for dollar value. Y ou hired him; he'd come through. Mickey was as close as we had to that.

If we went into the trees of Central Park ourselves |ooking for Oshoss, chances were we' d never come
back out. There could be ahundred ccoasin there, for al we knew. They knew we were standing with
Cherigh, lucky us, but Mickey would be anew dement—aloca yoke to cluethemin onthecity. He d
been here at least the two yearswe' d known him; that put him up on them. They should seehim asan
asset. He might be able to find Oshossi. At the very least, he could get a head count.

If they didn’t eat him firgt.

The thought had occurred to him too. “ Three months. Y our humor, such wit.” He gave a chittering
wheeze that was what passed for arat laugh. “ A year. Two medlsaday. Every day.”

And the negotiations began. It was too bad Goodfellow wasn't here. The Rom lived to haggle, but
somehow that gene had skipped us. Niko had cold silence and his sword. | had my temper and my fists.
If those didn’t work, we were screwed. Wheedling and schmoozing didn’t come naturaly to us.

But Nik did his best and we ended up with six months, two meals aday.



No way | was coming out here twice aday for half ayear. Hell, there had to be ddlivery servicesthat
would do it. Leave thefood at the gate. | didn’t know who ran the yard, but Mickey didn’t seemto
worry that much about being spotted.

Speaking of spotting, | saw something worse than the dead rat as the two of them hammered out the
dedl. In one of the cars one stack over, ahand was hanging out of the window. The fingernaillswere
dirty, the skin gray as only acorpse can be. Mickey didn’t kill people—that we knew of—but the
occasiona bum did diein theyard of natural causes. Exposure, heart attack—it didn’t matter. Mickey
liked his takeout, but when it wasn't available, he made do with what was. And that wasn't waysrats.

| turned away to ask, “Y ou need aride there? Y ou gonnadrive yourself? Or did you have abad hair day
when they took your driver’slicense photo?’ The bared teeth et me know Mickey’ slack of temper
might not bedl | thought it was.

Herode with usin the back of Niko'scar . . . after retrieving ajar full of darkly doshing fluid. The black
eyesreflected in the rearview mirror when helifted his head for the occasiond look around. When he
did, I could fed hot bresth against my neck. Not agood day for wearing my hair in aponytail. | also
smelled things on his breath—tacos, rat . . . human. Digested human flesh; it wasasmell you couldn’t
forget. If | didn’t smdll it again for therest of my life, it wouldn't matter. It was something that waswith
me for good. It smelled like raw pork, but just different enough to make your flesh crawl. It said “You
aremeat.” Whatever you wanted to think in your happily ignorant world, it all came down to that: Y ou
aremegt.

It was dark by the time we stopped by the park to et him off. He opened the jar and begin to rub the
contents across hisfur in sweeping strokes. “Isblood and oil,” he explained. “ Smell scent of you on me.”
He snapped histeeth together in demongtration. “Kill me, yes. In seconds. Meet here again. Two days.”
Leaving thejar and large smears of the mixture on the vinyl seat, he dipped out the door and shadowed
hisway into the trees.

| looked in the backseat one more time after he was gone. “1 am not cleaning that up. I’'m not even
helping you clean that up. That isnasty.”

“It wouldn't matter if it were essence of pizzaand hoagies. Y ou'realazy son of abitch and dl the
meditation in the world won't change that,” Nik retorted.

“Now, would Buddha have said that?’ | asked with mock disappointment. “1 don’t think so.”

“Buddha never found your underwear in the kitchen sink.”

| had an answer to that ready and waiting as Niko started the car, but my cell phone rang—the cell
phone that now was only for emergencies. Gate-creating emergencies. | flipped it open, saw Seamus's
number, grabbed Nik by the arm, and took us. | could build a gate and walk throughiit, but I could also
build one around meif there was no room for the dternative. It was more difficult, but | could doit.
That’'swhat | did in this case. Niko and | were outlined in gray light, and in afraction of asecond we
were gone. Then we were at Seamus sloft, right in the path of a charging ccoa

It was so close | could smell its breath. It wasn't as bad as Mickey’s, but it wasn't exactly potpourri
either. | could aso seethe dilated prey-seeking pupils and the piranha teeth. | could probably have seen
itsdamn tonglsif | didn’'t get my assin gear and move. | dove one way while Nik went the other. In my
quick drop and rall, | could see hewas amuddy gray under his olive skin, but he wasn't puking as Robin
had when I’ d once taken him through a gate, which was good. He aso kept on his feet, which was even
better. It looked like we needed al the help we could get.

There was no Oshossi, but there were three ccoas. They were quick and had been predators since they
weaned from their mama steet. They were dangerous as hell, and from the dripping sdiva, aso hungry. |
saw thetwo at firdt; the third came from above. If they could climb atreein the jungle, they could climb a
fire escape here. And if they could legp from arocky ledge onto their prey, they could do the same from
the upper loft. It came down like an avalanche, as deadly and awholelot faster. I” d switched back to the
Glock .40 from the Desert Eagle, which hadn’t done as much good as |’ d hoped it would. As he struck
thefloor, | put tenin the head just like I’ d thought with the last one, and swear to God, | amost hated to
do it even though the last one had nearly turned meinto lunch. It seemed more like an animd than a
mongter, asmart and beautiful animd. | didn't likekilling it, but | did. There was ascream of pain that



sounded oddly human, and atumbling of black and silver fur over adeek line of muscle. Then therewas
nothing but abig, dead cat. | shook it off. If it had landed on me, I" d be one dead son of abitch, my
throat ripped out before | could ve pulled the trigger. It might just be an animal, but it had been one damn
deadly one.

Robin was holding off another with his sword while Promise and Cherish did the same with the third.
Promise' s crosshow bolts only enraged the one attacking them. The cat was quick enough that Cherish
had only struck three blowsthat | could tell. They were deep blows, but not deep enough to stop it. Nik
was with them in seconds. He took the cat from behind. It whirled before he managed to diceit, but that
didn’t last long. From the corner of my eye, | saw him strike one paw aside, then evade the other, dodge
the enormous snap of mouth, and impaeit in the heart with his katana.

That wasimpossibly quick.

| knew Nik could fight. I knew he was better than | was, that he was better than nearly anything or
anyone you could name. But sometimes when you saw himin action, you dmost couldn’t believe it—that
ahuman could bethat fast and that lethad. He' d worked at being that way since he wastwelve, but |
honestly thought he was born that way aswell. A genetically superior athlete who could’ ve goneto the
Olympics. Instead, for me he became akiller. Too bad for him that they didn’t hand out the gold, silver,
or bronzefor that.

| turned toward Robin to see him just finishing off hisaswell. And therewewere. . . . Three dead ccoas.
It sucked. Monsters were one thing, but this was something else. Oshoss didn’t give adamn about his
pets, and I’ d sure as hell rather be killing him than them.

So why wasn't he here with them? He was smart, but that didn’t seem smart. If he wanted Cherish so
badly and his ccoas had tracked her down, why hadn’t he come with them?

Cherish’ steeth were bared as the ccoas' had been, and her sword dripped blood onto the floor. She
realized it and covered the fangs with lips painted asred asthe sk top she wore. “Y ou came.” It was
said with agratitude | wouldn’'t have guessed she had in her. She was coming around. She might have
more Promisein her than any of usthought. “ Madre said that you would, and you did.” Shegavea
formal dip of her dark head. “My thanks.” Raising her eyesto Niko, she said with atrace of amazemert,
afelow predator’ s respect, “Y ou are every bit the swordsman Madre said you were. |’ ve seen nothing
likeit. Notin my life. Not ever.” The dimple appeared. “ Perhaps you could give me lessons.”

“If you' ve seen nothing likeit, then obvioudy you weren't watching me.” Robin frowned at the blood
gpatter across his pants. “And | do it with unparalleled panache and style, but of course that wouldn’t be
noticed while you' re so occupied ogling your mother’ s property.”

So Robin wasn't getting anywhere with Cherish. That had to sting. | didn’t think he' d not gotten
anywhere with anyone he wanted except for Niko. Robin waslethal too, in awhole lot more ways than
one. In the bedroom, out of the bedroom—he bragged about both. For aguy who practically excreted
Rohypnol out of his pores, this had to be pissng him off like crazy. | gave himagrinto let him know |
knew, and he gave me asilent snarl back. Moving over to Niko, | asked, “Y ou okay? | know traveling
isn't such ahot feling when you' re not an Auphe.” Which, | thought, waswhy it didn’t bother me.

| might not have said it doud, but he heard it anyway. “Y ou are not an Auphe,” he said between
clenched teeth, clenched probably to keep hislunch down, athough the muddy color of his skin was
fading and returning to normdl. “And I’ ll recuperate. Give me afew minutes.”

“Yeah, okay.” It was't alot to ask consdering he' d gotten agood fed of what was insde an Auphe,
and, likeit or not, what wasinsde me. It was an unnaturd thing, ripping aholein the fabric of redlity.

Y ou knew that as soon as you saw it, but to pass through that rip, you felt the unnatura twist of it to your
bones. It wasn't right. It was unwholesome and awful and it was't right.

I’d used to fedl that. . . . Like Robin had. Like Niko. The wrongness of it.

| didn’'t anymore.

Whatever that meant, whatever it said, it wasn't good.

But you play with your Auphe haf and you can’t expect it to Stay buried. It wanted to play, alot more
than you did.

Robin laid his sword on the dining room table, folded hisarms, and sighed. “What now? Samuel and his



happy-go-lucky band of game wardens? Or are we pushing our luck there, making them our persona
janitorid team?”’

“I'll take them.” Weredly didn’t want to push the Vigil into thinking we were their verson of overt. That
was all we needed on top of everything else. And if the Auphe could get rid of an edl the Size of atruck, |
could get rid of three panthers. “I'll open agateto theriver. If it's good enough for the Sopranos, it's
good enough for us”

| didn’t wait for Niko to object, and he would have. Risking sharpening the Vigil’ s attention on us versus
me playing with Auphefire, he'd take thefirst any day. But that was't the right thing to do. Everyone
was aready in danger from the Auphe because of me. | wasn't going to add the Vigil to that. Who knew
how long they’ d listen to Samud that we were okay, that we weren't going to get noticed. | squatted
down to study the nearest ccoa. Because, let’ sface it, we did shit that had a damn good chance of
Qgetting noticed.

Andwediditalot.

“What do you think? Two hundred and fifty pounds? Three?’ | opened the gate absently.

That was amigtake, thinking it was as smple asthe smdl amount of effort involved. Thinking that | didn’t
need to pay attention. Forgetting how much my Auphe side did want to play.

But it had gotten so easy. Once it had brought pounding headaches and unconsciousness. Two weeks
ago it had brought blood gushing from my nose or ears. Now it waslike turning akey in alock. Normd.
No pain. No exhaustion. Just the feeling of doing what | was meant to do.

Maybe what | was meant to be.

Thelast mae Auphe.

It wasback . . . the cold touch, the dither of bloodthirsty satisfaction. | laid ahand on wet black fur, still
warm, and lifted it back up to stare at my red palm and fingers. | had killed, | would kill again. And, hey,
was that such abad thing? Was that so wrong? To do what you wereborntodo . . . to follow thefire
and ice that burned and seared your blood. To touch blood, to wear it, to spill it, to tasteit . . .

No.

No. Absolutely fucking not.

Thiswas not going to happen. That’snot who . . . what | was going to be. | took al the control | had,
made the massive effort, and shoved those dien thoughts out of my mind. They hadto bedien. ..
otherwise they were mine. All mine. And that couldn’t be. It couldn’t, damniit. Luckily, | pushed them
out or down before Niko clocked me one. He d been across the room; now he was knedling beside me,
looking grim. “Control,” he said.

“I’'vegot it. It'sgone.” | wiped the blood from my hand onto the black jeans.

“Pay attention.” That was said with an edge, an edge that had every right to be there.

“I know. Sorry.” Sorry didn’t quite get it for not treating opening agate with the cautious respect it
deserved. It waswild and ferd. | wasn't going to tameit, and if | weren't careful, it would eat me dlive,
The best | could hope to do was control it and keep it on ashort leash. And watch it—awayswatch it.
Keepawall up. | wasn't what those bitches said | was. | was human, at least enough to stop the part of
me that wasn't.

The gate was ill open, the cold light spilling through the ragged gash. | sucked in adeep breath. | had it
now; it didn’'t have me. “Let’ s get them through.”

Tothesdel saw Cherish watching me with the clouded black eyes of avampire ready for battle. “ Y ou
are Auphe. | thought you werelying.”

“Why the hell would | lie about something like that?” | bit off as Niko and Robin helped me heavethe
first dead weight through the light. “How' d you know?’ | went on quietly for Nik’ searsonly. But as
usua, Robin couldn’t let anything be for someone else only, not if that someonewasn’t him.

“Y ou were speaking Auphe.” The fox face pulled into an expression of distaste.

Those two yearsthey’ d had me—I must’ ve learned the language then. I’ d seen that when | understood
the Auphe before—tdlling me | wasthe last mae. But understanding it and speaking it, those were two
different things. . . . And they were just two more things tying me to them.

“What'd | say?’ | didn’t remember, and | wasn't sure | wanted to know. If it had been anything like



what was going through my mind . . . Jesus.

“I havenoidea. | don’'t understand Auphe, and | don’t want to. Imagine ground glass shoved into your
ear canal. That'swhat it sounds like, and it’ s about that pleasurable to hear,” he grunted as we tossed the
next cat through. “But your brother knew before you started with that. He was aready moving.”

“Nik? Thelast ccoadid into thegray. | closed the rip and ignored the disappointment of letting it go.
Control. | hadiit. | did.

“Y ou opened that thing and you weren’t you. Before you touched the blood. Before you spoke that
hell-spawn language. | knew the second you opened the gate and weren't paying attention.”

It was something Niko didn’t alow himsdf often—anger—and it was completdly judtifigble. | hadn’t paid
atention and I’ d nearly gotten lost. I’ d gone from swearing not to open any more gates, to doing it to try
to outthink the Auphe, to emergenciesin case of attacks, and findly to just cleaning up around the house.
Whichishow theroad to hell is paved with alittle maid service.

“It won't happen again,” | said grimly.

“Seethat it does't. | won't enjoy knocking you out, but | will.” | took it for what it was: reassurance.
Nikowasmy lifeline. If | started to fal, he' d drag me back.

“No onel’d rather have beat my assinto unconsciousness,” | said wryly.

“Not that this macho brotherly lovefest isn't bringing atear to the eye,” Robin drawled, “but | think we
need to talk about moving. Oshoss knows where we are now. If we don’t go, every night isgoing to be
Sundown Socid at the Zoo. Pet the predator. Kissthe carnivore. All things | could do without.”

It was agood point. Niko, Robin, and Promise discussed it; Cherish watched my every move with wary
eyes, and |, ignoring her as | ignored most of the others who gave me that look, ended up playing Go
Fish with Xolo. Which, in astrange way, waswhat | needed. | didn’t want to think about Oshoss and
his overgrown kitties. | didn’t want to think about the Auphe. | didn’t want to think about me.

The chupa had crept out of the back bedroom while the others talked, silently watched them with those
large eyesfor awhile, and then moved over to me. | was on the couch, armsfolded and doing my
damnedest to keep my mind a blank. No matter what Niko would' ve said with dry sarcasm, it wasn't
that easy. Xolo sat on the floor opposite me and placed a pack of cards on the artistic meta curve of
table between us. The shaved dog face regarded me gravely. | scowled back. It was habit. | didn’t have
anything against Cherish's pet. He tended to stay out of the way, gave up the remote when | wanted it,
and didn't eat my leftover pizzain the fridge. As roommates went, he wasn't so bad. Weird, but not as
bad as Robin, who' d gotten so desperate it wouldn't have surprised me to see him humping atable leg.
“What?’ | asked. “What do you want?’

Just as gravely, he dedlt the cards. Seven to me, seven to him. Hell, why not? | played Go Fish with him.
He held up hisfingerswhen he asked for my cards. Any threes? Up would go three fingers. It didn’t
work so grest for jacks, queens, and kings, so we discarded them. Those eyeswould blink, moonlike,
the fingers would flash, and the cards would go down. The bastard couldn’t talk, couldn’t fight, could
barely dress himsdlf, and he beat me seven gamesto three.

| turned the cards around to look at the backs. * Are these marked? Areyou cheating?’ Or was| less
bright than amentaly chalenged chimp?

“I hate to interrupt your vastly important task”—Niko' s hand pulled the cards from mine and dapped
them on the table—" but we' ve narrowed our options.”

“Yeah? Rafferty’ s place?’ Rafferty was ahealer we' d used before. He' d disappeared months ago, but
asit wasmogt likely avoluntary disappearance, there wasn't much we could do about it. He wouldn't
want us sticking our nosesin hisbusiness, and he had alot of businessto take care of. His cousin was
sck, akind of sck Rafferty couldn’t heal. We' d checked his house after amonth of not being able to
contact him. . . . We had businesstoo, and it frequently called for aheder afterward. From the looks of
the overgrown yard, the house had been locked up and temporarily abandoned. Both Rafferty and his
cousin were gone. Rafferty wasn't oneto give up. If he couldn’t cure his cousin, he' d find someone who
could.

“Figured,” | added.

“Or Ishiah’'s” Nik sad. “From what you' ve said, he can handle himsdlf well.”



“Ishiah’s?" | leaned back against the couch. “Y ou’ re shitting me, right? One day, and he’ d kill us before
Oshoss or the Auphe could.”

Robin immediately backed me up—so immediately, in fact, that | wondered who hewas actudly trying
to keep safe—us or Ishiah. “All of us shoehorned into that overgrown canary’ s place? That’ s an exercise
in natura selection waiting to happen. Survivd of thefittest. And that walking festher duster isfit.” Hisleft
eyetwitched. “Very fit.” Thishad to be the longest Robin hadn’t gotten laid in, damn, at least in the span
of human existence—at least once we' d stopped braiding each other’ s back hair and thinking of liceasa
tasty treat. “Desperate” didn’t begin to cover the shape hewasin.

| was s0 locking my door tonight.

Rafferty’ s place. On the one hand, Rafferty did have the nature preserve behind his house, agood
location for supernatural wildlife that wanted to eat you. On the other, it might take Oshoss awhileto
find usthere. | said s0, and Niko agreed. Asfor the Auphe, of course they had to be watching us, but
following us on the open road in daylight? Doubtful. We d lost them time and time again when we'd lived
on therun. They aways eventualy found us, but that we lost them to begin with proved they weren't
infdlible,

“Once we get the report from Mickey, we will definitely have to be more proactive about tracking down
Oshoss. Robin and Mickey are doing what they can, but we need to get this resolved more quickly,”
Niko said. Now that we' d committed ourselves, which | still didn’t think was the best idea, he was right.
But helping Cherish fight off afew cadejos and snakes was different than actively going after the one who
siceed them on her. He was probably going to be alittle harder to take care of than the wildlife.
“Tracking him down and killing him in atruly inspired fashion,” Promise added. Cherish flashed her a
smilethat was laced with surprise at the fiercely materna note. If nothing el se, thiswhole thing appeared
to have her seeing the error of her crimindly wild and wicked ways and bringing her and Promise closer.
Good for them. Not too good for the rest of ustrying to avoid maiming, mutilation, and, worse yet,
pet-dander dlergies, but good for them.

“What is up with Oshoss and that goddamn temper of his? And what did you stedl from him,” | asked
Cherigh, “that pissed theliving hell out of him?” If | were going to get killed, it'd be nice to know it wasn't
over alamp or afirg-edition Mark frigging Twain.

Cherish frowned, but turned adining room chair around to face the rest of us and stretched languidly on
it. Yep, Robinin afemaebody. | fill couldn’t figure why they hadn’t gotten together at least for anight.
She might be the vampire version of eighteen, but apparently had her hormones morein control than
Goodfdlow did.

“Oshoss,” she congdered. “Oshoss is powerful. Every forest in South Americabelongsto him and he
engages in congtant guerillawarfare to prevent their destruction.” She tapped fingers on the knee of one
long black-clad leg. “But don't think that makes him some sort of hero. He will kill anyone—anyone
who threatens his agenda, crosses his path in the forests, or smply annoys him. Heis not a creature of
patience or forgiveness.”

“And you, not doing your research, took him for an easy mark.” Robin shook his head. “Even the
lowliest of my junior sdlesmen would know better than that.”

Sheglared at him. “ Regardless, | robbed him, and that lack of forgivenessisfirmly aimed in my direction.
Our direction,” she amended, glancing at Promise.

“What did you steal?’ Niko asked as he smultaneoudy gestured to me, tapping his meditation beads. As
much as| wanted to, | didn’t blow it off. I'd seen where alack of control had gotten me. | fingered the
beads around my own wrist and got to work. | still kept part of my focus on the conversation, which had
to not help the meditation. But hearing Cherish’ s story wasimportant. | had at least two brain cells. |
could split them up.

“Isthat so important?’ she countered, tilting her head, the black hair faling behind her shoulders, and her
violet eyeschdlenging.

“Yes” hereplied, unyidding. “I think itis.”

“Fine” shereplied, lashes hdf covering her eyeswith what looked like regret or even shame. “It wasa
necklace. Gold, diamonds, and chunks of turquoise as big asababy’ sfist. | endangered al our livesfor



one piece of jewelry that wasin no way worth the price we re paying now.”

“Did it do anything?’ | interrupted, remembering the power-draining crown another puck had
blackmailed usinto getting for him.

“Do anything?’ she said with confusion. “It sparkled and it looked quite amazing on me. What e sewould
it possibly do?’

“So you hocked it?” Robin asked. “Onceit wasn't quite so amazing?’

“Asl sad, | bore of pretty things quickly and move on to the next. I'm thinking of changing my ways. It
seems agood surviva move.” She sighed and touched the ruby choker at her throat. | wondered if it
were stolen too.

“Y es, then you can marry men with afoot and four toesin the grave. That' s certainly more respectable,”
Robin offered with asmirk.

Promise tapped her crossbow againgt her leg and said in avoice as sweet as honeysuckle, “| believe,
Goodfdlow, that | have a painting you should see.”

| saw where thiswas going, and it was going to be long, drawn-out, and something I’ d heard a hundred
times before. | went back to concentrating solely on the meditation, bead by bead. Boring but calming, as
much as| hated to admit it. When [ finished, those moon eyes were still on me. “Jesus,” | groaned to the
chupa. “ Okay. Ded another hand.”

| played Go Fish for another two hours. | lost again.

Lady, it wasafamiliar feding.

10

Niko

Rafferty’ s house was over the Verrazano Bridge on Staten Idand. It looked the same as it had the last
timewe d vigted. A tired and deserted ranch house with afence in the back large enough to hold the
biggest of dogs. . . or wolves. Behind that was the nature preserve, thousands of bare trees. Robin, as
aways, proved adept a gaining illega entry. | doubt he even broke stride on the smplelock. Therewas
aclick of metal againgt meta, aturn of hiswrist, and we wereinsde. Therethe utilitieswere till turned
on, asign that Rafferty thought histrip would be short, or he didn’t have any ideahow long he' d be gone.
If he' d thought the first, he was wrong. We hadn’t been able to contact him in months. Normally |
wouldn't have invaded his privacy, but desperate times.. . . desperate measures. His place suited our
needs perfectly.
There was only one problem. It wasn't on par with the Auphe, Oshoss, or, say, atwo-headed
werewolf, but it was a problem nonethel ess, and one my brother was more than capable of handling. |
handed him the toilet plunger as he waked out of the kitchen.
“There snothing leftin . . .” He stopped to stare glumly at the plunger. “ Jesus.”
“| doubt that. If you were he, you could smply wave ahand, unstop it, and s multaneoudy turn the water
towine. Sadly, we ll haveto settlefor your plumbing skills.”
“Why me?’ he demanded.
“Why not you? Or do you plan on holding it until we find Oshoss and destroy the Auphe? If so, best to
avoid colas”
“Thisisrevenge, isT't it?" Hetook the wooden handle with resignation.
“Inaword,” | replied without hesitation, “yes. Plus Buddharloving bad-asses like me have better things
todo.”
He looked with trepidation down the hall toward the bathroom door. “Revenge for that. Revengefor last
night with the gate. Do | even want to go in there?’

| curved my lips. It wasn't reassuring. It wasn't meant to be. He groaned, turned, and trudged down the
hall. For the moment, | was done. Everyone el se was outsi de unpacking the two cars, and | took the
opportunity to moveto Rafferty’ s surgery. It was smply alarge bedroom with three neatly made beds,
shelves of medica supplies, and the kind of cheap tile that makesit easy to mop up blood. God knew it
had seen its share of it. Thiswas the place where Ca had nearly died, then did die, and was brought
back. There were no ghostsin our world, | knew that, but if there had been, they would' ve been here.



There was the sound of afootstep. | turned with my sword drawn before my mind had time to catch up
with my body. Robin gppeared in the doorway, eyesimmediately going to the katana. | sheathed it, but
didn’'t apologize. There was no reason to. He' d lived through the nightmare that had happened in this
room the same as| had. He knew.

“I suggest we give thisroom to Cherish and her pet,” Goodfellow advised ashe waked in and circled to
take it in with pensive eyes. “ Promise and you can have one bedroom, and | the other.”

“And Ca?" Who hadn’t gone near the room since we' d walked through the front door. Among the three
of us, he’'d had the better sense.

Robin raised hisvoiceto carry. “ The couch. Heisthe youngest, and his assis so frequently glued there
anyway.” Hislipsquirked as an outraged “| heard that, you bastard” came echoing down the hall.

He gave alight squeeze to my shoulder. “Let usgo from here. Thisisn't agood place for any of the three
of us” Onceinthe hal, he promptly closed the door to the room. Out of sight, out of mind. Hopefully.
“I'vecadled dl of my norma homes away from home, the hotels to the fabulous. No one who matches
Oshoss has checked in. From the look of him, | doubt he' s staying at afleatrap. I'll try the private
residencesfor rent next. | know severd red edtate agents, most asamora as| am. Almost.” He grinned.
“I'll givethem acall. Now”—he clapped hands together—" where do we obtain food in this desolate
wastdland? | couldn’'t see asingle five-star restaurant from the porch.”

“We might want to consder astore,” | pointed out.

“Store? Food doesn’t come from astore. It comes from restaurants or a personal cook, and | doubt any
of you are up to my chef standards. The last time we were here, we ate microwave food. Microwave.

Y ou may aswdll circle that monstrous machine with the River Styx and cdll it the life-sucking Hades that
itis”

“And what did you do before there were restaurants?”’ | asked, torn between patience and drawing my
sword again.

“I had nubile maidens to feed me grapes, and muscular men with honey-covered . . .”

| went to seeif Ca needed any help in the bathroom.

That evening, we sat in Rafferty’ s comfortable but definitely suburban living room, finishing off Chinese
takeout. Robin, horrified and bemused by the bright orange sauce with the consistency of Jdll-O that
dripped from his chicken, was shocked into an uncustomary silence. Cal sat on the floor with hisegg
rolls, letting the rest of us have the couch and chairs. Xolo . . . Xolo had ataent for disgppearing into the
background. | sharpened my attention and caught a glimpse of his sweatshirt and hairless head through
the doorway in the kitchen. He was looking raptly out of the window.

“Cherish, does he see anything?’ | asked.

Sheturned her head, then shook it. “No, he' sasmple perrito; pat hishead, play with him, and heis
eadly entertained. Hejust likesto look.”

“Y ou did bring goat’ s blood, right? He' s not going to start gnawing on our legs or anything, ishe?” Cd
sad.

| saw the effort she made not to give him the look that so many othersdid, asif he were abomb seconds
away from exploding into metd, violence, and death. Unfortunately, Ca saw the effort it took aswell. He
didn’t say aword, only stared back at her without expression. “No,” she said. “No more than you
would. And | brought what he requires.”

“No morethan | would, huh?Y ou have alot of faith there suddenly.” He pushed the white carton aside
and lay on his back, hands behind his head, to stare at a spackled ceiling instead of stars.

“I behaved badly before. | gpologize.” She exhded, “ So many apologies. I’'m turning respectable, Madre
. She amiled a Promise. “Who would ever have thought?’ Then she added, “But | was artled. | had
never seen an Auphe before”

“You haven't seen an Aupheyet,” | said flatly.

Eyesidentical to her mother’ s started to darken, but Promise stopped her with an upraised palm. “Don't.
Niko istelling you something important. Y ou have not seen an Auphe, and if you assumethey will in any
way look like or act like Caliban, then when you do see one, you will freeze and you will die”
“Chancesareyou'll die anyway,” Robin offered morosdly as helet the possibly radioactive chicken fall



back into its container. “We al will. Death by Auphe or MSG; both are too hideous to contemplate.” He
waved an arm at the brown faux-leather couch and the carpet, worn to the nap. “Much like thisfurniture.
This house. This Cordon Bleu-freeland of minivans, tricycles, and polyester. Thisisn't Hades. It sworse
than Hades. No. No more.” Abruptly, he pushed up to hisfeet. “I am going home. Now. Where are my
keys?’

I”d seen this coming since we' d crossed the midway point on the Verrazano. | pulled the glittering silver
metal from my pocket and twirled the key ring once around my finger. “ Sit.”

“Asif | need thoseto start acar,” he sneered.

“True. And | could dicethetireswith my katana, or remove the steering whed, but then you could cal a
cab. I’'maware.” | tossed the keysto him. “Thisisonly for the night. Tomorrow Ca and | have to meet
Mickey and see what he' slearned. Come and go as you please then. | know we can't stay together as
one, not and accomplish anything, not anymore. But |et’ s have onelast night wherewe dl have achance
at agood deep. Watch split five ways is better than two or three, or you up all night at your orgy of
choice”

“Then thisis our safe house.” He made the keys disappear, regppear in the other hand, then vanish
atogether. “Not my prison.”

“Yes. Thisisagood place for Cherish to hide temporarily, but it' s not a permanent answer. Everyone
has Cd’ s cdll number. Aswith the ccoa attack, we' [l comeif you cal.” “We' because he would not be
opening any gates unless | was there. He would not be going anywhere unless | waswith him. The Auphe
weren't taking him from me, not again, and not for areason so horrifying | could bardly think it. | looked
down at him. “Can you do that? Open another gate?’

He propped up on his elbows and shrugged. “Hey, it’ sonly sanity.” Behind the dark humor | saw his
recognition of my trust in his control—that he ruled the Auphe blood, it did not rule him.

“It'snot so bad, kid.” Robin told him, suddenly cheerful a the thought of freedom. “Think about it.
Without the gates and travelling you' d just be another cranky asshole with agun.”

“Don’'t go home until thisisover, if you can hdp it. Stay dsewhere, but avoid your usud haunts. And try
to never be done even during the day,” 1 went on dryly to Goodfdlow. “But | don’t think that will be a
problem for you.”

“And the Auphe?’ Cd sat dl theway up, the humor gone.

“They haveforever, little brother. We don’t. Aslong as we have our phones, you can gather usina
matter of seconds.” With the Auphe, seconds was often al they needed, that was true, but the “forever”
wastrueaswell. “We can't only react to them anyway, to only expect them, not if we hope to win. Just
aswith Oshoss, we heed to be more proactive. We need to take thiswar to them.” Although how, |
didn’t know, with Tumulus out of the running. We couldn’t go to them. We could only wait for them to
cometo us.

But Cal seemed more confident. And of al of us, he did have the best chance of thinking of away. Not
because he was Auphe, but because he' d been held prisoner by them for two years. He knew them,
subconscioudy at least, in away therest of us couldn't begin to. “ Okay, you reright. It' sdone,” he said
smply. He didn't elaborate, lying back down on the carpet with armsfolded across his chest and eyes
closed.

“Consdering they’ re the most murderous creatures on the planet,” Robin drawled dubioudy, “how do
you plan on that?’

“I'll tell youwhen | know,” he responded.

“But if you' re going to spout such outrageous claims, | think that . . .”

Eyestill shut, Cd held up hisforefinger and thumb asif his hand were agun and pointed it up a Robin,
hisam unerring right between the eyes. “I’'m a cranky asshole with agun and superpowers, remember?
Try giving meaday to work on it, at least, before you start bitching.” Although | imagined he' d been
working onit al adong, just as| had. | hoped he had more success than | was having.

Robin settled back into his chair. “ A day is asking much even for one with the patience of Job. Speaking
of Job, thered Job, did you know he single-handedly destroyed the concept of property and hedth
insurancein itsinfancy? If not for him, you would' ve had HMOs two and a haf thousand years earlier.



But he broke the First Uzite Hedlth and Home Insurance Company initsfirst year.”

“You are o massvely full of shit.” Cd folded hisarmsagain.

“Why do you think al insurance companies now exclude acts of God?” he countered smugly.
He had apoint.

The next morning Ca and | stood on the cracked concrete of Rafferty’ sdriveway as| said to Robin,

“Y ou're not coming back here tonight, are you?’

He bounced the keys again and evaded, “Asyou said, we can't live thisway forever.”

“Y ou think I'm having thetime of my life out here getting my ass kicked in cards by something that looks
like he’ s one step away from drinking out of thetoilet?’ Ca said sharply. “ Suck it up.”

“Trust me. | planonit.” Ca got the smirk he deserved on that one, but it was followed by an amost
apologetic shake of hishead, “I cannot do it. No more.” Pucksweren't the types to be tied down against
their will, whether something as deadly as the Auphe were the incentive or not. | was surprised he'd
made it aslong as he had. That he'd doneit for us didn’t escape me. He gave Cd areassuringly breezy
grin. “But the second | crave your sour and sullen company, I'll be back in aflash.”

“Maybe I’m only sour and sullen when you' re around. Maybe when you' re not there driving menuts, I'm
aregular ray of fucking sunshine. Ever think of that?’

I’ m not worried about you; you' re not worried about me—with their invulnerability to theless
testosterone-driven emotions asserted to each other, we werefinally ready to leave the playground. “Y ou
might want to check on your cat briefly. Very briefly,” | suggested to Robin as he opened the driver’s
door to hiscar. Asl’d sad before, hishomewas't safe. “If she killed the neighbor’ s dog, what might
she do to the neighbor hersdf?’

Hewinced. “Damn. Y ou would have to plant that thought in my mind. Other than that, | will try to avoid
my condo, but | may haveto put in asmal amount of time petting the hairless zombie for abit—only to
keep my furnitureintact and my neighborsdive, of course.” Heinserted the keysinto theignition. “It's
not asif | missthe smdl of ginger inthe morning or thejingle of her collar.”

“Y ou bought thet thing acollar?’ Cd said in disbdlief, missing theredl point that indeed Robin missed his
cat.

“Where esewould | put her identification tag?’ Robin started the car and was out of sight in seconds.
“Holy crap.” Cd shook his head. “What do you think it says? The tag?’

“Just thebasics, I'm sure.” | headed for our own car, parked on the street. “Dead cat. If found, please
cdl”

Promise had wanted to stay with Cherish in case there was an unusua daytime attack. We left them
behind windows shuttered againgt the sun and drove off as Robin had, dthough with less
abstinence-induced speed. We were headed for another talk with Ishiah. Face-to-face was aways better
than the phone. They can’t see your knife through the receiver.

Cd bounced from station to station on the radio for several minutes before giving up. “ Cherish wastelling
me stories this morning while you were out back doing your katas.” He dgpped hands lightly againgt his
knees. “Wdll, after she flipped out anyway.”

“She...ah...flipped out? | asked.

Herolled hiseyes. “ That card sharp shaved dog of herswas standing by the fridge, looking hungry, sol
poured him aglass of goat’ sblood.” He pulled arepulsed face. “Personally, I'll stick with coffee. But
Cherish cameinto the kitchen, freaked the hell out, and dapped the glass out of hishand. Shetold mel
was ‘ under no circumstances ”—he gave hisbest haughty imitation—to feed her beloved Xolo. | was
just doing afavor for the mangy mutt.” He shrugged. “But the princess cleaned up the mess hersdlf,
actualy gpologized, and made me coffee. Said Xolo was dl she had. She knew she was overprotective.
Blah, blah, went into some Dr. Phil crap, and | dmost dozed off.”

Herolled down the window acrack to let in astream of icy air. | didn’t blame him. Whatever Mickey
had used to cover his scent till lingered in the back of the car. “I guess she noticed, because then she
sarted to tell me about al the jobs she' s pulled. She gives Robin arun for his money. Knows everyone.
Ripped off ninety-nine percent of them. Should’ ve been apuck instead of avampire. Shewasaso



asking where we' d learned to fight, who | thought was the best of al three of us. Could we give her
lessons”

“I"'m surprised the two of you got along well enoughtotalk,” | said as| watched pearl-white clouds hang
heavier and heavier. Snow; you could smell it intheair. “ And who of the three did you claim to be best?”’
| asked, amused.

“By thetwo of you, yeah, | know you mean me,” he snorted. “I gave her twenty minutes and tuned her
out. That’ sthe best | could do. Asfor the best, I'm not that stupid, Nik. | said it was atoss-up between
you and Robin, but | definitely camein dead last.”

With swords that was true. However, with his gates and guns and Auphe genes that were more active al
thetime, | wondered. If hedid lose control for good, Robin and | together might not be enough. |
tightened my hands on the steering whedl. But that wasn't going to happen. Cd wouldn't giveintoit, and
| wouldn't let him.

Unpleasant and unnecessary thoughts, and | distracted myself with others. He had tried with Cherish,
because of what Promise meant to me. Naturally, Cal’ strying fell under the category of not walking out
of the room the second she walked in, but it was effort, and | gave it the appreciation it deserved.
“McDondd sdrive-thru?’ Pogtive reinforcement; it was agood way to train dogs and brothers.

After agrease-laden bag was dumped in hislap, hetook abite of something that squirted syrup, dripped
bits of egg and biscuit, and lost an entire sausage patty to thefloor. “1'm surprised it didn’t come blended
inacup of coffee. It would' ve made things much smpler,” | said with distaste, sticking with the only
paatable thing I’ d found on the menu: orange juice. And | was careful to check for chunks of waffle
floating within. * Did Cherish have anything to offer other than tales of misbehavior?’

“Nope, not that they weren’t fun. She’ s not that bad once she gets over hersdlf. She told me one story
about some sheik, ahuge diamond, and how long it takes something that big to go through acamd’s
digestive system. Gotta say, she worked for the money on that one.” He wiped his mouth with the back
of my hand. | fdt theinterna twitch and quelled it. Not every battle isworth fighting. Focus on the war.
“Likel said, shewas curious about our amazing ass-kicking abilities too, although more you, redly.

Y ou' re gpparently avampire-nookie magnet. Guess that makes my monster half yesterday’ snews.” He
finished off the M cAngioplasty and stuffed the wadded paper back into the bag. “ She also wanted to
know where we grew up. How' d you get to be so great aswordsman. Were you dways your brother’s
keeper.”

All that in twenty minutes. Ca had been more socia than he wanted to admit. “And you said?’ It
wouldn’t be unusua for her to be curious about the man occupying her mother’ s bed. It would be
unusud if sheweren't.

“| sad it was none of her goddamn business, and went to take ashower.” Hefrowned. “Atleast I'm
pretty surel did. The coffee hadn’t kicked in yet.”

“Thankfully you were polite,” | said sardonically. Now that was more like the brother | knew.

“l dowhat | can.” He leaned the seat back and rolled over onto hisside. “ She can get in good with the
stepdad on her own time. Seeyou in twenty.”

Ca had pulled the last watch. He needed the nap. | didn’t mind the silence during the drive. | never
minded silence. Thelingering smell of greasy pork desth | could' ve done without, but in lifethere are
adwayschdlenges.

He dept hard, twitching occasiondly, until | parked about two blocks down from the Ninth Circle. |
didn’t need to guess a his nightmares. They were the same as my own. Insanity, davery, and far worse.
But it wouldn’t happen. | wouldn't let it. Cal wanted to carry the burden thistime, but no one could carry
that one alone. The moment | turned off the engine, he woke up. He blinked once, took in his
surroundings, and said, “Y ou know the only thing Ish will beinterested in giving usis hisfoot up our
ases?’

“Y ou could beright.” Unfortunately for Ishiah, whom | thought so far to be honorable in hisfashion, |
was more concerned about my brother than | was about his ass-kicking threats. The sooner we solved
Cherigh's problem, the sooner we could completely concentrate on our bigger one. And by how some
information on Oshoss could ve surfaced among the bar patrons. “But our options are limited.”



“Y ou ever think of just hauling Cherish’ sass off to Centra Park and dumping her there?’ he asked, gray
eyescam and, yes, ruthless. “Let God, Zeus, and Allah sort it out?’

“No.” Shewas Promise’ s daughter, and athough a cardessthief, she wasn't entirely without merit.
Although even if she had been, | would do what | could for her for Promise’ s sake. And she did seem to
be changing for the better . . . or at least trying to. Putting people if not before her, then at least equal to
her. It counted for something, especidly in onethat young. And she did care for Promise now, and that
counted for much more than just something. “ Do you?’

Hedidn't answer, rubbing his knuckles thoughtfully dong hisjaw. “I think I'll plead the Fifth on that one.”
Getting out, he dammed the door shut. “Not too fair to Promise to make her think my shit smdllslike
rosesif I'm actudly thinking something .. .”

“Survivd oriented?’ | offered.

“That sounds better than * homicida.” Y eah, thinking something surviva oriented about her daughter.
Let'sgowith that.” He started to grin, but it twisted to afrown as hiseyes did from one side of the street
to another.

“Ca?’ | looked aswell, but saw nothing. That didn’t mean there was nothing to see.

He looked back at me. “Eh, it'snothing. Just feding paranoid. What with the Auphein hest and a South
American ass-kicker after us. Go figure.”

We walked the two blocks as the snow began to fdl. It wasn't the puffy flakes of Christmas cards and
winter wonderlands. It was small pellets of hard whiteice that bit at your face and collected under the
collar of your coat. Breeth billowing intheair, Cd pulled at the handle of the bar’ sfront door. It didn’t
budge. “Huh. It’'s past noon. It should be open.” He dug in his pocket for the keys, turned onein the
lock, and opened the door. He didn't go in; he didn’t take even astep. | saw him inhade sharply. Hisgrip
on the door handle tightened.

The lights were out, the windows covered, but | could see Ishiah in the interior gloom of the empty bar.
He sat at atable alone with abottle of whiskey and aglass. “Go away.” Hisvoice was one of the
perfectly sober. | thought he wished he weren't.

“Who?" Cal asked, hisown hoarse.

“Cambrie.” Helifted the full glassand drained it. “ Go away.”

Cal closed the door with ajerky motion and rested hisforehead againg it. He had smelled them as soon
as he had opened the door. | hadn’t needed to. Seeing Ishiah was enough to know what had happened.
Cambridl was abartender I’ d seen before. Ca had talked about him afew times. Had said he didn’t
quite have the peri temper that 1shiah had, but damn close. When push came to shove and the bar
erupted, he could fight like awinged lion. Hold his own against the wolves, the vampires, the revenants.
But not against the Auphe.

Ca had worked at the bar for awhile now. Months. Day after day. It was an association the Auphe
couldn’'t have missed, and one we hadn’t even considered. “It’ sjust ajob, Nik,” he said, closing his
eyes. “Just astupid goddamn job. | didn’t know Cam. | mean, he poured a mean shot and never turned
meinif | took along lunch, but | didn’t know him. Him or Ishiah. They'rejust guys| work with.”

If that were true, and | wasn't sure that it was, for the Auphe it seemed to be enough. “Call Delilah and
let her know.” Hedidn't move. | took ahandful of hisjacket and shook him lightly. “Cad, call. Now.”
“Okay.” He straightened and stepped away from the door asif it were red-hot. “ Call Delilah. All right. |
gotit”

Keeping my eyeson him, | stepped far enough away that he couldn’t hear my conversation with
Georgina. She answered on thefirg ring. “Niko. Hello.”

“Will you bethere?’ | asked.

“| dready am.” There was the usual gentle impish-nessin the words.

Georginahad held court at atiny ice cream shop since she was eight. People came, they bought ice
cream, and they asked what they needed to ask. She alone had kept the shop and its Methusel ah-aged
owner up and running. She didn’t take money for what she did. Georginawas like that.

| cdlled Robin next. Friend, enemy, wary dly, whatever Ishiah wasto him, he should know what had
happened. | caught him in the middie of what | fully expected to and managed to end both his good



mood and aerodynamic lift instantly. | disconnected in the middle of his cursing. What he did with the
information was his decision, but | had afeding letting Ishiah drink alone in an empty bar that had been a
former Auphe Ground Zero wasn't going to be the one he made.

His eyes, fixed and bleak, were back on the bar door. At my call, he looked away and shoved his cell
phonein hisjacket pocket. “Delilah’s okay. Hasn't seen anything.”

“Good. Let'sgo.” | put my own phone away and felt the brush of steel in my pocket. One of the smaller
throwing knives| carried—barely fiveincheslong. | had ten on me now, along with my katana,
wakizashi, and tanto blades. It was adequate for an average day. It didn’t feel adequate today.

“Go where?’

“Do your meditation,” | advised, turning and heading toward the nearest subway entrance. We had the
car, but seeing Georgina meant a very roundabout approach. | didn’t see any Auphe on the rooftops,
and Ca obvioudy didn’'t smell any now or sense agate. They probably weren't here anymore, but
probably wasn't good enough. We absolutdly could not be followed. That meant several evasion tactics,
train switches, and fall backs.

“Why would | need medi . . . shit, we are not going to see George. We can't risk that.” He came after
me, hand on my shoulder stopping me as he moved in front of me. “Nik, no. Okay? Just no.”

“It sdl wehave” | explained. “We |l take care. We won't be followed.”

“Can you guaranteethat?’ he demanded.

| gave him patient silence asthe snow beat harder.

“Yeah, yeah. You can.” Hishand fell away. “I ill don’t want to take the chance, and | don’t want to go.
Shewon't tel usanything anyway. And | really don’'t want to see her.”

Understandable. Hurt; no one wants to embrace that. Cal had done dl he could to be rid of Georgina, to
save her from precisdly the sort of thing that was happening now. The right thing and the easy thing; they
could never be one and the same. “ She may not, but | want to ask. | have to explore al our avenues, no
matter how dim the chance. And you can wait outside.” Because separating was not an option.

“ Shit,” hesaid again. “ Ten blocks down. That' sthe best | can give you, Cyrano. I'm not taking any
chances on them remembering her. Y ou're the best, but | just can’'t.”

| didn’t want to take chances with Georgina either, but | was more concerned with hisbeing that far
away. But he was stubborn, and if | pushed it, he might take it up to fifteen blocks.

It took uswell over an hour to get to the ice cream shop, but the time was well spent. | knew we hadn’t
been followed and | canvassed afour-block radius around the building. I’ d left Cal those ten blocks
away, huddled in a corner where aliquor store butted up against the larger building next door. “Hurry
up,” hesaid, pulling up the collar on his jacket and sticking his bare handsin hisarmpits. “My bdlsare
finaly getting me some action. Turning them into ice cubesisn’'t much of athanks.”

“Goindde, then,” | said impatiently. “Buy something—abrain cell, perhaps.”

“No, thanks. If somebody accidentally dropped a bottle behind me. . . yeah, | think you get the picture.
Enclosed places with one way out aren’t exactly my friends right now. Now hurry the hell up. Go get
jack shit off George so we can go.”

It was Cal and his stubborn bravado . . . not at their best, but there. And that counted. | pulled off my
gloves, black silk hunting ones. They kept the warmth in and alowed the finer touch for pulling triggers
and tossing knives. | handed them to him. | didn’t bother to ask where hiswere. | knew he had no idea.
“And don’t put them down your pants. Y our ballswill have to survive as best they can.” | left him ashe
was pulling the gloves on and looking up at awhite sky that kept falling. . . . He was doing his best not to
imagine aportrait of Georginathrough afrosted plate glass window.

It was overly warm inside the shop when | arrived. It was aso empty except for its proprietor, reading
the paper with hugely magnified lenses, two body-guard wolvesin human form in abooth by the window,
and Georgina

Y ounger than Cal by two years, she wasthe oldest soul I’ d come to meet. Wrapped in the package of
an eighteen-year-old girl wearing adark red velvet coat that was a bit worn around the hem.
Consignment wear, but as with most things regarding Georgina, it wasright for her. Asthis place was



right for her. She took what came and aways seemed content in it. Her nose was pierced sincel’d last
seen her. A tiny garnet. Shewas beautiful, if your eyeswere open to what beauty truly was. It wasin the
softness of chocolate eyes, the pixie cap of dark red waves, skin of deep brown-gold, and freckles that
sprinkled a perfectly ordinary nose. She had Samuel’s, her uncle's, smile. . . dow and thoughtful.
“Niko.” There camethat smile.

| sat in the booth opposite her. “Georgina.” | bowed my head to her as| had doneto al my instructors at
the many dojos over the years. In many ways, she was as much ateacher as they had been.
Thesamilefaded. “I'm sorry. | tried. | did.”

“Tried? What did you try?” My hopesthat she would help us were faint, straw-grasping, but if she were
at least making an attempt, maybe they weren't dl invain.

Her eyes were sad as she reached across the table to take one of my handsin hers. “1 can’t change
things, but I’d hoped | could look and see where the path ends. Where you and Cd will be when thisis
al over. | wanted to be ableto tell you that you would passthrough this. Be safe.” Her handstightened
onmine. . . withfear, | thought. “But | can’'t. | can’'t look becauseI’m afraid of what I'll see. | can't help
you, and | can’'t comfort you either,” she said with resignation.

“Georgina, you may be dl we have.” We might find Oshoss, between Robin and Mickey, but no one
could track the Auphe. They were here, there, nowhere. . . apoison-tainted wind.

“I'm sorry.” She squared her shouldersto deny, “There snothing | can do.”

Nothing. Nothing she could do. Nothing she would do. Her hands were warm on mine. She couldn’t be
moved any more than amarble saint, yet she felt warm. It seemed wrong. The oldest soul I’d met and the
oldest | hoped | ever did come to see. She was wise and compass onate beyond her years, beyond a
smple human span of years, in fact. | respected her for it, but lately I'd come to see that the compassion
of someone who sees the entire world as opposed to the single struggling ant isn't necessarily ahuman
compassion.

“There' sareason and a purpose to even the darkest of the dark. Hold on to that, Niko,” she said softly.
“Pleage”

Purpose. Knowing that your purposein lifewill inevitably befulfilled isn't acomfort when your purposeis
to die ripped to shreds before your brother’ s eyesto drive him insane. And that would be akind and
giving act compared to what would be done to him then. Insane or not, catatonic or screaming day and
night, they would use him. Violate him until the day he died. Wishing he were dead before they had that
opportunity wasthe best | could hopefor.

Hold on to that? Forgive me if meditation only took me so far.

In many ways Georgina, who was fully human, was less human than Cal. In the two yearswe d known
her, she’ d dways refused to meddie with the larger affairs of the universe. She'd find alost dog, tell if a
baby would be agirl or aboy, offer hope that, yes, love was coming, and that your sick relative would
pull through. She gave warmth and comfort, but she wouldn’t save your life. She wouldn’t save her own,
if it cameto that. In this Stuation she wouldn’t even look to see the outcome. Wouldn't tempt her own
philosophy. She had awisdom only seen in the holiest of people.

But speaking from the ant’ s perspective, | wished she had less wisdom and a more human perspective,
because now people she could ve saved were dying. I" d thought that might make a difference. It seemed
| thought wrong.

“The Auphekilled one of Cd’s co-workersat the bar,” | said. “Did you know that?’

“I knew when you called. | am so sorry for Cambriel.” She plucked his name from the air like abit of
drifting danddion fluff. “I wish it were different, Niko. Please know | do, but we al haveto walk the road
before us. | can't change that.” She sounded genuinely sorrowful.

“I had my sympathy for your position, Georgina.” But it was gone. “But do you know what they plan to
doto Cd? Do you know it’s athousand times worse than any torture, any death? If they take my brother
when afew words from you could ve stopped it, I’ [l have nothing at al for you then. Not one damn
thing.” My hand tensed to stone under hers. “For once break arule. If not for me, then for Cal.”

She withdrew her hands. “1 can’t,” she said with a sudden and sharp flash of anger. | might wonder at her
humanity, but she reacted the same as anyone when pushed into acorner. “Do you think | haven't tried?



When | wasachild, before | knew better? Y ou think | didn’t try to save my best friend or my
grand-mother? Or the nice neighbor who made me cookies and didn’t deserve to burn divein her
gpartment?| did try, and it wasfor nothing.” She dapped asmall hand on the table. * Nothing. Y ou can
change the twists and turns, you even can make the way smoother, easier, but you can never change
what liesat theend.”

“Y ou haven't looked, then, to see how dl thiswill end?’ | persisted. “You can't at least give usthat?
Youcan't a least look?’

“No. | toldyou | can't. | tried, but | can’t. Cal meacoward if you want.” Shelifted her chin. “I know

I’ve heard it before, but | just can't look for endings anymore. Do you think I’ d want to live whatever
happens twice?’ The anger disappeared as suddenly asit had come, melting to sorrow and regret. “|
might have to accept the end of the path, but that doesn’'t mean | don’t cry for it.” She wrapped her coat
tightly around her, asif it were cold. It wasn't. Shelooked away. “1 missCd. Don't tell him. It would
only hurt him. But I do misshim.” And he missed her, but there was little to be done about that now.
Both had stubbornly tied aknot in their relationship there was no getting around.

“Georging, please.” It wasn't aword | said often. | said it now with an angry desperation you didn’t need
psychic powersto sense.

She pulled the coat tighter around her neck. “Good-bye, Niko, and take care.”

A sngularly usdessthing for her to say, | thought more savagely than | was proud of. Tumbleinto your
razor-lined pit of destiny, but take care asyou do so. My friend, my lover, and my brother gathered
under Damocles sword . . . ahair from brutal and bloody desth, al of them, and that was what she
offered me.

“Just look,” | said sharply.

She did out of the booth and began to walk away. | thought | saw tears. | didn’t care.

“Look.”

She disappeared into the back of the store. | gripped the edge of the table hard for amoment, then
surged to my feet, flipping it over with acrash that sent the owner scrambling for the phone. The wolves
watched mewarily. They knew who | was through Ddlilah, and they knew | was't Auphe. But they also
knew | was dangerous. They dunk past me and followed Georginaout of sight, leaving me with the
wreckage of my futility.

Outside the store | walked the ten blocks to Cal, who looked at my face and said warily, “What? What
happened?’

| took hisarm and pushed him into motion, saying brusquely, “I lost my temper. | imaginethe policeare
onther way. Let'sgo.”

It was dusk aswe pulled up to the Seventy-second Street pedestrian entrance to Centra Park to wait for
Mickey. When we d dropped him off on hismission, we d set this as the time and pickup place for his
retrieval. Not that it was easy to know it from what lay outside the car. A full-on blizzard had us
surrounded by blowing white snow. Y ou could barely seefivefeet, and it didn’t ook to be letting up
anytime soon. It could be dusk or midnight for al one could tell. The winter wonderland I’ d been so
skeptical of earlier in the day had shown up with avengeance.

We d killed several hours checking to seeif our landlord had replaced our door yet, getting more clothes
from our gpartment, eating lunch, and buying more ammunition for Cd. Not once did he bring up the
subject of the scene at theice cream shop after I'd filled him in, which, to be fair, I’ d been tempted not
to. Now | wasn't sureif | was grateful, or worried that he' d had some form of mild stroke that had
robbed him of the information. He hadn’t even said anything about my throwing of the table, true
harassment fodder I’ d never thought he'd | et pass.

“Areyou drooling?’ | asked abruptly, tapping one of my small throwing knives againg the steering whedl.
“Numbnessin one sde? Any incontinence | should be aware of 7’

Eydidshdf-mast and lazy lifted al the way. “No more so than usud, Nik, but you' re ahdluva brother
just for asking.”

“Mmm.” | flipped the blade, did it under my deeve, back out, and then flipped it again.



He straightened in the seet. “ Not that you were exactly the poster boy for meditation yourself there, but
do you redly want meto give you hell over something I’ ve wanted to do afew times mysdlf?’ He planted
aknee againgt the dashboard and exhaled. “1 kept thinking sheand I, maybe . . .” He shook his heed. “If
she'd havejust looked, but hell, no. That que-frigging-sera-sera thing. What' sthe point of seeing if you
can't change the big things, the things that matter? | used to think it was me that kept us apart, but it's
not. It'sher. It salways been her.” Thistime hisfigt hit the dashboard with considerably more force than
his resting knee had.

“Infiniteingght,” | said thoughtfully, “brings only infinite annoyance.”

“Soit sucks?’

“Yes, indeed it does.” | put away the knife before | was tempted to follow my brother down the
primrose path to automotive destruction. Just as| did, there was a scrabbling at the door to the backsest,
and Mickey scrambled in. There was asplatter of wetness as he shook off melting snow, saying
immediately, “ Giveto me. Now.”

Ca passed back a Styrofoam container of the best Thai inthe city. “Ah. Isgood. Yes, isgood.” The
pointed muzzle was buried in coconut curry chicken. “Y ou starve me with thiswork. The park, itis
picked clean. Oshoss’ s clan, they devour al. No squirrel, no rabbit. Boggles take the one or two
revenantsleft.” Black eyesfocused on us both. “ Hungry.” The hunger sounded as black and ravenous
asthe eyes appeared.

“Okay, Jesus. Hold on. I’ ve got more.” Cal gave him two more containers, and | think counted his
fingerswhen he drew hishands back. It wasn't long before Mickey finished and began grooming his
hands and whiskers.

“Wd|? | tried for patience, but considering the day so far, | don't think | achieved it. “What of
Oshoss?”’

“I did not see him. Heisnot in park that | know, and his creatures? They are not quick to speak to
others. Not quick to trust. Even for the handsome and suave such asme.” Thefive-inch incisors snapped
inarat grin. “But | talk of the city. Of how to get around. The tunnels. The abandoned places. They
listen. But they are not like me. They are not so smart; they are only few steps above animals. They are
clever inways of hunt. Very, very clever. But they know few words. Smple.” He yawned, and beside
me Cd gtifled agag at the stench of it, rolling down hiswindow afew inchesfor fresh arr. “Findly, finally
, they say, Oshoss only comesto park to send them on hunt. Where he is other time, they will not say or
do not know.” He looked degpy now, the gloss of hiseyesdulling.

“How many creatures does he have?’ | asked.

“Cocoafive, cadgo fifteen, and Gualichu one.” The teeth showed again, not in agrinthistime but in fear.
“Oneisenough.”

“Gudichu,” | mused. “That' saspiritua being per folklore. He has no body. | assumed, then, that he
might beamyth.”

“Hehasbody. Very large, like spider with athousand legs.” The dull eyes sharpened and looked out the
window with unease. “We go now. Home.”

“May aswell,” Cd grunted. “Looking in the dark for agiant cobra centipedethat | can’'t even pronounce
might not be the brightest of moves.”

“We fight many creatures whose names you can’t pronounce, but point taken.” | started the car. Cdl,
more lazy than safety conscious, hadn’t bothered to take his seat belt off aswe' d sat parked. | began to
fasten mine when something landed on the roof of the car, hitting so hard the roof caved inches under the
pressure. | let go of the belt and threw myself sdewaysat Ca as| heard afamiliar sound—the sound of
meta under tension, asharp twang. An arrow of black metd as big around as aquarter punched through
theroof and impaled the driver’ s seet I d just vacated. Oshossi had gone from machetes to awegpon
typica of ahunter. A bow and arrow—the kind that could actudly kill cars.

Impressve,

One of the backseat doorswas flung open and | saw Mickey dither out and disappear into the white-out
with a speed that let me know thiswasn’t a setup. He had every fear that one of those arrows could very
well bereserved for him. Ca drew hisgun as| moved off of him and did into the backseat to draw my



tanto knife.

“Forget Shaft.” Cd aimed up and pulled the trigger of his Glock. Six slencer-muffled shots punctured
holesin the ceiling. “I think Oshoss’ s got thetitle of mean motherfucker nailed.”

Too many old movies, too much bad TV—the thought wasjust forming in my mind as | started out of the
car. | didn't makeit. The world was suddenly revolving in an explosion of glass and the scream of meta
againg asphdt. | hit the ceiling, the backseet, the floor, and when the car cameto rest from therollover, |
was hafway between the front and the back.

It wasn't over. There was a massive force heaving us up and the car flipped end over end. How many
times | don’t know. | hit upholstery, adoor, and then the back window. | didn’t fed it so much as
recognize the crunch of safety glass spiderwebbing.

And | wasfree. Therewas no meta or glass, only thefast whirl of acarnival ride. It spunyouincircle
after cirdle until there was nothing left but freefdl. But faling is never free. It dways hasits price. If not
now then later.

Now ...

| didn’t know much about now.

There was the smell of snow with a coppery taint. The ground hard and cold under my cheek. The rest of
me. .. Wasthere arest of me? Hard to say. | could still see. Strange things. A huge metal shape
crumpled and compressed againg atree, whedls spinning lazily up a the ky. Therewasafiguredl in
black . . . long black coat, black hair, black titanium bow, half ahead tdler than . . . taller than . . . the
other one. Thefamiliar one. Leather jacket, black hair in aponytail, agun—agun that was fired. Soft
muffled explosions. Barely audible asthe snow crept down thicker and thicker. “ Y ou son of a
bitch”—savage and hoarse. “Y ou goddamn son of a bitch.”

He staggered under the shots, the first one—who, Shossi? No. Not right. That wasn't right.

He stumbled but didn’t fall. Instead he turned and vaulted over the car, because it was a car. Mangled,
barely recognizable, but acar. There was dark skin, harsh angles and planes like stone, gleaming gold
eyes, black hair short and deek asan animal pdlt, and then there was only white as he melted away. Into
the storm . . . into the park. Gone.

And the snow kept coming. It was peaceful. Cam. Quiet.

Then therewasacry, distant. A child. .. Ca?

No. Ca wasfourteen. Not achild. And Ca was gone. The Auphe had taken him and he was gone,
pulled through aholein the world. But | would wait, because he would come back. He had to come
back. They took him right out from under me, and he had to come back. | couldn’t have failed that
badly. | was hisbrother. | was supposed to keep him safe. | . . .

Wasthat asiren?

But that wasn't right. The Auphe had burned thetrailer to the ground, and the fire department didn’t
come. Too far in the woods. No one saw the smoke or flames at night. No one saw Sophiaburn likea
torch, or her blackened corpse. No one saw because no one cared. It was only Ca and me. Always.
Only thetwo of usal our lives, and he couldn’'t be gone.

“Oh, God, Nik. Shit. Oh shit.”

There was ahand under my shoulders and one under my neck turning me carefully from my sdeto my
back. A face swam into my vision. Black hair nearly white with snow, astraight dash of dark brows,
gray eyes, pae skin, sharp chin. Helooked like. . . someone. A cold hand wiped at my face and came
away dripping red. Snow? When had the snow turned red?

“Jesus.” The pale skin went even pder. “Hold still, Cyrano, okay? Don’'t move. Let me get them.” There
were hands brushing over me, a my ankles, my waist, tugging at cloth. A knife gppeared and did
between my chest and a snug band. Something long and stiff was eased from under my back. Suddenly
againg the white there was gray, ahideoudy hungry gray.

A holeintheworld.

That had just meant something minutes ago, but now the meaning was|ogt.

The hole was swalowing things now. Guns, knives, leather and metal. And when they were gonethe hole
swalowed itsef. | wished | could' ve swallowed mysdlf too. Out of nowhere, the pain came. My head, it



throbbed until | could barely see. But pain was only pain. It could be conquered. It could . . .
Wherewas Cd?

The srenswerewailing louder. | heard the murmur of distant voices. “I1t'sacar wreck.” “They’ |l never
seit.” “Wavethem down.” “Where sthe driver?’

“Nik, it' sdone, okay? The weapons are gone.” Thisvoice was closer. The black and gray smearing into
the white like amelting candle. Cloth wiped my face and then pressed against my temple. It was soft and
warm and smelled oddly good . . . like coconut and chicken.

“Tha,” | murmured.

“Yeah, sorry.” A laugh, shaky and determined dl at once. “At least it’s clean. | borrowed it from you this
morning.” Thevoiceraised, dong with others. “Over herel” Then softer. “The ambulance is here now.
WEe re going to the hospital, okay? The hospital. We werein awreck, dl right? If they ask, we had an
accident.”

To the hospita. No. Cal.

“No.” | closed my eyes and the darkness was as peaceful asthe snow. “Can’'t. Waiting for my brother.
They took him.” And | wasn't leaving until he came back. | wouldn't leave, | wouldn’t move, | wouldn’t
deep. . . dthough | wastired.

So tired.

Therewas apause, and | felt agrip on my wrist squeezing hard. “Don’t worry. He' s here. He' sback. |
promise. You'll see him at the hospital. | swear. Y ou' |l wake up and helll beright there.”

| wanted to believe him. He looked so much like Cal, only older than fourteen, and | wanted to believe.
Then | forgot what | wanted to believe. | was waiting for someone, but | forgot who.

Sleep, | just wanted to deep.

Other voices came. Loud and then fading until | could hear only one. The same one. “I’mright here, Nik.
These guysare on our side. Do me afavor and don’t punch any of them out, al right?’ Joke, but not a
joke. Very much not ajoke. Don’'t hurt. Don't kill.

Then the voice disappeared. The hand on my wrist went withiit . . . asdid the world.

And | disappeared with them.

11

Cal

Alcohoal, stae piss, and bad cafeteriafood.

Infection, sickness, and blood. Everywhere the sulfur sweetness of dying organs, therot of gangrene, the
gtench of death. Inal my lifel’ d never smelled so much degth. 1t was on every surfacein every roomin
this god-awful place of theliving dead.

| sat inthe hard plastic chair beside Nik’ s bed, my elbows on my knees and fingers locked over the back
of my neck. | wanted to rock. Swear to God, | did. But that’ sdl | needed. To have some angel of mercy
think I’d lost it and drag me upstairs to the crazy ward.

Spesking of . . . there she was now. Nurse Pantiesin aWad. She frowned at me from the door to

Niko' sroom. Gray hair in tight waves, coolly efficient blue eyes, and starched scrubs. The same type of
scrub top I'd bummed from one of the ER nurses. I"d used my shirt as abandage for Niko's head
wound. Soaked with blood, it had gone from light gray to dark red. Every inch of it. He d bled and bled
and bled.

| focused on the nurse. She was the lesser of two evils. “What?’ | demanded.

“| told you, young man, visiting hours are over. Y ou need to leave.”

| don’t know why they wear the stethoscopes |ooped around their necks. It just made for one convenient
grangling temptation. “I’'m taying. I'm family.”

“Helooks like abig boy. Perfectly capable of spending the night on his own. He should come around
soon. I'll tell himyou' |l be back inthe morning,” she said, folding her arms,

| picked up the remote from the bedside table asif | hadn’'t heard aword she' d said and switched on the
TV.



Y oung manto sir. Wow. A promotion.

“I'mstaying,” | repeated through my clenched teeth. “I’'m family.”

With that she gave up. When shewas gone, | kept flicking through channels, not seeing adamn one of
them. Therewas arustle of sheetsand | dropped the remotein my lap as| swiveled in the chair. Hazy
eyes blinked and Nik said hoarsdly, “Making friends. . . wherever you go.”

| smiled, one so sharp and relieved that it actualy hurt, and wrapped my hand around hisarm. “Hey,
Cyrano, you redly awvake thistime?’

His hand moved to touch arow of twenty-five stitches along a hairline stained orange with Betadine. “I
wasn't before?”’

| let go of him to pressthe button on therall that lifted the head of the bed up. “Y ou kept telling me to put
down my gun and finish my homework. Y ou forgot | graduated Niko's home-school academy with
honorstwo years ago.” There was till dried blood in his hair dthough they’ d gotten al the glass out
downinthe ER. Thetie he used to pull the top of it back was long gone, and the stained blond strands
fell inches past hisjaw, messy inaway | don't think I’ d ever seeniit. Not even askids.

“Honors?’ His hand dropped back to the sheet and blanket covering him to midchest. “Y ou spilled pizza
sauceonthefind.”

“Yeah, you' re awakethistime.” My smilefatered. It had been hours of sllence, then two more of him
driftingin and out. I’ d cooled my hedsin the ER waiting room forever. Security made it clear the only
thing I’ d get by trying to push my way back there was arrested. Finally, after tests and scans and
gtitching, I’ d been able to go back to see him. He was il out cold. Concussion, they said. Moderate.
He' |l wake up soon. Here. Fill out these forms. There was enough Rom in methat | promptly lied on
every line of them and handed over one of Niko'sfake IDs. We' d stopped our running days, but some
things would never change.

I’d waited until the registration lady bustled off to make copies before | threw up in the garbage can
beside Nik’ s gurney. Rom, Sophia had said, didn’t go to doctors or hospitals, although with good old
Mom | thought it was more chegpness than acultura thing. Thiswasthefirst hospitd I'd been in, and the
smdll of it was unbearable. I" d thrown up twice more after Niko had been moved to his own room.
Fortunately, he had a bathroom there. Made for more convenient puking. Lucky me. Since then, | was
dedling with it and this strange, cold, painfully bright place. Seeing Nik awake and findly with it should' ve
madeit esser.

Itdidn’t. A bright red string, scarlet as hisblood, had run through me, stitching me up, keeping me
together . . . s0| could watch out for him. Guard him. Wait for him. Now the waiting was over and the
string was unraveling and | was unraveling with it. “Want somewater?’ | didn’t wait for an answer,
pouring lukewarm water into a plastic cup from aplagtic pitcher with ahand that felt just asplastic, and
handed it over.

Hetook it and dowly sipped. “What happened?’

| took the cup back when hefinished. “Y ou don’t remember?’

“I remember . . .” Hisbrow furrowed, wincing with the movement. “I remember Mickey getting in the car
and. .. nothing. That'sal.”

“The pizza sauce, you remember. A bad-asstossing our car around like a Frisbee, that you forget.” | did
down in the chair afew inches and rubbed tired eyes. “Oshoss. He picked up the car and flipped it. You
were thrown out through the back window. | till had my seat belt on. He shot at us with abow that
could' ve taken down arhino, and | shot him with my BB gun.” 1t may aswell have been for al the good
it did. “Hit him at least five times, and he strolled off into the storm like nothing had happened.”

“Then?’

Theword prompted meinto redlizing I’d gone silent. “Then? Oh. You were. . . hurt.” | rubbed my eyes
harder. “Y ou were thrown through the back window. Someone heard the crash and called the cops and
an ambulance. | barely had timeto get rid of our weapons. | don’'t know what the hell the cops made of
the giant goddamn arrow shish-kebabbing the car.”

Bracing himsdlf ontherails, he sat up alittle farther. | could see him taking stock. “ Just my heed, then.”
“Trust me, it was enough.” Enough blood, enough worry, enough of the whole damn ball of wax. |



looked away at the window. More snow. The city was down for the count . . . buried. “But you' re okay
now,” | said. It sounded kind of belligerent, maybe, but there you go. | resolutely kept my eyes off him
and on the window. “And I’m not holding your hand in some sort of made-for-TV brotherly death-scene
crap, dl right? So stay okay. Don't die.”

The sheetsrustled again. “1 won't,” came the grave assurance, asif it were a perfectly reasonable
request, and, hdll, it was.

Thistime| looked a him. “Promise, you bastard?’

“I promise”

“Good.” | picked up the remote and started clicking through the channdls again. “Glad that' s settled. Can
| haveyour JdI-O7’

Therewas no JaI-O. Only clear liquids and painkillersfor the concussion victim. Nik passed on the
meds, athough by the lines bracketing his mouth, he could ve used them. I’d given up on TV and had
gone back to the tried-and-true e bows on my knees, hands on back of neck. | kept the rocking in my
mind and amost dozed off in that position. The adrenaline of the past five hours had sucked me dry, and
trying to keep from atotal sensory meltdown in this place wasn't helping either.

| blinked. “What?’ | ran back hiswordsin my mind that I’d only half heard in my fog. Promise. He'd
asked about Promise. “Yeah. | called her. Told her you were okay. She and Cherish can't get here until
tomorrow. The city’ s shut down.” Although avampire could probably walk the miles and milesthrough
theflying wall of snow. I’d managed to convince her not to giveit atry. “Maybe you should cdl her.
She' sworried.” | patted my scrub top for afew seconds before | realized | wasn't wearing my jacket.
Reaching down, | picked it up off the floor and pulled my cell phone out of the pocket to hand to him.
Hetook it. “I will, but I want you to go lie down. I’m safe now. | have thiswatch.”

Concussed, but he had thiswatch. And truthfully, concussed or not, he probably had a better handle on it
now than | did. “You'reokay?’ | perdsted. “Becauseyou . . .” Because he hadn’t been. He d bled like
astuck pig and had been barely responsive. He hadn’t known who | was. Was asking for a
fourteen-year-old verson of me. He hadn’t been okay at dl. “You'redl right?’

“Cd.” He pointed at the empty other bed. “ One hour and I'll wake you. Go.”

| gavein. Nik was Nik again, and he knew what he was capable of . | got out of the chair, took off my
sneakers, and climbed onto the other bed on top of the blanket and sheets. God help meif | messed up
Nurse Pantiesin aBunch's clean bed. My head hit the pillow, and the sharp smell of industria-strength
bleach sent aspike of pain like anice pick through my brain. | didn’'t mind. The pain faded, and dl |
could till smell was bleach. No death or rot or cregping decay. It was such an utter relief that | dept
ingtantly and dept hard, dreaming of sheets hung out to dry in the sun, of athousand hungry ratstearing
them down, of aliving statue with blazing gold eyes, and of red snow.

It was everywhere. Bloody flakesfaling from the sky. Filing so high you could drown in it.

And | dreamed of being watched. Of someone standing beside the bed, looking down at me. Someone
who didn’t belong.

| might deep hard and it might take me awhile to get up to full speed in the morning, but if the Stuation
cdlsforit, | can wake up ingtantly and razor sharp. In thiscase dl it took was the shuffle of arubber
sole. | was awake, across the room, and in the chair just asthe Nurse Bitch on Whedswalked in the
room. She did have area name printed nice and neat on her nametag. I’ d read it and forgotten it
ingtantly. It hadn’t said Satan’ s Bedpan Pusher of Despair, so it was wrong anyway. No point in
committing it to memory.

She eyed the dightly wrinkled empty bed, narrowed that gaze at me, but checked Niko' s vitals without
comment and told him he might be discharged tomorrow. Maybe. If he stayed dert, there were no
setbacks, the follow-up CT scan was good, the neuro doc agreed, and the planets al fell into alignment .
.. it could happen.

When shel€eft, Niko looked at me. “ Exactly how shut-down are the roads?’

| checked the window again and shook my head. “Unlesswe can rent skisin the gift shop, it'snot

heppening.”



He studied me, weighing the pros and cons. | had to look like shit; | knew that. There' sonly so much
overload you can handle before you shut down, but | wasn't leaving Nik aone either. No way, no how.
“All right,” he said. “Take us back to Rafferty’s.” Hedidn't want to ask, | knew. Hated it, in fact, to have
me do what he' d rather | never did again. Didn’t want to put mein that Situation, but he aso knew the
dtuation | wasin now wasn't much better.

| could ve stood and went to the small closet to get the clear plastic bag that held his clothes, shoes,
phone, and wallet. Could’ ve scooped up my jacket from the floor, cradling it and the bag under one arm
and placing ahand on Niko' s shoulder. | could’ ve taken us out of herein aheartbest.

| didn't.

| sat, unmoving, inthe chair. The hel with my Stuation. Hewasin one of hisown. “Y eah, right. Traveling
when you' re perfectly hedlthy has Robin puking and you five shades of green. It used to have blood
coming out of melike afaucet. We re not risking it with you having practically cracked your skull open.
Wewait for the doctor and the scan. By then the roads will be clear and your brain won't be oozing out
your ears from me dragging you through agate. Hell, that’ s probably on your discharge ingtructions. No
traveling through ripsin space for at least aweek. The hospita cannot be held responsible for unnatural
horrors of the supernatura world.” | saw the pain pillsin asmall paper cup on the table beside him. “So
takeyour pills, and in the morning we' |l be out of here”

In the end, after alot of squabbling—that would be bitching on my side and calm, forceful logic on
his—we compromised. He took one of the pillsand | took the pillowcase from the next bed, wadded it
into aball and took a degp whiff whenever the other smells, smells straight out of adaughterhouse, got to
be too much. Niko findly dept after making surel was hanging in there, and | think | ended up dightly
buzzed from the bleach.

It definitely kept me awake and aert, which was good because when Niko woke up at about seven am.,
he wanted every detail | could dredge up about Oshoss and the battle. Other than dmost killing my
brother, | hadn’t been concentrating on those little personal details that make monsters so gosh-darn
interesting. Like acid spitting, leechesfor intestines, liquefying your internd organs and drinking them like
Lipton’'s Cup-a-Soup—fun stuff like that. When it came to Oshoss, I’ d been preoccupied with my
brother sprawled and bleeding in the snow, so | didn’t pick up much new from what I’ d noticed at the
car lot.

“I hit him severd timeswith the Glock, | know that,” | said as| swiped his blueberry muffin from his
breakfast tray. He' d been upgraded to food for people with teeth by the day-shift nurse. Nurse
Tiger-Stripe Thong/See-through White Pants Combo. | called her Tigger for short. For that and for her
bouncy nature. Y ou know the wonderful thing about Tiggers? Nothing. Not adamn thing. They're
annoying as hell with al that bouncing and good cheer.

“Heflinched but he didn’'t go down,” | added before chewing and swalowing. “ Asamatter of fact, he
grinned.” | picked out ablueberry—it smelled awhole lot better than bleach—and fiddled with it. “Good
teeth. Just as sharp as before. His dentist would be proud. Bet he flosseslike crazy.” Y eah, flossed
pieces of punks like me out of those back molars like nobody’ s business. “Cyrano,” | said serioudy. “He
is bad fucking news.”

“Because herolled, then flipped our car?’ He regarded the fake scrambled eggs and hockey-puck
sausage with the same distaste he showed flesh-eating revenants. “It would take serious strength and
physicd framework to do something likethat.”

“Y eah, but”—absently | gave him thelast half of the muffin—*morethat, hell, Nik, hewas't even trying
that hard. It waslike at the car lot. Like he wasfishing, caught us, and thought, Nah, too small. Not
worth my time. And tossed us back. Y ou were down. My gun wasn't putting him away. Hedidn't even
draw hisbow on me. He just took the bullets, smiled with those freaky teeth, and disappeared. We
might’ ve killed his cadg os and ccoas, but he doesn'’t think we' re much of athrest. | think he' stdlling us
to mind our own business.”

“From what you say, it wasn't our best showing, and heis ahunter. Has been one for thousands of
years. He might consder us unworthy prey.” He consdered the muffin, Sghed, and aeit. “I think I'm
embarrassed for us.”



“I think I'm glad I’'m not a head mounted on hiswall somewhere.” | focused on the smell of the blueberry
muffin and nothing e se and managed to keep it down. “Y ou want to get cleaned up? Thereé sashower in
the bathroom. If Promise seesyou likethat . . .” Bloodstained hair, Betadine, a bruise spreading across
his forehead to match the fading black eyes1’d given him.

“No good?’ heasked. “I'll definitely enjoy being clean, but | hardly think it would matter to Promise. |
never clamed to be asvain asRobin.”

He missed it. Niko, who hardly ever missed anything. “Y ou look human, Nik,” | said bluntly. “Y ou look
way too human right now.” Blood, bruises, faint lines of pain. Human. Vulnerable. Promise had seenit
before, but not to this degree and not in ahospital. It was areminder that couldn’t do anything but hurt
her. | knew | wasn't enjoying it.

He could' ve died. Could' ve bled to death in the snow. My family, my only damn family.

Which led to something | was far better at than meditation. Denid. Very big, very bad denid. | took the
tray and started in on the leathery eggs. One bite was enough. Jesus. That was physician-assisted suicide
right there. “ There’ s shampoo and crap in there. Try not to flash me on theway.”

Fifteen minutes later he was back with clean damp hair, the Betadine scrubbed away from the stitches,
and wearing scrubsinstead of the hospital gown. He was il bruised, but he was steedy on hisfeet,
which was agood thing, because Promise was there, having walked past a scolding Nurse Tigger like
shedidn’t exist. They redly werefascist with their visiting hoursthere.

She walked past me the same way she had Tig, so | took thetray out to the hal to give them quality
vamp-human time. Cherish was waiting out there in black-on-black with acollar of gold, pearls, and
onyx. Sheliked the shiny stuff, no way around it. She and Robin, they would always be thieves, but there
were worse things to be. Aslong asthe thieves were on my side when the chips were down, their private
liveswere none of my business. Hair swept up into asmooth coil pinned with more pearls, she held the
hand of Xolo. Hewasin aparka, new from the sheen of it, with ahood that kept anyone from seeing
anything but large shadowed eyes.

“Y ou saw him again, then? Oshoss?’ Her |eather-gloved hand tightened on Xolo's.

“You could say that.” | dumped thetray on ametal cart loaded with other dirty ones. “Y ou could aso
say you owe usacar.” | folded my arms and leaned against the wall beside her. “I’'m hoping you' ve
never seen thisguy fight, because I’ d like to think you’ d have mentioned he invented ass kicking and has
ablack bdt in taking names.”

“No, | never saw him fight.” Her mouth, painted the color of poppiestoday, tried for asmile but didn’t
pull it off. “I saw other sdesto him. | do know he has never lost prey once he' s started the hunt. HE's
very proud of that. Too proud, | thought. Arrogant, perhaps even foolishly so. But | wasthefool. Thisis
it, then?’ she said more to hersdlf than to me. *Y ou and the others have faced him and barely escaped
with your lives. | am afighter.” The blacknessfogged her eyes, and | saw her fangs, if only for asecond.
“An excdlent fighter, but I’ ve seen you and your brother . . . with the cadg os and the ccoas. You're
hunters, just as Oshoss is. If you can't take him, neither can 1.”

“Hey.” | wasn't sureif | wasinsulted or felt bad for her. | rolled ameditation bead against my wrist and
had aflash of that indght everyone' s awaystaking about. Know thyself.

Yeah.. .| wasinsulted.

Okay, okay, | felt alittle bad for her too. “It’snot just you, remember? It' s all of us. Robin’s been
around longer than Oshoss, you can bet that. When he has to, he can fight like hell. He might not likeit,
but hecandoit. Andif it hadn’'t been for the car thing, | think Niko would’ ve given Oshoss something to
think about.”

| touched another bead. “Niko’ shuman, but . . .” | stopped and thought about it. “He'sa Caesar, an
Alexander, aGenghis, aMinamoto no Yorimasa.” And he'd dways said | never paid attention to the
history books he' d used to teach me. “ Some people are born warriors. HE' s one of them. What it takes
some crestures hundreds of yearsto learn, Nik was born knowing. Every oncein awhile the world
comes up with a natural-born predator. We re lucky nature screwed up and gave Cyrano a conscience
adongwithit, or it'd be Alexander dl over again.”

Huh. I’ d gone through the entire mala, bead by bead, and hadn’t noticed. And I’ d talked more than |



usually did about persona things, and what the hell was up with that? So what if Cherish was Promise’s
daughter, and Promise was with Niko. So what if that sort of made her family. Sowhat if . . . damn, |
was getting soft in my old age. Twenty—who knew you went to instant pudding then.

| grabbed my cynical nature and pulled it back into place. She was not family. She might have come
around to care for someone other than herslf, but that didn’t mean | trusted her.

My phonerang, and | walked down the hal from her. I’d brought my cell out of the room with meto call
Robin. I'd cdled him last night, and | was hoping he' d learned something between then and now. He'd
beaten me to the punch. “How’ s Niko?’ he asked.

“Good,” | said. “Once he getshis CT scan we' re out of here. Y ou find out anything about Oshoss yet?’
“I didindeed,” he responded smugly. “He srenting abrownstone in Harlem, the entire thing. He
goparently likeshisprivacy.”

“It only makesthingseasier for us.” | pressed againgt thewall asagurney went flying by, nurses doing
CPR asthey ran. It was pointless. | could smell the death on the guy.

“Eader?’ Robin said increduloudly. “Y ou did say heflipped over your car last night, didn’t you? | can’t
seethere will be anything easy about this.”

“Héll, he might just spank us and send us on our way,” | said wearily. That hour of deep hadn’t done me
much good.

“I’'mgoing,” Cherish said over my shoulder, having moved up behind me. “That will keep him there.
After dl, it sme hewants. Anything, anyone dseisincidenta.”

She had a point, athough he’' d known her location when he’ d sent the ccoas after her and his cadgos
had followed her. He hadn’t been there then either. The only time he' d shown up wasto warn the rest of
usto back off, and that’ swhat it had to be because he could’ ve made things much more nasty for usif
he’ d wanted. Maybe he wanted his animalsto do hiswork for him to show the contempt he had for a
common thief.

Whatever it was, it didn’t matter. With Promise involved, we were up to our necksinit. | looked back
toward Niko' sroom. Not that | liked it, not one damn bit.

“Y ou coming back to the house?’ | asked Goodfellow.

“No. But I’'m on the move and, no offense, I’ m better off on my own. I’ ve honed my escape abilities
over theyears.” That was probably true. The fact that he’ d stuck with usfor so long, confined unnaturaly
for any puck, yet had been ready to help when the fight came, that said something about Robin.
Something better than you could say about me.

“But | am staying in those hotels worthy of my presence,” he continued. “If you need help, you' Il know
whereto comefor me.” That was the thing about traveling. | had to know where | was going. | couldn’t
open agate blindly to aplace I’ d never been or seen at adistance. And Robin had filled mein on what
hotels were good enough to suit him. . . . There weren’t many. | knew dl their locations, passed by their
doorsin my yearsin New Y ork. “And call me when you're ready to take on Oshoss. Just make sure
there are no carsreadily available when you do.” With that he disconnected.

| shoved ahand through my hair. | needed a shower too. I'd cleaned al of Nik’sblood off mein the sink
last night, scrubbing until my skin was red and stinging, but there were momentswhere | could lill fed it.
It was something that was happening way too much latdly. It was easier to beirritable than thinking about
that, and | turned my attention to Cherish and Xolo. “ Serioudy,” | asked with annoyance, “what isup
with that thing? Why don't you just get adog? Alpo’ s easier to come by than goat’ s blood.”

“Some of usaren’'t asfortunate as the four of you,” she said with an edge of bitterness, and turned to
walk back to the room. “ Sometimes pets have to do.”

Not many pets played Go Fish, but she wasright. | waslucky, and | intended to stay that way. No
matter what I’ d thought on the beach when the Auphe had taken the eel. No matter that | thought we
were going to die. No matter that I’d found out it was even worse than that. Whatever happened to me
happened, but | was keeping Nik safe and alive. Thered shitfest had yet to come. So letit. | wasn't
going to losewhat | had, even if | lost mysdlf.

Denid: Sometimesit wasdl that kept you going.

| took my shower while Promise and Cherish watched over Nik, who would' ve been offended that |



thought he couldn’t take care of himsdlf even with aconcussion. They cameto take himto CT whilel
wasin the shower. Promise went with him. By the time they came back I’ d gotten our wegpons back
from Rafferty’s, where I’ d tossed them before the ambulance had come. The hospital had metal
detectors at the ER entrance, but Cherish had said the front doors were clear. Good news, because
walking out of this place unarmed was't my idea of smart. Promise and Cherish had brought extra
bladesfor us, but | felt more comfortable with my own and | definitely felt better with my gun—not that it
had done me any good with Oshoss.

I’d shoved them in the closet. With Cherish standing outside the room door guarding it, | passed over
Niko's katanaand various other blades. As he dressed, he did them into place and put his coat on to
conced them all. His clothes were clean except for a blood-stain on the shoulder of his coat and the shirt
beneeth. | was till in the scrub top. My jeanswere dl right, though, aswas my jacket. The nurse came
back to say the CT had come back normal, and Nik would be discharged soon. When soon dragged
into the second hour, we left. What the hell? The ID they had was false, and no one noticed aswe
walked out.

No one but the Auphe.

We were on the stairs when the gates opened. | didn’t have to warn anyone. They opened on the landing
afloor below us. A straight shot and that’ swhat | took, firing severd shots at the first of the seven, but it
had dready did to the Sde as my finger pulled the trigger. Then | felt two more gates open behind us.
Nine of them, four of us. That wasn't even odds, nowhere near. One of the ones who' d appeared behind
uswas carrying something. At first | didn’t recognize what it was. | didn’t recognize it because | didn’t
want to.

Cambrid’s head.

It was held by ahandful of copper hair, the normally neet braid atangled mess, the light brown eyes
filmed. “I brought you a present, treasonous cousin. Traitorous brother. To put you in the breeding
disposition. We hope it pleases you.” Scarlet eyes were bright with homicidd glee. “We made sure that
he knew he died because of you.” The meta teeth flashed. “He had along timeto think of that before we
finished. So very long.”

| didn’t think about that. | couldn’t. If | did, I'd make a mistake, and we couldn’t afford one now. “ Mi
Dios,” Cherish murmured in dread. She had called me Auphe, but now she saw thered thing. Walking,
talking carnage. Even vampires feared the Auphe, werethair victimslike anyone dse.

We hadn’t been able to handle two before between four of uswith Niko in top shape and Robin with his
thousands of years of experience there. | didn’t think we could take nine. I knew we couldn’t take nine.

| didn’t know if | could build agate around al of us, four and Xolo too. That would be abig one, bigger
than I’ d attempted before. And a half-ass gate? | didn’t know what that would do. Take half of our
bodies out of here, leave the other half? It wasrisk that might be as dangerous as the Auphe. So |
opened one behind us, between the two Auphe and us. | concentrated. | stayed in control . . . God knew
how. They were there. Right fucking there, and if we didn’t get out of there someone was going to die.
My gate was open, tarnished and greedy and big enough for two people to pass through at the same
time. “Go!” | rapped. Promise didn’t hesitate. Cherish did for the briefest of moments, but then followed,
dragging Xolo behind her. The Auphe watched them go, unmoving—their silver teeth showing in wider,
contorted grins. Then Niko and | lunged for the gray light of the gate.

The Aupheclosed it in our faces.

| felt them jerk it out of existence, collgpseit into nothingness.

| hadn’t known they could do that. | hadn’t . . . oh, Jesus. It was Niko they wanted first. Last time, this
time. The one person | could least afford to lose. Theonel couldn’t lose.

The two who had appeared behind us on the upper stairs moved apart, leaving the way clear between
them. “Run,” the one with Cambriel’ shead said. “ Give us our chase. Give us our thrill. Run, megt. Run,
whore. Run.”

Wedid. Weran up eight flights. For anyone else with a concussion it probably wouldn’t have been
possible. For Niko it was not only doable, but he had to dow down so that | could keep up.
Ultraconditioned athlete or machine, take your pick.



At the fourth-floor landing aman in scrubs and alab coat was scanning a clipboard. With one quick
motion Niko gave him ahard shove back through the door and dammed it in hisface. We went up four
more before the scream came. He hadn’t stayed behind the door like he should have. | didn’t havetime
tofed guilt over hisdeeth. | didn’t have time for anything but the running, lungs burning and legs
propelling with dl the strength they had. We were sill ahead of them, but only becausethey let us be.
They weretaking their time, drawing it out. Having their fun.

Thelast door was locked. | shot out the lock and we were on the roof. We could’ ve gone out onto one
of the occupied floors, but | didn’t think that would stop the Auphe. Not thistime. They werein the hest
of the chase, insanewith it. A cold insanity and ready. They were so damn ready. Niko and | ran to the
edge. At least sixteen floors up, there was nothing below us but the street. Nothing to hold on to, no way
to climb down.

The door dammed open across the roof and they were there. Blood on their teeth and claws, dripping
down pointed chins. Running. So quick | barely had time to point the Glock, but not timeto pull the
trigger—they were so fast they were amost on us when Niko tackled me and we went over the edge. |
felt the concrete ledge hard againgt my knees, the breath-sucking tumble. Then therewasfreefal, lights
flashing past us, and the hard thud of the ground benegth us. Not the street, but the bristle of winter grass.
I’d tried one last time. Tried one last time on the way down to be Auphe, and the Auphe had let me.
Niko rolled off of metoliea my side, and | stared at the morning sky above Rafferty’ s backyard. |
waited dow seconds asthe air finaly began to wheeze back into my lungs. I’ d creeted the gate one floor
down aswefdl from the hospitd roof, the gate open one moment and closed the next. The Auphe had
alowed it. Why? Because even in the madness of the hunt they knew what they wanted.

Me. And Niko had played on that when he' d pushed us over the edge. Him they wanted dead, but me
they needed dive. They’ d dtill been at their homicidd vengeful play, trying to take him, then the others. |
had afeding, though, playtime was about to be over. They might live dmost forever, but they didn’t
know that | would. They’ d tire of the chase and soon. Torture was good fun and dl, but they had their
planstoo. Then they would al come, and it wouldn't be long. Not two, not nine, but every last one of
them—which would accomplish both their goals. A massacre, and me pulled back to hell to remake the
Aupherace.

| coughed and said hoarsely, “1 never thought my dick would save our asses.”

“You had to say it, didn’t you?’ Niko studied the sky with me. Blue and clear—agood day to still be
dive. “But inthis case you're an idiot whose penis did save our lives. And | hope | never haveto say or
think that again.” It had been our only chance, Nik’s plan, the only way | wouldn't have seen my brother
die before my eyeswhile they held me back.

And if for some reason it hadn’'t worked, hell, hitting the pavement would' ve been one goddamned better
way to go.
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Niko

| hadn’t known that the Auphe would let us escape the reatively painless death of asixteen-floor fall. I'd
strongly suspected, but | hadn’t known. | had known the only other option was not preferable. | turned
my head, the grassrustling in my ear, and watched as Cal continued to stare at the sky, memorizing it, as
if it werethe last one he’ d ever see. The faith he' d once had at the beach, the determination since, had
drained away, leaving hisface blank and empty. | watched it go as the ssomach-wrenching nausea from
the gate dowly began to subside. Cambriel, and the stranger who' d gotten in the Auphe sway at the
hospitd—it was dl hitting him now.
He' d kept hisword, anticipating the Auphetwice . . . asmuch as anyone could. Y ou could anticipate a
tornado, atsunami, yet there were times when there was no place to go to escape them. This, | thought,
was one of thosetimes.
“Did you flip them off on the way down?’ | asked.
“Hdl, yes, | did.” He gaveasmdl smirk, but it faded away dmost instantly, and the emptiness was back

again.



| sat up, reached over him to take his right hand that still held hisgun, and placed it on his chest. “If the
time comesand we can't win,” | said steedily, “you go first.” I’d done dl | could to protect him hisentire
life. I would protect him at the end of it aswell.

His knucklestightened on the Desert Eagle. “ That won't stop them from killing the rest of you.”

“No, but it will infuriate them, madden them. If | take the one chance their race has at survivd, they’ll
take therest of usquickly. They’ll betoo infuriated to do otherwise.” And if they didn’t . . . we' d fight
until our choiceswere gone. If it came to the torture the Auphe had promised, we would have an escape.
A clean desth. I'd rather die by my hand than the hand of an Auphe. Either way, Ca wouldn’t haveto
seeit. | might not be ableto save hislife, but | could save him that, and | could save him from much
worse. | would never let the Auphe take him again.

He looked a me with eyes unutterably exhausted and far older than they had any right to be. “ Together.”
“Together,” | promised. | held up ahand and he let go of the gun to clasp it, hard and desperate, then he
pulled himsdlf up to agtting position.

Helet go and rubbed hisface. “1 think we have codependency issues.”

“There sno one |l would rather have them with, little brother.” | sood and nudged his hip with my foot.
“Up. You need to deep. One hour in aday and ahalf does't quite qudify.”

“Cyrano,” he responded. The shadows under his eyes had advanced to circles so dark they were amost
black. “I don't think I'll ever deep again.”

| thought he would' ve proven that true had | not palmed two deeping pills a the hospitd. Sipped into his
coffee, he’ d collapsed on the living room couch, dead to the world. Promise, who stood beside me,
leaned down to brush the hair from hisface. She didn’t bring up the breeding remark the Auphe had
made on the hospitd stairwell. Either she didn’t truly want to know or knew Ca wouldn't want meto
talk about it. “WEe re not going to survivethis, arewe?’ she said softly.

| said nothing. It was answer enough.

“Perhaps you, Cherish, and Robin would if you ran,” | said eventudly. “If you hid. Once Cd and | are
gone, they’ d havelittle reason to follow you. Y ou can't torment those who are dready dead. Wasting
their time on you would be pointless.”

“But the Auphe are mad. What is pointless to us may not be so to them.” Her hand wrapped around
mine. “All my lifel’ve only survived. With you, I’ ve actudly lived. That isworth dying for.”

To say | had mixed emotions on that was an understatement. Pride and automatic refusal. But | could
refuse dl that | wanted. Promise would do what she wished.

Cherish would run. Oshoss would suddenly seem not quite so bad. He could kill her, but the Auphe
would kill her. Asfor Goodfellow . . . aknock on the door, a scant moment of metal scraping the lock,
and hewasthere. “ So,” he said impatiently, “are we going after Oshoss or not? | had to perform with
someonefar, far below my standardsto get thisinformation. | would hatefor it to go to waste.” His
annoyance faded as he took usin. My stony face, Promise’ s determined one, and Cd limply unconscious
and worn to hislast reserves.

“Arhidia, what's happened now?’ The apprehension was easily read in histense frame.

| filled him in. Halfway through, he was on one of the chairs with hishead in his hands. When | reached
the part about us plummeting over the edge, he was muttering over and over under his bregth,

“ Gamiseme. Gamiseme. Gamiseme.”

| spoke enough Greek to agree with him. | repeated the same thing to him that | had to Promise. “ Y ou
should go. When the three of us are gone, they’ Il have no reason to come after you. And aslong as

you' ve lived, no one could be better a hiding than you, assuming they could even pick you out from the
other pucks. None of us expect you to die with us.”

His shoulders braced and he straightened to lean back against the chair. “And missall thefun?’ The
cardess amile disgppeared. “I’ ve run from battles al my life, counted my own life asfar more important
than anyone e<sg's. Y ou, on the other hand, have faced desth with me. For me. No onein al my years
has ever donethat. | stand with you now.” He turned alittle green with the words, but he was resolute all
the same.

It wasn't what Cal would' ve wanted. It wasn't what | wanted, but bravery and loyalty could be



unshakable. Inthiscase, | knew it was. Wewould, if nothing else, give the Auphe something to think
about.

“Tell uswhat you learned of Oshoss,” | said, changing the subject. There was nothing more to say about
it. Nothing more to do but to go down fighting.

Cal had mentioned the brownstone Robin had told him about on the phone. And asfar asthe puck could
tell, Oshoss had no backup locations. “It’ sthat or the park with his zoo. If he kicks our asses, well, that
wasthat. But if we come out ahead on this one and he makes arun for it, then we'll only have
eight-hundred-some acres to search for him. What could be easier?’

“Soon. Coming soon.” Weturned as Ca mumbled in hisdeep, and it wasn't Oshoss he was dreaming
of. That I knew. His hand clasped open and shuit. It was the serrated-edged combat knife he dways
dept with that hewas missing. | picked it up from the coffee table and dipped the handle into his hand.
His disturbed breathing smoothed out and he dropped into a heavier deep.

“Onelasttime” | said to Cherish who had appeared at the hdlway entrance. “We |l try one last timefor
you and then, unfortunately, | believe you'll be on your own.”

“It'smorethan | could ask,” she said gravely.

It was much more, but Promise waswilling to die with us. | owed her daughter at |east one more effort.
Although | was beginning to wonder—all this over anecklace? Oshoss might have his pride on no prey
escaping him, but this seemed excessive over ahandful of rocks and metal that held no other purpose.
Thereis pride and then thereis obsession. And to walk away when he might have easily killed us, it gave
one pause. But I’ d given Promise my word and | would live up to it thisone last time.

Cd dept nine hours, knuckles white from his grip on the knife' s handle every minute of those hours. |
ignored the ache in my head and watched him. There had been atime when he had dept that way every
night, except he had done it under abed curled in abdl. Thefirgt time the Auphe had taken him, when
he' d come back he' d spent months that way.

During that time I’ d dept little as | watched for the Auphe. Ca hadn’t talked much then; some days not
a al. We d been hiding in Charleston, South Caroling, a that time. I'd studied martid artssince| was
twelve. Whatever city Sophiahad dragged usto, I'd find adojo. I’ d collect cans or, when | could fool
someone about my age, work any job | could find to pay for those lessons. I’ d never forgotten that face
at our kitchen window when | was seven. Or the othersI’d seen sSince. And at eighteen, amost nineteen
with abarely responsive brother, | went every day for as many hoursas| could, taking him with me. |
hadn’t known the Auphe for what they were then. | thought | would have a chance.

| became awarrior, akiller, but al | had managed wasto put off the inevitable.

Eighteen Auphe. It may aswell have been ahundred.

| detected the change in Ca’ s breathing and looked up from the blade lying across my lap. “We' ve had a
hdluvarun,” hesaid. “ At least those bitches will remember that.”

We had. The sted that suddenly ran through me was as solid and red as the one that rested on my legs.
“We have and we will. We are not giving up.” | couldn’t. I’d spent my liferefusing to give up. | wasn't
going to start now. “ The Auphe closed your gate. Do you think you could do that to one of theirs?’

He sat up and thought about it. He had a crease across his face from the couch cushion, and what |
suspected was adight hangover from the drugs. “Yeah, | think | could. | felt how they took it. How they
toreit apart. I’'m pretty sure| could do it. But what good would that do? Thelast thing we want isto
keep them hanging around. If they want to take off, | think letting them |eave the party isour best bet.”

“I don't know if we can useit in our favor or not, but it never hurtsto have information.” It was apiece
of an impossible puzzle, but there were times amazing things could be done with one piece. “We re going
after Oshoss tonight,” | said, moving on. “Areyou up to it?’

Helooked at hiswatch to check how many hours he’ d dept and scowled. “Y ou mean after you drugged
me?

“Yes, that’sexactly what | mean,” | said without remorse.

“Bagtard,” he said affectionately, before yawning. He then shook hishead, getting rid of thelast of the
drowsiness. “Yeah, I’'m up for it. Hell, compared to thismorning it'll be like avacation.” He tapped the
black blade of his knife against the mala bracel et around hiswrigt. Putting down the knife, he pulled the



beads off and handed them to me. “Thanks, Nik, but | think being Auphe now might be the best thing
when the time comes. If Midol deos't work, I'll give them alittle taste of their own medicine.” He gave
adarkly fera flash of teeth. “Next time they call mefamily, they’|l havereasonto.”

| fingered the beads, then dipped them back on. It was his decision, whether | agreed with it or not. And
| wholly did not. His grin faded and twisted. “Sorry | didn’t get us out of thislike | said | would. | thought
being like them would be enough.” It wasn't, because he was't. But he couldn’t see thét.

“It'snot over yet,” | said.

Neither of uswould let it be.

As Ca had not been in the mood for the revenant outside the Ninth Circle days ago, | wasnot in the
mood for Oshoss. | was aso not in the mood for Cherish having brought Xolo dong. At best he d bea
digtraction for her; at worst he’ d bekilled. It was not my problem or my responsibility, but it was an
annoyance.

“You will not be at top form if you' rewatching out for him,” | told her. And watch out for him she would.
He seemed to have the defengive capabilities of adoth.

“Do not worry,” she assured. “He hideswell, and I’'m not leaving him alone. If the Auphe discover the
house, he’ d have no chance at dl.”

Ca was studying the brownstone, dong with the rest of us, from across the street. It was midnight, with
snow il piled in hegps off the sidewalk. “Nik’ sright. He has the kick-ass moves of soggy breskfast
ceredl. Y ou could ve put him in akennel. He could' ve had some nummy-nums and a nice scratch behind
theear.”

“Y ou're not going to get over the fact he best you in cards, are you?' Robin drawled.

“Shut up. It was afluke, okay?’ Cad was only going through the motions. He' d seen Oshoss nearly kill
me, without even making much of an attempt. Hewas, let us say, pissed. Or homicida. Both words
worked.

“Of course. Bowser couldn’t possibly be smarter than you,” Goodfellow said smoothly. “Perhaps you
can get matching fleacollars.”

If Xolo understood any of the conversation, hedidn’t give anindication of it, his eyes staring dreamily as
they dwaysdid. Hedidn't have to understand it. | did and wastiring of it. “Enough,” | said. “Let’sgo.
Promise, Cherish, you take the third floor. We' Il take thefirst. If he’snot on either one, we'll trgp him
between us”

On the other side of the street, Robin picked the lock of the door and Promise and Cherish swiftly
climbed—amost floating—their way up the stone facade, Xolo clinging to Cherish’ s back. We were
ingdein ten seconds, and | heard the breaking of glass above us. “ The second floor ismine,” | said,
spotting the stairs. * Y ou two search down here.” Cd hesitated—obvioudy Oshoss’ s scent was
everywherein the house; unable to pin it down, he followed the command.

The runner on the stairswas asrichly expensve asthefirg floor of the house. Oshoss apparently liked to
livewell. | was curiousto seeif hewould die aswell.

| had my chanceto find out amost immediately. He waswaiting just past the top of the sairs, his
machetesin hand. “ Stubborn human. | spared your life last time, ineffectud prey that you are” The
pointed teeth bared. “1 make no exception thistime.” Long black claws sprouted from hisfingertips,
curving asthe machetes did.

| smply appreciated the lack of snakes. Unholy waterfalls of serpents, | could do withot.

| caught the first blow of his machete on my katana; the second as well. He siwung each blade with equal
skill and he was quick, quicker than Seamus had been, but not as quick as he thought he was. He
couldn’t use his enormous strength. The meta of his wegponswould shatter as easily asmine. | continued
to fend off hiswhirlwind of blows one-handed while | drew athrowing knife. He lunged to one side, and
| missed histhroat, but | didn’t miss his shoulder. He narrowed hisyelow eyes. “Not so ineffectud after
al.” The predator teeth flashed in satisfaction. 1 will enjoy this”

Ordinarily, I wouldn’t have. Killing was afact of life, not something to take pleasure in. But thistime,
having lost o many timesin the past days, | was going to enjoy thisaswell. | shouldn’t, but | was.



| aready had another knifein my hand and threw it aswell. He knocked it aside with one of the
machetes and lunged at me with the other, swinging it in aquicksver blur. | came under it, then dived to
one sde beforeit could change trgectory and bury itsalf in my back. It tore through my coat as| rolled
and diced my katanato hamstring him, but he was aready acrossthe room. | didn’'t give him any
breathing space, and was on him again in an instant. He was fast, a challenge, but he was no Auphe. And
he might not redlize it yet, but he wasn't me ether. Not blade to blade. Hand to hand would be a
different story, but for now . . . hewas mine. It wasn't overconfidence. It was fact.

| couldn’t knock elther machete from his grip; he wastoo strong for that. But | could go around them,
under them, over them. | diced histhigh and a path across hisribs as he did across mine, then | got
behind him and dammed afoot in the small of hisback. He hissed in disbdief, but he didn’t give up,
whirling to face me before | could bury abladein hisback. | doubted he could remember thelast time he
had been defeated. What was good for the ego could be disastrousin battle. Humility could go along
way toward keeping one dive.

Ca had said bullets had barely staggered him. It was time to see what a blade through his heart would
do. He dropped the machetes and reached for me with hands that had flipped over acar. At the same
time, I’d pulled my tanto knife and was jabbing it directly toward his heart. Or rather, where | was
making an educated guess his heart might be.

And that’ s when they came down the stairs. Promise, Cherish, and her shadow, Xolo. Oshoss’sgold
eyeswidened, his hands dropped away, and he ran, throwing himself through the second-story window
before my knife could hit home. There was the crash of glass, the thud of running feet, and as| moved to
the window, | saw him disappear, weaving through the traffic.

A fighter sofierce, so unyidlding, that he couldn’t recognize he was seconds away from degth, yet the
sight of two vampires sent him running. With an ego so large, | imagined he would' ve thought he could
take them aswell. Yet he had fled.

“He sgone,” Cherish said bitterly. “ Maldiigalo al infierno.”

Xolo'seyeswere brighter than I’ d ever seen them as he eased down the stairs behind her, but they
dulled just as quickly when he saw Oshoss was gone.

“We haveto go,” Cd caled from below. “ Cops are coming.”

All the shattering of glass was bound to have drawn attention. Asfor staying downgtairs, he knew I'd cal
himif | needed him in thefight. Otherwise | needed him to stay out of the way. | needed the room. If only
Promise and Cherish had known that.

| put away my katana, fetched my fallen blade, and moved down the stairsto the first floor. “For the best
hunter in South America, he spends quite abit of time elther escaping usor letting usgo,” | mused. |
gazed over my shoulder at Cherish and wondered if she wastdling the truth—the entire truth. Xolo's
hazy eyes drifted over me. Then again, Cherish was guarding what seemed the most helpless of chupas,
and she was Promise' s daughter. Something completely worthless couldn’t have come from Promise.
Couldit?

No. No, Cherish deserved a chance.

“Nik, you okay?’ Ca’s hand urged me toward the door. I’ d stopped, unaware. “Y our head hurt?’
Sightly foggy, | shook off my Cherish thoughts for another time and then we were on the sdewalk,
moving fast. “No. I’'mfine”

“I"'m surprised Oshoss didn’t pick you up and catapult you through the floor,” Robin said. “Much likea
Three Stooges movie.”

“We fought with blades. HE sgood.” | did the knife back initsplace. “I’m better.”

“Unless he gtartsthrowing cars around again, that makes you hot shit.” Cd was|ooking over his shoulder
with distant eyes. He d been doing that quite abit lately. With the Auphe searching for us and finding us
more often than not, | wasn't surprised.

“«Cg?

Hejerked his attention back to us. “Y eah, the cars. Stay away from the cars.” He said it to Cherish. “Or
gart running again, because we re done. Probably in more ways than one.”



Back at Rafferty’s, Ca watched the snow from the kitchen window. It wasfaling again, dthoughin
scattered swirlsrather than the blizzard of before. “ Are you hungry?’ | asked, about to fix what few
grocerieswe d stopped and obtained on the way home. I’ d already patched up the shalow dash on my
sde.

He shook his head and kept watching.

“What isit?’ Ca wasn't much for introgpection. Unlike Xolo, if he waslooking, there was something to
see. | moved to his side and saw nothing but snow and hundreds of bare trees.

He narrowed his eyes and kept them on the window. “ One of them iswatching us.”

The Auphe.

“Right now,” he added grimly.

13

Cal

“I can't seeit,” | said, cdm. Maybe alittle too calm. The bogeyman wasright outside, but look at me.
Look how calm, coal, and collected | was. Likeice. Y ou could frost abeer mug on my ass. “But it’s out
there.” The Auphe bitch. I breasthed on the glass and wrote in the condensation | SEE YOU. | didn't
redly seeit, but | felt it—as much asif it had been standing outside the window, inches away, facing me,
al grinsand murderous cheer. 1t must have opened its gate pretty far away, because | didn’t fed it.”
“But you fed it now?” Niko stood by my side and kept his eyesfocused on the night beyond the glass.
“Thisisnew, in'tit?’

“Yeah, new.” New, fun, and exciting. Fed amongter’ s eyes on you. Hurry and cal in now for asample.
Comeswith afree prize. “ All thetravding I’ ve being doing latdly. Maybeit’ s another ingtinct thing that
findly popped up. Pack animas senaing their own kind.”

That sense of being watched for days—it’ d started out small, like asmall dose of paranoia, and it had
grown and swelled, to the point that | was looking over my shoulder every hour or so, until I’ d looked
out of the window today, this very minute, and known. “ They’ ve dways known where | was, Nik.
Always. Sincethe day | was goddamn born. It was part of their plan.” And remaking the entire world in
their image, that had been one helluva plan.

“We guessed they were watching us since we stopped running, but this makes even more sense,” he said.
“They wouldn’t have to watch us dl the time to know where we were. And it would explain how they
followed us dl those years. How we wondered why we never lost them for long. How they always
managed to track us down again and again.”

“They could sense me, no matter wherewewent.” A biologically built-in tracking system. GPS built into
the genes. The resultswere dower but as sure. Sticking together these past few days had been the worst
thing we could’ ve done, dl of us, because | led them to us. The Auphe could sense themsalvesin me.
Sensetheir blood just like | was one of them. It was one more repulsive goddamn tie to them and a
hideous thought, but that thought, ashorribleasit was. . .

It gave me another one.

| grinned darkly and saw the reflection of my teeth in the glass.

A redly nasty idea.

Oneevery lagt piece of shit of them deserved.

Timing. It was dl about timing. The same way setting off abomb is about timing, because the Auphe
were aliving bomb. Too late and you might miss your target. Right on time, way to go. Too soon? Too
soon usually meant you weren't going to be around to gppreciate the other options. . . . Y ou were going
to be tomato-colored paste on awall somewhere. And when the explosive had amind and an agenda of
itsown, yeah, you were probably screwed. It didn’t bother me that my whole life hung on a* probably.”
Hell, it dways had.

The next day, Ddlilah, who had refused to talk on the phone, refused to fear any Auphe, now shivered
with an dl-over body twitch of disgust when | sat in the cubicle beside her in the main branch of the New
Y ork Public Library, the mythology section. It seemed appropriate. “ Y ou stink.” She cupped her hand



over her nose. “Of suburbia.” It was as closeto horrified as1’d ever seen her.

| wasn't surewhat suburbiasmelled like. Pink flamingos, Virgin Marys, waving flags, and Big Wheds,
maybe. “1f you weren’t so damn stubborn, you wouldn't have to smell me,” | retorted.

Every timel’d tried to talk to her on the phone she' d disconnected, until I’ d finally agreed to meet her.
Since| was an Auphe homing beacon, | made sure she was there ahaf hour before | arrived and she'd
promised to stay ahaf hour after | left. Then again, promises and Ddlilah—I wasn't sure she was patient
enough to aways keep them. Smart enough, yes. Patient . . . different story.

“Better clean death than your stench.” Sheleft her cubicleto Sit on the desk of mine, very obvioudy not
there for the book learning.

“The Auphewon't giveyou that.”

“Yes, yes” Sherolled copper eyes. “To wait thirty minutes. Sneak like weasdl. Cower like sheep. |
understand.” Her silver ponytail hung over her breast. “Whereisyour keeper?’

“Safe” Nik was alot safer done and on the move than he was with me. Not that it hadn’t taken some
convincing . . . on both sides. We d had to convince each other and ourselvesthat it was the right thing to
do. If I waswrong about the Auphe being imprinted on melike Satanic baby ducklings, if they were
amply following with more skill than any creature should have, | could lose Nik. If | wasright and the
Auphe got pissed off that | was the only onethey could find . . . then Nik could lose me.

Of the gamesthey’ d played with usthe past week thistime, | wasfindly dedlt in. And my hand was
good—aces high, because | didn’t think | waswrong.

Not thistime.

And that promise I’d madeto Nik, how I’ d outthink them, how I’ d get us out of this—I might just be
ableto keepit.

They were dl gone now—Promise, Cherish, and Robin. They’ d scattered before the sun had come up.
The Auphe watching that night had been joined by another one and had stayed put asthe others |l eft.
Both had melted out of existence when Niko and | had driven off that morning in his car before going our
separate waysin the city. | hadn't felt one since. Not yet. Definitely not when Niko and | had split up.

It had to be one of the hardest things " d ever done. | knew the Auphe wanted him, almost more than
they wanted me—because of me. Waking away from him based on afedling, an ability | barely knew
exised—"tough as shit” didn’t begin to describeit.

And for himto let me go? Heamost couldn’t do it. Literally. He' d spent hislife making sure | kept mine,
and to not be there to watch my back now? | didn’t think he could take that first step away. Hedidn't
think so ether. Thiswas't afight with amummy or a battle with awerewolf. Thiswasthe big time—the
real mongters. Our mongers.

wak away? Now?

| saw it in hiseyes. Impossible conflict. My big brother, who' d guarded me since my first breath, and he
couldn’'t doit. Not even if it meant saving usdl. He believed in me—he did—but when belief runsup
agang alifetime of habit, belief can be kissing the canvasin aheartbeat. Just that onestep . . .

| took it because | knew he couldn'’t.

“Tell the son of abitch Samuel hey for me.” | grinned before turning and merging into the crowd on the
gdewak. If it wasthe last ook he ever had of me, | wanted it to be of the same cocky, cynical, stubborn
bastard I’ d dways been. That thanksto him, I’d lived long enough to be. When | findly gavein and
glanced back, he was gone.

It wastheright thing to do, but I’ d never felt more donein my life. Y our brother watched your back and
you watched his.

Always.

God.

But he was safe. | believed it. | believed it because | had to.

“Safe” Inthelibrary Delilah leaned down to whisper by my ear. “Safeis overrated. Safeisnot fun.”

| let my thoughts shift from Nik to theimage of avery nude, very limber werewalf, then gave mysdf a
metaphorica smack back to redity. Not that doing it in the stacks with Delilah wouldn't have been
entertaining, not to mention some stressrelief, but | didn’t have thetime. And not redlly the concentration.



Knowing the Auphe could appear on the top of a shelf any second and snatch me away whilel was
going at it was enough to take the lust out of anybody’ sthrust.

“Safeisdl I'vegot right now, if | want to stay above ground and kicking.” | ignored the warm press of
her upper leg againg my arm. And | didn’t sweat. No court in the land could make me swear otherwise.
“I need afavor.”

She sighed, bored. Shedidn’t pout. Wolves don't pout. They may get indigestion from eating you if you
annoy them, but they don’t pout. “ Favor? What favor?’ she demanded with a careless yawn.

It was an easy enough onefor her, just information, though for what she charged you' d think it was much
harder. Before | left she did kiss me with a punishing nip of teeth and the soothing silk of tongue. It had
me wanting to rethink safe, but | couldn’t. I’ d been heading for this moment my whole life. Whether |
lived or died, it ended now.

| 1eft thelibrary, hoping Delilah was smart and patient enough to stay behind aslong as she'd said,
because | had one of them on menow . . . watching. It had just moved into range. Of course, | wasn't
surewhat that range was, so it wasn't too helpful to me. | assumed within eyesight. | didn’t look around.
We had one small advantagein this, and | didn’t want to give it away. My phone rang while | was
clambering down the bottom of the stairs. | answered to hear Niko say brusquely, “Y ou dive?’

“It's cute how you worry.” | grinned, equally relieved to know he wasin the same shape himself. “How’ d
it go with Samuel? Did they go for it?’

“They did. Moreimportantly, they have the equipment upstate, dthough they aso said officidly it didn't
exig.” For some reason that seemed to amuse him, but he didn’t say why. “They flew it down from Fort
Drum. | met them and was ingtructed on it. What' sthe address Delilah gave you? I'll call it to Samuel.”

| gaveit to him. FHew it down from the army base. Damn, the Vigil did have some unbelievably serious
influence. “Y ou haven’t seen any of them following you, have you?’

“No, I'm clean asfar as| cantdll. You wereright. They are homed in on you. Do you have any?’
“One”

“One” Nik didn’t say it likeit was good news. To him it wasn't. One could as easily call in the other
seventeen, and he wouldn't be there. That was the bottom line. He wouldn’t be there.

“Just one. Broad daylight. Thousands of people.” All separately might not have stopped them, but the
combination could pull it off.

He exhded, sounding calm and maiter-of-fact, and absolutely not fooling me one damn bit about any of
it. “Samuel said they can beready starting tonight.”

“Beniceif onetimewasadl it took.” The sky was as pure blue as yesterday when we' d come tumbling
out of it. “Everyone ese crawled in ahole and pulled it in after them?’

“Y es, dthough Promise and Robin aren’t too happy about it.” Promise and Cherish had goneto New
Jarsey. If Oshoss’ sanimals could sniff them out in that smell, more power to them. Robin had gone
wherever Robin went. Someplace where condoms were stored by the crate and clothing was not only
optiond but highly frowned upon.

It made facing the Auphe a shade lessterrifying.

“It wasyou and mein the beginning, Nik,” | said. “You and meintheend.” It wastheway it was
supposed to be. Meant to be. Fate coming full circle.

“If thistimein the beginning you could come dready potty trained, it would be abig plus,” he said dryly
before disconnecting.

| snorted and did the phone into my jacket pocket as the second watcher joined thefirst. Five minutes
later, there was athird. They had to be curious. Annoyed. Ticked the hell off. Where were the rest of us?
“Y eah, you keep watching,” | muttered. I’ d been right when I’ d talked to Nik on the beach days and
daysago. If I'd ran while the others hid—even if they’d had to do it dl their lives—they would' ve been
safe. Although Niko waslike the Auphe. They might have genetic GPS, but in away, so did he. There
was no guarantee who would' ve found mefirt.

| ducked my head against the cold wind and started walking. It was going to be along day of dragging
these bitches from place to meaningless place. And the night? | didn’t want to think about the night.
That’ swhen it could go wrong in dl the worst ways.



| had hoursto kill before that, though, and there was one thing I’ d dways meant to do. If | was going to
go out, good hand or not, and chances were much better than ever that | was, | wasn't going out with
that on my body. That was a black and red tattoo | had on my bicep. I’ d been possessed once—yeah,
yeah, old news—and my pilot during the whole ordeal thought it would be an absolute blast to get MOM
surrounded by aheart on my arm. To say I’ d consdered pedling the skin off with my combat knife didn’t
redly givethe flavor of how much | hated it. Had hated her.

| wasn't going to die with that on me. | found the nearest tattoo parlor, waited my turn before sitting,
taking off my jacket, rolling up my deeve, and saying, “Cover it up.”

The guy—big, fat, and with acurly beard—blinked, bored. “With what?” Whether | didn’t love my
mommly or not anymore wasn't his concern.

“With damn Big Bird for dl | care. Just cover it up.”

It wasn't that easy. It's never that easy. A whole dew of them came over to discuss the Situation. A
tattoo was areflection of your inner self, your true blah, blah, blah. Y ou couldn’t just dap anything on
there. Wdll, obvioudly | had, as no one had fought me about the whole mom issue. Apparently moms got
more respect than Big Bird. One guy had actually suggested that it would be easy to blend the tattoo |
had now into adragon, asif that wouldn't get me laughed out of the bar. Assuming Ishiah ever let me
back in after Cambrid’ s desath.

A dragon. Chrigt. While piles of flaming lizard crap from the sky were deadly enough if you weren't
careful, it certainly wasn't worth bragging about to have survived. | could never wear a short-deeved
shirt again.

Findly | pointed a ared and black band on the wall. Funky lettering. | felt theinvisible Niko thwap me
over my ear and corrected mysalf quickly. Latin. It was Latin. “What about that? What' sthat?”
“Armband. A lot of our guysretiring from the military are getting thet. It says‘Brothersin Arms; ” Curly
sad.

Huh. How about that? The right colors and, thistime, the right sentiment.

Last timeit hadn't hurt or the thing inside me had enjoyed the pain. Hard to say. Thistimeit did. | didn’t
mind.

Thethingsthat metter are worth it.

Y ou could still seethe heart with the MOM, but just bardly, and only if you knew whereto look. The
ghost of gone. Just like Sophia herself. She was gone, but if you knew where to look in me, you' d il
see her. It wasthe best that | could hope for, though, and | was happy with it. | let them tapeit up with
gauze, paid, and headed outside. Hours had passed and the light was bleeding from the sky.

Timing. Now waswhen | found out if | was on the right Side of it—or tomato paste on the wall.
Radioactive tomato paste, asit turned out.

Because that note in Nik’ s voice on the phone? Can | just get a“ Holy shit” from the choir, please?

“A nuke? A goddamn nuke? A fucking nuke? A .. .” My mouth was still moving, but nothing was
coming out. I’d run out of cursewordsto say. Me. That hadn’t ever happened in my life. “What' swrong
with anice norma bomb? Y ou know, in case things go wrong, we only take out afew buildings, not the
wholedamn city.”

Robin had found Niko and me a place to stay temporarily. It was afurnished studio apartment, the best
he said he could do on short notice, but it was on thefirst floor. That' sal we needed. Thefirst floor. |
met Nik thereand | would' ve wrinkled my nose at the smdll of old cat pissdried into thefloor if | didn’t
have other things on my mind—radioactive things.

“Firg off, thereis no such thing as anice normal bomb. There are bombs dropped from planes. There
aremissles. Trucksfilled with fertilizer and diesel fuel. And there are multiple charges placed around a
building to detonate it. None of which fill our need. Besides, | thought the mere idea of a nuclear weapon
would make you happier than the porn you hide under your bed. It certainly puts your Desert Eaglein the
shade,” hereplied, awickedly amused glitter in hiseye while hisface remained passive.

Despite my love for my Eagle and various other wegpons of semiexplosive destruction, | wasn't, believe
it or not, turned on by the thought of anuke. “There has to be something. We brought down the last



warehouse without agtick of dynamite.”

“That’ s because then you were the bomb.”

Not much you could say to that.

“Wdll, what the hell were you asking for when you called Samud?’ | asked, sitting on the fold-out couch
that sagged agood half foot in the middle cushion. | didn’t think Robin had tried ashard ashe said he
had. | doubted he appreciated those days and days of celibacy.

“| thought since the Vigil has contacts within the police and city government, they would most likely have
agentswithin the military aswell. Thousands of years of congpiracy does give one maneuvering room for
job placement. And the military has wegpons, including explosive devices, that the public know nothing
about.”

“Seems complex.” | grunted. “ There are bombs out there that should wipe out anything the size of a
couple of footbd| fields that you don’t need atruck to haul around. I’ ve seen them.”

“There are?’ Niko asked as he leaned against the cracked wall. It held hisweight, surprisingly. It |looked
like aforty-pound five-year-old could take it down. “Where did you see them?’

“You know, TV, movies. Mission: Impossible wouldn't lie”

Heclosed hiseyes. “| tried, Almighty Universe. | did my best.” Straightening, he went on, “Since the
Auphe move so quickly, we need alarge area of destruction, and since you cannot build agate big
enough to drive atruck through, the Vigil suggested a suitcase nuke as being the most appropriate for the
task.”

“The Vigil trust uswith anuke? Even ababy nuke?’ | asked skepticaly. A nuke? The Vigil had anuke?
They did have afinger in every pie, pretty scary pies.

“Probably not, but Samuel does. He' s seen what we would do to keep the Auphe from taking the world
back. | didn’t say what their plan wasthistime.” He wouldn’t. Niko wouldn't tell anyone that. “But that
they had one and they had to be dealt with. Now. He convinced his superiors that whether our plan
worked or not, we would make sure that the city would be safe. We' d die to keep that promise.”
“Dying'sthe easy part,” | muttered. As planswent, it was like most of mine—semisuicida—but even|
hadn’t come up with the damn nuke. And the Vigil knew the Auphe. They knew that even eighteen could
one day, no matter how many hundreds or thousands of yearsit took them, take back what they thought
wastheirs. They gill must have trusted the hell out of Samud . . . and Niko. If they knew anything about
the supernatural community, if they had investigated Nik, they knew he would keep hisword. NYC
would be safe.

When they’ d investigated me, and I’ m sure they had, they must’ ve thought it was agood thing they had
Nik tofal back on. | was one of those guyswho didn’t look too good on paper, or while being
possessed, or creating mass chaos going undercover in the Kin.

Or being the last male Auphe. Good thing they didn’t know about that. Even if ahuman maewould do,
just not aswdll, | was sure the Vigil would think long and hard about popping onein the back of my skull
to be on the safe Sde and try to dedl with the Auphe another way.

But there was no other way.

| didn’t want to think about this anymore, the pressure of not taking out NY C with meif | bit the dust.
Thinking about if wedid pull it off, I still might not be coming back—the rationd part of me anyway.
Redly, really didn’t want to think about it. | rested my head and stared at the celling. A nuke. Goddamn
spy movies. And why did our government have suitcase nukes? Weren't only terrorists supposed to have
them?

“How many followed you?” Grest, a subject worse than nukes.

“Three.” | looked back down at Niko, my ass aready complaining from the couch. | didn’t think it'd be
any more comfortable when we folded it out, but it didn’t much matter. Sleep was going to be hard to
come by until thiswas over anyway.

“Three,” he repeated grimly before adding, “fifteen moreto go.”

| got up to check out the bathroom, because the thought of elghteen Auphe in one place—that’ |l make
your bladder st up and take notice. “ Shit!” | called out. “Isthere such athing as a giant supernatura
cockroach straight from the depths of hell?”’



“No. Beaman and ded withit.”

| could’ve shot it. It wasthat big. | kicked it in thetoilet and flushed. Threetimes. Then | returned to Cat
Urine Centrd. “ Okay. Theworld is safe for pissng again. Enjoy.”

“And to think | worried about you today, being done.” Niko drew his katanaand looked it over.
“Almog.”

| snorted. “I think | fed atear coming on.”

Heturned the katana over and laid it on the back of his hand. It balanced perfectly. “Y ou are sentimentd,
| will giveyou that.” He sheathed the sword. *Y our plan or not, you' re coming back, Cd. All of you. |
won't have it any other way.” I'd madeit clear | wasn't too damn sure about that, and it showed. | could
hide alot of things, but not that.

But what the hell? Sanity was overrated. What had it ever done for me anyway?

“I’'m sentimental. Y ou're optimistic.” | dropped back on the couch. “Watch out, Snow White. There's
two new dwarvesin town.”

Hewasn't distracted. “Areyou reedy for this?’

“I’ve been ready along, long time.”

And | had been.

Before |l was born. When | was nothing but a pile of gold in awhore' s hand, I” d been ready.

Waiting, liketiming, can be abitch.

I’d hoped it would be the first night. | wanted it over with, and | wanted it over with now. Of courseit
wasn't. The next night, | felt five outsde. My stomach tensed, | carried my gun with me the entire night,
and didn’t deep one minute of it. Five could be enough. Five might do the trick for Niko and me. But
they’ d tried four times before. Two times playing, two timesin sincerity . . . dthough it was amocking
gncerity. | didn't think there would be any mocking thistime. | thought they were coming for Nik, coming
for me, and gametime was over.

Thethird timeisthe charm. 1s7't that what they say? It didn't fed like acharm, but it felt like a chance,
and that was the best we could hopefor.

I”’d been dozing on the couch off and on that night. Staying awake three nightsin arow turned out not to
be doable, but the feeling brought me out of the drowse ingtantly. Eighteen. Eighteen of the bitcheswere
out there, and they weren't going to stay out there long. All they needed wasthe timeto catch aglimpse
through the window, to see where they were going, and they’ d be there. That’ swhy we kept the small
window covered with ablanket, and it was the only thing that gave us the time we needed.

“Nik, now.” | bolted off the couch fully dressed, shoes on. It was the way we' d catnapped for the past
days now.

| hit the door running, Niko right behind me. We were on the street in seconds and in a.cab in minutes.
We moved fairly briskly through the nighttime traffic and were a the warehouse didtrict in lessthan ahalf
hour. Delilah had given us the address—| ong abandoned by humans or Kin, and abandoned was what
we needed. It was ahulk of abuilding with windows.

Huge, unobstructed if grimy windows. The Auphe had good night vision. They could see where they
wanted to go—see the way in. And they were there, every last one of them, following us from rooftop to
rooftop, maybe. From the top of abus or truck. | didn’'t care. They were there, and that’ s what
mattered.

Niko and | pushed through the front doors, then dammed them behind us. They were unlocked. Wasn't
that lucky? Y eah, right. Planning is better than luck any day.

It was atrap. The Auphe knew it was atrap. A paste-eating, booger-picking kindergartner would' ve
known it was atrap. That was the Auphe weakness. They were strong, incredibly fast, fanatical, hard as
fucking hdll to kill, but they were arrogant.

Promise, Cherish, Robin, Niko, and me. What could thefive of us possbly accomplish against their
eighteen? Take one or two with us? Maybe. But other than that, not adamn thing.

But there were no Promise, Cherish, or Robin. There were others, though, those who wanted the Auphe
gone dmost as much aswedid.



Niko and | made our way to the center of the warehouse. He didn’t draw his sword, one of the strangest
things |’ d seen in a battle—Niko without some blade drawn. “ Samud!” he rapped. From twenty feet
away, Samud tossed him alarge metal briefcase that just happened to contain anuclear device. Tossed.
Okay, Nik had explained a suitcase nuke was much smaller in destructive power than the kind dropped
from aplane that can take out whole cities. But it would take out a chunk, and they weretossing it likea
basketball—even though Samuel had told Niko it weighed only abouit fifty pounds.
“Don’'t worry, Cal. It'snot voldtile. It hasto betriggered, not dropped,” Samud said.
Right. That guy should watch more TV.

| didn’t pull my gun from my holster, another first for an expected battle. | looked a my brother and
wanted to repeat what we' d said after we' d falen out of the sky. | wanted to ask if he was sure. He ill
had a chance to make arun for it. He still had achancetolive.
He anticipated me. “ Together,” he repeated.

| barely had time to nod when the elghteen gates opened behind us, and Niko and | dropped to our
kneesingtantaneoudy. That' swhen the Uzis of thirty of the Vigil who had been waiting in the warehouse
moved between the Auphe and us and fired. Just as Niko had planned it with Samud and his
companions four days before, they formed ashield for us, to give ustime to do what was needed. They
were aline of the best-equipped human assassinsin, if at least not the entire city, definitely afifteen-block
radius.
They might aswell have been carrying Super Soakers.
The Auphe had smelled them, smelled more than the five they’ d counted on, smelled afar bigger trap
than they’ d been expecting, and they didn’t care. Nope, ashit they smply did not give. And if it had only
been the Vigil, they wouldn't have areason to. They couldn’t have smelled anything in the air but acloud
of fear sweat. The Vigil had been around, and Uziswerefun and dl, but thiswasthe Auphe. The Vigil
might be the only humans dive besides Nik who knew what the Auphe were and what they could do.
They had every reason to be afraid, and the Auphe proved it. A blur of motion, they legpt from their
gates, some up to the walls and some across the floor straight toward the men and into the near wall of
bullets

| was occupied wrapping a cloth over my nose and mouth and tying it behind my neck. It smelled
srongly of the ail Niko used on his swords. | was going to use my gun ail, but something that smelled of
Niko . . . it had abetter chance. Gave me abetter chance.
“How many seconds?’ Niko asked as he opened the case.
We' d discussed this at least twenty timesin the past few days, but it came down to me. How fast | could
open agate and how fast | could shut eighteen down. Then there was moving through and . . . shit. Shit. |
didn’t know. | could only guess.
“Cal

Niko had his hand hovering above a computerized trigger. The Vigil were being torn to pieces around
us. Bullets, bullets everywhere, but these were the Auphe. If they couldn’t dodge it, and most they could,
it didn’t matter unlessit took their head off, and | didn't see asingle headless Auphetorso. Which |
happily would ve wanted an eight-by-ten glossy of if | had. | did see human guts, heard screaming, limbs
ripped from bodies, and throughout it al the switchblade stab of hyenalaughing. | saw it al—the future of
theworld. If the Auphe had their way.

Fuck ’em. They weren't getting it.

| wrapped the second cloth over my eyes. “Five seconds. Go.” | heard the click of thetimer being
switched on, and | opened the gate to hell. Tumulus. It was hdf of the plan. Forget gating. The Auphe
can run too. We needed someplace we could blow up the size of afew footbdl fields. Even the Auphe
couldn’t run that fast. Especialy with what Niko was packing.
When | said“Go,” | toreaholeinredity. | couldn’t seeit, but | could fed it—inside me, howling in glee,
al but screaming my name. And | discovered there was something better than meditation for pushing
down my inner mongter; the thought of a nuke three feet from me.

Niko's hand grabbed my arm and yanked me through. | felt the ripple of pure power and then we were
there. | couldn’'t smdll it, only the oil-soaked cloth over my mouth. | couldn’t seeit, thanksto the



blindfold. But it touched me. The biting cold on my face, the grit of glass sand under my handsand
through the knees of my jeans. | was back.

Four seconds.

Niko had said no when | told him back at Rafferty’ s what we needed to do. He' d seen methefirst time
I’d returned from Tumulus. He' d heard and seen what I’ d done when hypnotized to recover the lost
memories of this place and what had happened to me here. We both thought the same. If | went back,
that' d beit. No lost memoriesto save me. No juvenile traumatic annesiathistime. Morelikely thetwo
years|’d lost to begin with would all come flooding back and do to my brain what the Auphe had done
tothe Vigil.

But it could be that wasn't true, I’ d argued. Maybe every time | thought of going back to Tumulusand
losing my sanity, | wasthinking of being dragged there by the Auphe. Maybe it wasn't just the place but
the mongtersthat went with it and what they would do to meif they ever took methere again.

Three seconds.

| felt the eighteen gates open around us.

I’d argued with Niko for hours over it. Saying it was worth the risk. He wouldn't agree—it wasn’'t going
to happen—until | said the Auphe were following me. They wanted Niko dead. They wanted me dive.
Either way, if Niko went through to Tumulus without me, there was no guarantee dl the Auphewould
follow him and his bomb. Some would stay for me, and Nik knew it. It was the only reason he'd giveniin.
It was him, naturaly, that came up with blocking my sense of sight and smell. Blocking as much of
Tumulus aswe could. And it seemed to be working.

Andthetimeeement . . . if | kept the gate open, like Niko had suggested when he' d wanted to go
through aone earlier in the week for reconnaissance, if | kept it anchored to our world, it might keep the
time flow there and here the same. Although, hell, &t this point, the time difference was the least of our
concerns.

They camethrough their gates. | heard the whisper of sand under their feet and claws. | felt their eyeson
methe same as|’ d fdt them watching me the past days.

Two seconds.

| didn’t think they knew what the bomb was, but they did recognize atrap that would actualy work.
Smelled the confidence on Niko, the vicious triumph on me—not the fear they’ d scented on the Vigil.
Mad, ferd, but smart as the most cunning of predators. A predator like that would retrest, think things
over, see what would happen.

Too bad | dammed their gatesin their faces. At Niko's harsh “Now” and hard squeeze of my shoulder, |
closed themall.

| knew how they did it. | knew it in me—when they had done it to mine, they’ d taught metodoit to
theirs—but knowing and closing one was one thing. Closing eighteen. Could | do that? Guesswhat. I'd
learned last year, if you' rewilling to die, physicaly you can do dmost anything before you go. To kill the
Auphe, | waswillingtodie. ... But | didn't. | closed their gates and my brain didn’t explode. Did it hurt?
Jesus, yes, it hurt, but | was till conscious, and that’ swhat mattered. Niko hit me midchest and knocked
me back through the only gate left—mine. | felt the concrete floor of the warehouse under my back, his
weight on top of me and | closed the door to Tumulusingtantly. It was gone.

One.

Theworld shook. | pulled off the rags from my face asthe pounding in my brain continued. There was no
light brilliant enough to burn away the flesh from your bones. No force strong enough to take out city
blocks. There was nothing, but the world gill shook. The glassdidn’t quiver in the windows; the dust
motesfloating in thedim lights set in the celling didn’t drift amillimeter. | didn’t care. | fill fdtit. A part of
aworld—not this one—but a part of some other world had just died.

| started to ask Nik if hefdtittoo. .. but | saw it. Quicker than the other seventeen. More of that
razor-edge intelligence. It couldn’t open its gate, so it used mine. It came through with us, fast and dive
when it should ve been dead. Meta teeth that had grinned through so many of my childhood windows
and adult nightmares. Eyes more radioactive than any mushroom cloud. Claws, transparent skin, jagged
joints, death . . .



No.

Red glass granules on my hands cutting them.. . . like before.

No.

That thin, cold air that wanted to suck your lungsinside out.

The bitch should've died there.

| growled and threw Nik off me, before he saw it behind him. Threw him off like he weighed nothing. The
sand, the cold, being naked in caves, being fed meat, and told what kind it was only after | was done.
Discovering asbad as edting it was, being forced to eat it again after you' d vomited it on the ground was
worse. Beaten and clawed and fed handfuls of it from the stone. Fed by what could’ ve been the same
goddamn bitch. Because they needed their tool healthy, to open a gate back in time to when the world
was new and wipe out the humans before they had a chance to get the smallest grip on life.

My teeth werein itsthroat, ripping it with one smooth motion as| took it to the floor. It had moved to
evade. | had moved with the same speed. Used the same throat tearing I’ d seen them use on the weaker
or wounded ones. Or sometimesthey killed each other just for the hell of it—in the caves or under the
boiling sky. A game. And now | got to play too.

Black blood flowed down its chest, but it wouldn't kill it. It would only dow it down for haf asecond . .
. asecond. More than enough for an Auphe to take advantage of, and | did.

I’ d seen them use their claws in those caves, not just their teeth. | didn’t have claws, not homegrown, but
| had others. My hands went into my jacket and came out with two dirk daggers, one in each hand.
Narrow blades, the perfect size to fit the eye sockets that held those pools of lavaand blood. | sheathed
them there to the hilts and punctured the maignant tumor of abrain. Its body bucked under me, itsclaws
trying for my face, my side, but the spidery handswent limp first and fell to the ground.

“Unworthy,” | hissed. | withdrew the blades and dammed them home one moretime. It bucked again,
and thefaint hiss of air bubbled through the blood that was till pumping from itsthroat, but more dowly.
And dower 4ill.

Then there was no more gurgling. No morefighting to escape. Only the last escaping breath ripe with the
amell of Vigil flesh. There was abead of moisture on my bottom lip. I’ d ripped out its throat with such
speed that only adrop of blood touched my mouth. | touched it with the tip of my tongue, sampled it. It
tasted like poison and death and the rich earth of along-forgotten graveyard.

It wasn't half bad.

“Cd. Come back.”

| looked up, aboailing acid glare through the strands of black hair that fell over my face. “My kill. Mine”
Thewords hurt my throat. Weren't right. They twisted and knotted the air, they didn’t flow throughiit.
“Cd, | told you | was bringing you back with me. All of you. | meant it. Now come back.” | recognized
that voice. He was there thefirst time I’d come back from . . . that place. He' d been there, waited for
me. My brother.

Like he was waiting for me now—in the warehouse, not at aburned trailer. No, not waiting. He d been
with meto hdll and back. Blown hell to hell and back.

| laughed. It didn’t sound quite right either, but better than the words I’ d spat.

“Cd, now.” There were hands on my arms, gripping hard.

| let go of one of the dirks and rubbed my eyes, then the blood from my mouth. “Nik.”

The random mixing of colors |’ d seen settled into olive skin, with atouch of green from the gate travel,
dark blond hair, warning eyes. My brother’ sface. “The Vigil,” he said softly enough only | could hear
and steely enough to let me know | was on the edge of Auphe-ing mysdlf into the Vigil’ s classification of
overt as King Kong pregnant with Mothra’ s baby, and telling Oprah al aout his mood swings.

I"d been asfast as an Auphe, killed an Auphe in seconds, spoke Auphe, had been considering . . . no
one needed to know what | was considering. | didn’t need to know. But | did know. | knew what Auphe
did with their prey.

The Auphe's heart stopped under me.

It had stopped breathing amoment before, but sometimes the heart takes some time to catch up. It did,
and thistime my brain did explode. | fell off the Auphe, over onto my back, and began convulsing. There



had been lightsin my brain. A dark and grim congtellation, alwaysthere but I’ d never known it. | knew
now becausethey all blinked out. They very last one wavered, faded, and disappeared. The haf-genetic,
half-telepathic web was gone. I’ d only known about the connection for days, but it ft like millions of
neuronswere dying. It was asif every single star in the universe went out. Every single one.

Now | redly wasthe Last Mohican.

Nik’s hand was on my shoulder as he turned me from back to side, in case | vomited. “ Get away,” |
heard him snap, probably to Samudl. Let’ sfaceit, al the Zen in the world wasn't getting Nik over
Samud’ s onetime serving of the Auphe. Seeing me actually taste Auphe blood, though, no big dedl. | had
the little-brother-get-out-of-jail-free-forever card. Big brothers. “Cal, can you hear me?’

| could hear him, but I couldn’t keep my teeth from chattering long enough to answer. And | thought
three things—the |last was the worst by far and away. Thefirgt, seizureswere bad. The second, seizures
could kill you. Third, seizures could make you piss your pants. Dear God, don't let me piss my pants, |
thought desperately as the thrashing turned to shuddering and from there to utter limpness. Niko moved
me onto my back again. Someone had aready dragged the Auphe away. “Can you hear me?’ he
repested tightly.

“Telme...” | swallowed and blinked, vison clearing. “Tell me. .. I didn't. . . pissmysdf.”

He bowed his head for amoment, shoulders relaxing, then looked up to dap my facelightly. “Not so
much that you' d notice, little brother.”

| glared with hazy eyes. “Y ou suck, you know that?’

Samudl ignored Niko’ swarning for amoment, either abrave man or a stupid one, and moved closer.
“They'rewatching,” he muttered low. “If Niko hadn’t pulled you out of it, | don't think they’d just be
watching.”

Yeah, I'll bet the Vigil was watching—or what was|eft of them. “He gtill sucks,” | mumbled. | tried to get
my hands under meto push up. The dizziness was sharp, my muscleslike spaghetti, and | nearly fdl, but
Nik braced me with one hand behind my back. My legs weren't cooperating yet. “1 think I’m going to
puke.” 1 closed my eyes. “Or die. Or both.” A hand grasped my face and shook it carefully until my eyes
opened. Niko looked into them. Apparently, what he saw satisfied him and he exhaed with more
emotion than he usudly let show. “1 think you'll recover, wet pantsand al.”

| looked down automatically and scowled at perfectly dry jeans. “| repest, you suck.”

“So you keep saying. Do you remember anything?’ he asked, pulling my face back up to get my eyeson
his. “Y ou acted like you remembered something. From before.”

“Before’ meant only one thing with us. When the Auphe had mefor two years. | frowned and for a
second . . . | had known something when | took out the Auphe. Remembered something, hadn’t 1? To
kill it likel had, | would' ve had to, because that wasn't me. | was good at killing, but not like that. Not
that fast, not that hungry to see death. | held my breath, scared shitless, that | did remember. That the
flood-gates would open and wash me away. But it didn't. My head hurt and felt weirdly empty and dark,
but no lost memories|urked there. At least not anymore. “No.” | dumped dightly inrelief. “Not adamn
thing.” 1 looked over to seefive remaining Vigil, not counting Samued, ralling the Auphe up in atarp to put
in one of their vansthat was pulled up to the now-open door. “They took out twenty-five Vigil in, what,
two seconds? Twenty-five men with machine guns. How the hdll did we pull it off?’

“Y ou said you would outthink them.” Nik helped me to my feet. “Y ou kept your word.” He sounded as
if he hadn’t expected anything different. Like | said, big brothers. They had faith in you when you'd
forgotten what the word meant.

With an emotion so huge | didn’t have anamefor it, | watched asthe last Auphe in the world was hidden
from sght. The hell with the dizziness, the bile burning my throat, my brain turned to red-hot cinders.
They were gone. Jesus Christ, they were gone.

Except for one haf-blood who for at least aminute had been every bit the Auphe he had killed.

“Think we got them al?’ Samue said, his still-smoking Uzi in one hand, as he steadied me as| swayed
with hisother hand. Niko allowed it . . . barely.

With Nik on one side, his hand now gripping my upper arm in protective support, and Samuel on the
other, they managed to keep me upright asthe rdief faded alittle. “I thought that once. I’'m not sure I’ll



ever think that again.” But the darkness in me told me different—they were gone.

“But for now . .."” Nik said.

“Yeah, for now.” It wasn't agrin. It wastoo twisted for that, but it was satisfied, like I’ d never been so
sidfiedinmy life

“Timefor youto go,” Samue sad. “Even around here someone was bound to notice this.”” The Vigil
were dready bagging up their own dead now. “And | think you might want to consider us even now. At
least from the Vigil’ s point of view, if not mine. No more favors.”

Then helet go of me, face serious. “ Stay strong. Keep your head down.” Then he walked toward the
doors and passed through.

Keep it down, because the Vigil had seenwhat I'd done. | didn’t think | could do it again, had no idea
how I"d doneit at dl, but in their eyes, half Auphe might be too much Auphe.

As| seadied myself on my feet, the dizziness and headache were fading fast. Too fast for ahuman. But
probably about right for the last Auphe. The Vigil might be right, saw what Niko didn’t want to. That was
definitdy athought for another time. | wasn't ruining this. Nothing could ruin this. | said, “I think | want a
beer. If Ishwill let mein the place. | want one beer, and | want to fed norma.”

“No bar. No beer. Convulsions and beer do not mix,” Niko retorted. “And you always were norma.”

| cocked my head. “ Cyrano, serioudy, you have delusions only massive drugs could explain.”

“Normd to me,” he countered firmly. “Asfar as|’m concerned that’ sdl that counts.”

Aswe walked outside, the dizziness disappeared as did the headache, and | was good as new in record
time. . . the sort of timethat definitely wasn't norma, no matter what Nik said or thought. | ignored the
feeling and felt around for more Auphe out there. None. We were clean. Suddenly, | felt good. Right.
Thiswasright.

“Y ou going to Promise and Cherish’s new hide-out?’ | asked aswe kept walking. A taxi might take you
here, but it sure as hell wasn't going to be cruising here for pickups. We could ve called, but walking felt
good and right too.

“No. Thisisour night. Tonight we go home,” he said asif there was no other choice. No hot vampire
girlfriend waiting. He wasright, though. It was our night. The Leandros brothers, who' d turned surviva
into an art form like nobody €lse ever had.

“Tomorrow I'll seethem. | especialy want to discussthe Oshoss Stuation, which I’'m finding more
questionable astime goes on.” He looked back through the door at the dark stains of blood that were
scattered acrossthe floor. It sover.” Therewas an odd note in hisvoice, part satisfaction, but mainly
puzzlement.

| knew he meant, How can it be over?

It was agood question, and one | could still hardly understand. One with an answer | was't sure | could
admit to. After dl that had happened, after alifetime of watching for, running, or fighting a nightmare, how
could it redlly be over? It was amost unbelievable.

“Youwant ahug?’ | drawled, just as unsure mysdlf. “Will that bring you closure?” Normaly he would' ve
swatted me agood one on the back of the head, but convulsions gave me afree ride there for now. And
| was bullshitting anyway, because | felt the same. Relieved, strong, yet . . . how? The Auphe were dead.
They were gone. But | waslike Nik. How could it be over? After dl theseyears. . .

How could we be free?

But | knew onething: Their whole race had nearly been destroyed in awarehouse. It was goddamn
poetic we could send the last ones out in onejust likeit.

We went home, aplace truthfully | didn’t think we' d ever see again. There was anew door and abill
taped to it courtesy of our landlord. Hell, | wasrelieved it wasn't an eviction notice.

There we were with our battered couch, battered table and lamps. . . battered everything. Right then it
was better than amangion in my eyes. We didn’t have to worry about watching, waiting. We didn’t have
to stay dert every second for death to come tearing out of the air. We could relax. We could deep, not
that half-assed dozing you do when something’ s breathing down your neck. We could redly deep.
Neither one of usdid.

We sat on the couch until the sun lightened the morning sky. Who wanted to waste the first redl taste of



freedom on deep? | had my brother. | had my life. | was going to enjoy every damn second of it. All that
was missing were the fish sticks and cartoons.

The sky streaked with tangerine, pink, and violet-blue, and the sun peered through the shadow-black
buildings. It looked to be a damn gorgeous day.

One of the best of my life.

Robin called me that afternoon after Niko had already |eft to see Promise and Cherish. He wanted to
meet at the bar and get the story up close and personal. We' d called everyone the night before to clue
them in on the surviva thing, but Goodfellow liked details. Lots and lots of details. It was the next best
thing to being there. And he would' ve been there if we' d needed him to be, but | thought he was damn
glad we hadn’t, especialy once | mentioned the nuke. He' d taken that about aswell as| had.
“Soit'sover.” Reiving it dl hadn’t been astough as |’ d imagined. Skipping one part of it had certainly
madeit easer. I'd managed it so thoroughly | kept half forgetting whereI’d lost my dirks. Not the eye
sockets of an Auphe, nope, and it was the end of the Auphe. How could that be bad? Forget it and go
on.

| had aflash of athought that the real end of them might not come until | was gone, but what we' d done
the night before . . . it was good enough. I’ d made the decision not to rain on my own parade, and | was
dicking withiit.

Despite Nik’ sorder from last night, | had abeer. Last night was last night and today was seventeen
hours later. That was along time—in my book anyway. | nursed it, though, asit wasthe single onel
tended to alow mysdlf. Sophia had been the type of acoholic that would’ ve needed a 112 step program.
It didn’t pay to tempt fate.

“Thank Zeus, it sabout damn time.” Robin was working on abottle of wine, fancy glassand al. “ The
Vigil came through, eh?| suppose Samud isasremorseful ashe saysheis”

“Sorry issorry, but | think he probably considersthirty Uzi-armed Vigil and anuke cleansthe date.” |
took another swallow of beer.

“Nuclear weapons.” He shook his head and swirled thewinein hisglass. “I’'m not sure humans are too
far from the Auphein someways.”

Being both, | wasn't much in the position to make that call. “How wasthe orgy?’ | asked instead.
“Actudly, | picked up Salome and spent qudity time with the shriveled feline.” He went on defensively, “|
didn’'t want her snacking on the neighbors.”

Sure. That wasthe reason. | grinned into my beer.

Halfway through my beer, Ishiah came up to the table. He hadn’t said aword when I’ d come through the
door. He d looked at me briefly, then went back to serving acustomer. It wasn't an engraved invitation
or anything, but | took it to mean | wasn't banned. He didn’t mention Cambriel when | went up for my
beer. I’m not sure he ever would. | wasn't sure | wanted him to. Cambriel deserved better. To be
remembered. But to think of him wasto think of his severed head dangling from the hand of an Auphe,
and | couldn’t. | couldn’t go there, knowing if it weren't for me he' d il be dive.

| finished my beer in severd swalows, nursing it be damned, but the memory didn’t disappear as easily
asthedcohol did.

“So,” Ishiah said to Robin, “you survived the Auphe.”

“I did,” Robin said smugly, asif he' d actudly been there. But I’ d give him credit thistime. It might not be
lying, bragging, or hisenormous ego. He could be referring to the entire crappy experience instead of
only last night. “1 was beyond brave, an unparaleled fighter, amorale booster with no equa.”

“And hedidn’t get laid once,” | added, which seemed the bigger feat to me.

Ishiah raised adisbelieving eyebrow. “Y ou're saying after al these yearsyou'refinaly listening to me?’
“Ligen? Toyou?’ Robin scoffed. “If | listened to you and your thousands of years of bitching, I’'d bea
monk. A poorly dressed, destitute, horrifically celibate monk.”

“I amply wanted you to behave like ahafway rationd creature,” 1shiah retorted.

Oh, thiswas going to be good. | leaned back out of the way.

“Behave? Oh no, what you wanted isfor meto cut back on the drinking, the lying, the stedling, the



conning, and the whoring about. The very things that make me the magnificent oecimen | am today,”
Robin sad indignantly.

“Maybeif you had, you wouldn't have ended up on the verge of being killed by descendants of former
worshippers,” Ishiah pointed out, brutal but true.

Robin sputtered, “Please. Asif you weren't chased over sand dunes by aband of |sraglites desperate for
aholy souvenir. They plucked you like achicken. Y ou looked like amangy pigeon when | found you.”
Looking lesslike Niko by the second, because where Niko's anger was cold, Ishiah’ swas red-haot,
Ishiah said dangeroudly, “1 did not.”

Robin countered spitefully, “They could' ve barbecued those things and served them up in asports bar.”
Ohyeah. Thiswas good, dl right. And | didn’t even haveto pay for aticket.

They were leaning over the table, dmost nose to nose, eyes narrowed to dlits, faces flushed with rage.
Robin huffed out a bresth and said between gritted teeth, “ Are you coming back to my place or not?’
Ishiah growled, “No, we' re going to mine. It's closer.” He tossed me the apron. * Close up the bar
tonight. | won't be back.”

| caught it, surprised. That wasn't theway I’ d thought it would go at dl. Thenagain. . .

Niko and Ishiah resembled each other. It' d taken me awhile to notice, but it wastrue. Dark blond to
light. Dark skinto pae. Gray eyesto blue-gray, but till, they could ve been brothers. They looked alot
more like each other than Nik and | did.

I’d dways thought Robin had athing for Niko, but now it seemed more likely that Niko had reminded
him of someone dse. Although he hadn’t been a substitute—from Robin’ s hounding, it had definitely
been atrue attraction, but now . . . the truth came out. Niko would be one relieved son of abitch.

And as soon as | closed up the bar, Robin and 1shiah wouldn't be the only ones getting some,

| hoped.

14

Niko

The New Jersey |ocation Promise and Cherish had chosen was a house much more e aborate than
Rafferty’ s had been. Promise was like Robin, athough she would hate to admit it—she liked the luxuries
inlife. | scanned the arched cellings and doorways and gave an gppreciative murmur, athough truthfully
between spartan and opulent, | would choose spartan. But one tried stalling techniques when he could.
Unfortunately, it didn’t work.

Promise had been relieved we' d survived the Auphe and furious we had not let her participatein the
plan. But asit had once started with my brother and me, it had ended with my brother and me. It wasthe
way it should have been. Theway it was.
“Y ou could have died,” she snapped.
We could’ ve worse than died, and what had happened to Cd . . . one morething | hadn’t shared with
her. The dippery dope, but it waswhat we had, and asI’d told Cdl, I’ d have to see if good enough was
good enough. What had happened to my brother | wasn't sharing with anyone. 1t had been one moment
brought to life by atrip he shouldn’t have had to ever make again, and an Auphe who refused to die with
the others. He had come back, though—his mind somewhat dower than his body, but he had come
back. No one el se would' ve had the will—the absol ute stubborn hardheaded will. No wonder | could
never get himto pick up hisdirty clothes.
“Died,” sherepeated.
We could ve died anytime in the past week, but | thought it wiser not to bring up that point. Promise,
normally cool and collected, rarely showed her temper, but when she did it was best to ride it ouit.
Perhaps do amantra or two during the experience. Focuson thelotus. . . an expression of beauty from
the dull mud that spawned it. Trace the soft colors of its petds. Regard the glitter of itsinner jewd. Or, as
achange of pace, imagine the precise sweep of the blade required to disembowel arevenant. The silver
shimmer . ..

| relized severa seconds of silence had reigned, and | refocused to see fangs bared and her eyes, black
asnight, on me. “Areyou listening, Niko, because | would hate to think that you areignoring me.”



Buddha had no teachings | knew of on domestic disputes with vampire partners, so | went with silence
and araised eyebrow. Cherish reclined nearby on ablack silk couch, and laughed. “Whereisthe
celebrated Strategist now?’

“Discretion has aways been the better part of vaor.”

Promisg’ seyesdidn’t turn any less black at my words. “ Tell me again. Every detall. | want it al.”

| repested it al, minusthefirst exception and Cal’ s urination phobia. | didn’t think the last wasa
revelation he would gppreciate my sharing. Promise paced, murmuring words under her breath that were
no doubt unladylike. With her long life, she probably could' ve taught my brother afew obscenities.
“There were so many waysthat it could’ ve gone wrong. So very many.”

“Butit didn't. It worked as planned,” | pointed out, findly sitting. Thiswaslooking asif it might take
sometime, and | still had Cherish to interrogate.

“Because Cd did something he shouldn’t have been able to do. Shut eighteen gates. One day hewon't
be so fortunate,” she said, facing me.

He hadn’t looked particularly fortunate seizing on the floor, but | knew what she meant. “Now that the
Auphe are gone, truly gone, he shouldn’t have to go to such extremes.” | wouldn't let him push himself
that way again. There could be no reason desperate enough and no call to close any gates ever again.
Gatesin generd . . . we would have avery long talk about those and their use. More importantly, their
disuse.

“Hewon't have to do what he did again,” | countered. “There will be no other gatesto close.”

“Only hisown,” she said. Implacable and true, and as I’ d said to mysdlf, | would take care of it.
“Cherish.” | looked away from Promise. There was no further place for the conversation to go. Ca was
my responsibility. | would help him take care of the mongtersin hislife, evenif only their shadows
remained. “I want to talk to you about Oshoss.”

She curled her legs under her, much as|’d seen her mother do many times. The smile was different,
however. Cooperative but wicked, with aquick flash of pointed canines. “What do you wish to know?’
Xolo had climbed on the couch and leaned into her sde. Beauty and the beast. Granted, avery small
beast—avery smdl beast with very large eyes. Amazingly deep and large.

“I find it difficult to believe even the proudest of creatures would chase you across country after country,
trangporting al his creatures, to take vengeance over one piece of usdessjewery.” | finished flatly, “Very
difficult.”

“Not so difficult, if you know the kind of creature heis. How his sense of prideis his greatest treasure.
How none can defeat him. Hisego smply won't allow it.” Her fingers stroked the pale cheek of the
chupa, its eyes brighter than usual. “Y ou can see how that might be.”

Promise, who' d once called her daughter aliar and athief, a shameto her, agreed immediately. “ There
arethose like that. Niko, you' ve told me yoursdlf. Wasn't Abbagor the same?’

Actudly, Abbagor had not been the same. Thetroll’ stastes had run to davery, and to hisfina battle
looked forward to the mgority of hislife, but vengeance over anecklace? It was beneath him, and |
would ve thought benesth Oshoss.

“No,” | responded. “1 would think only madness would lead to extremes, and Oshossi seems anything
but insane.”

“Pride can be akind of insanity,” Cherish said lightly. “Can’t it? Can’'t you see that, Niko?” Xolo leaned
his head againgt her shoulder, his eyes till on me—dreamy and drifting.

Perhaps. . .

Perhaps she was correct there. Madness could take many forms. We' d seen that over the years.
Although Oshoss didn’t seem that way, it was possible | could bewrong. And even if it weren't a
necklace that had inspired Oshoss to such radica methods, maybe it had been something else.
Something . . .

But wasthat redlly important? | shook off a sudden spell of light-headedness. Lingering effects of the
concussion, no doubt. But that wasn't important either. Wasn't dedling with the problem now more
important than anything e s=? Anything a dl? The dizziness began to disspate.

Y es, it was much more clear now. With the Auphe gone we would be able to concentrate more on



helping Cherish. Because whatever she’ d done, she shouldn’t be hunted like an anima. She was
Promise’ s daughter. Helping her was smply theright thing to do. Hadn't | thought nearly the samething
at the Harlem brownstone? There was no need to doubt now.

We spent the rest of the day into the evening discussing Oshoss, plansto track him in Central
Park—nearly impossible—and any other information Cherish had about him, what I’ d gathered from
mythology books, and what little more Robin had provided through acquai ntances. Once or twice more
the vertigo returned, but my train of thought would shift and the feding would eventualy vanish. Thetime
passed quickly and it was nearly two am. before | was home. I’ d taken the PATH train into the city and
ran the rest of the way for the exercise. It was cold, but unlike Cd, | didn’t mind the cold. It scoured
your lungs, madeyou fed dive, aware, cdm, and free.

And we werefree.

The pound of the pavement under my shoes, the chill air against my face, it was areturn to normality. As
closeto norma as Ca and | would come, and it was good. Up to then we' d had to search for the good .
.. thelight, but it was here and now. No matter how long it lasted, it was here and now.

| ran up the stairsin our building, the cold streaming away. Our hall was empty, and the wallswere
painted a battleship gray. The same asit awayswas. Normal.

Until 1 saw our door, partialy open.

It was never unlocked and it was never open unless we were walking throughit.

| silently drew my sword and did into the gpartment, only to see Cad lying on the floor. For asecond |
was annoyed. He' d ignored our safety protocols, leaving the door open. He' d ignored some of the most
important rules of our lives. Defeating the Auphe was no reason to ignore the rules. Besides, we had
work to do, finding Oshossi, and my brother was taking a nap. He was adways napping. Lazy asacd,
had been hiswhole life. Thistime he hadn’t even bothered to get on the couch. Hejust lay therein apool
of dark red, staring at the ceiling asif he hadn’t heard me comein.

My breath burned my throat.

Asif | wouldn't notice the mess.

| felt the katanafal from my hand.

Asif | wouldn't give him hell.

Asif l wouldn't . . .

Wouldn't. . .

13 C:dl?’

The floor was hard beneath my knees. There was blood on my hands, soaking my shirt asthe heavy
weight of his head rested against my shoulder, black hair covering hisface. . . except the eyes. They
were half open, the gray dull. Not the cocky and dy eyes that |looked a me across sparring swords. Not
the ones |’ d seen as| walked him to thefirst day of first grade—clear and solemn. Or theroll of them
with hisfirst glimpse of NY C, combined with the sarcastic drawl: “ One heluvaroach motel.”

Not the terrified madness of them as | yanked the steering whed under my hand to drive us away from
the burned-out shell of our traile—ateenage Cal curled in afetal bal in the passenger’ s seet, twitching
whenever | spoke and pulling out of reach desperately if | unexpectedly tried to touch him. Monthslater
I’d seen hisfirst smilefleting in the gray after being taken by the Auphe; ayear later | saw hisfirst laugh
catch there. | saw hisdetermined stare a hisfirst gun, hisgrip uncertain. Hisfirs kill, agrip likeiron and
eyesjust the same. | saw theferocity in them the first time he' d saved my life; | saw defiance therethe
firgt time he had died.

Thefirg time he had died.

Thistime, thevery last time. . . | saw nothing.

Nothing.

The gray of gone.

My brother was gone.

Then | wasin the hdl, the katana | didn’t remember picking up back in my hand, my maabeads
discarded. The blood seeped through my shirt, sticking it to my skin. My hands were covered with it.
There had been ccoaaround him . . . five dead. | knew who had sent them.



| wasthe gray of goneaswell, but | heard afamiliar whisper. Ca telling me the samething | would' ve
told him.

Wake up.

Teling methat, because brothers know you can fight like this but you shouldn’t. But waking up wasn't an
option. Waking up to his surviving the Auphe but not a South American immortd. No. If | woke up, |
wouldn’t be able to do what | had to do.

Wake up and I’ d know.

| couldn’t know. Not now. Not yet.

Not until every last one of them was a cooling corpse.

| didn’t listen to any more whispers, and | didn’t know anything after that. | made sure of it. | didn’t
know how | madeit to Central Park, but | wasthere. | didn’t know how long | searched for them. |
didn’t know if | found them or they found me. | didn’t know if it was cold. | didn’t know if therewas
snow or grass beneath me. | didn’'t know anything. There was only awhitenessin my head, an emptiness
with only one thought. One concept. One word.

Desth.

Therewere cadgo, dippery black canine shapes. They lunged and retreated. Came and went. | dliced
them to pieces. They couldn’t touch the white void in me. Nothing could.

The ccoawere quicker, some on the ground, some legping from the trees. They didn’t die as quickly, but
they died. My hands, still covered with blood . . . now dried ared-brown, swung the katana and they
died. Some with dit throats, some with open bellies. It didn’t matter . . . aslong asthey died.

The Gualichu came—the spider with athousand legs. A thousand to avoid. A thousand to cut.

It wastimelessin thevoid. . . the cadgo, the ccoa, the Gudichu. They were swallowed and gonein the
whiteness. To note how long it took wasto care. | didn’t care about anything anymore. Beyond death
there was nothing.

Only thewhite.

Only thevoid.

My blade cut through the spider’ s bulbous body. Thick fluid poured free. | moved through it to chop the
cregturein hdf. It may have screamed. It may have not. Everything was muffled, wrapped in layers of
cotton—sound was distant, the moon an amorphous haze, the lifeless bodies around me meaningless
shadows.

Only one thing was clear, one figure sharper than anything seenin my life,

Oghoss.

“All thisfor athief.” He stood on the swdl of ahill. “All thisfury and rage over acommon thief.”

Words. Meaninglesswords.

| walked toward him, unable to even fedl the ground beneath me. Unableto fed theair in my lungs. |
didn’t need air. | only needed this. Death. Vengeance.

I"d said I'd keep him safe. I'd told him that before he even knew what the word meant, and then I’ d
turned my back and this piece of dead flesh standing before me had made aliar of me.

A liar to my brother.

A failure tohim.

A crack appeared in the void and the whitefilled with blood. My lips peeled back from my teeth. | had
no words for Oshoss, because there were no words for what | would do to him. No way to express the
agony in which hewould die. Therewould be blood in my head, on my hands, andfilling theair likea
warm rain. After that, | thought that red-drenched void might then swallow me asit had swallowed
everything ese, and it would be along, long time before | came out. If | ever came out.

I'dlied to him, I'd failed him, and I’ d lost him.

| took another step, adouble-handed grip on my katana. | met gold eyes and moved to extinguish them.
“Nik?’

It wasthe only thing as clear as Oshoss. Thevoice.

Hisvoice.

| turned my head, so dowly—the air asthick as glue, and saw him. Impossibly solid, impossibly there,



impossibly redl.

Caliban Leandros of the Vayash Clan.

Cd.

My brother.

Whole. Not bloody. Not torn. Not dead.

How could that be? It couldn’t. It wasimpossible. A trick. Just another shard of broken glassthat diced
my brain.

“Nik, what the hell are you doing here done?’ He had hisgun in one hand and his cell phonein the other.
The GPStracker connected to mine. Beside him awhite wolf whose back came ashigh as Cd’swaist
narled slently.

Atrick. ..

| looked down. My hands were bloody but not with the dried blood of before, not Cal’ sblood. Thiswas
fresh anima gore. My coat was streaked with it, too, but my shirt that had been stiffened and caked with
the blood of hisbody held against mine, head cradled on my shoulder, it was clean cloth again.

But which wasthetrick?

“I came home. The door was wide open. Y our mala beads were on thefloor.” | had dropped them,
hadn’t 1? They’ d held nothing for me anymore. He looked past me and growled, “What did this piece of
shit do to get you here done?’

Only a goddamn trick.

| fell to my knees, | et the katana tumble from my hands, and pressed my eyeswith the heels of my hands.
Cd’ shands were instantly on my shoulders. | recognized the hard grip of them, recognized the urgency.
“Come on, Cyrano. Y ou're starting to scare the shit out of me.” | looked up, seized hisjacket, and
pulled him against mein arough hug, one hard enough | know hisribs groaned under the pressure. His
eyes—worried, determined, fierce—and alive. Not the dead, dull gray. They weredive.

“Nik?”

| rested my forehead on the top of his shoulder and struggled to find my way out of my own Tumulus, my
own private hell. He smelled like beer, wolf, and my herbal soap, since he could never be bothered to
buy hisown. He smdlled like my brother. He smelled like one last chance at sanity. A hand cupped the
back of my head. “Nik, what the hell did he do?’

| pulled air into my lungs, bresthed for what seemed like the first time since I’ d seen him dead on the
gpartment floor. Straightening, | let him go but refused to release my one-handed grip on hisjacket. If this
wasthetrick, | didn’t care. | would takeit and not look back. | turned my head to see Oshoss till
gtanding on the hill, unmoving. “Y ou said thief.” My voice was guttural and thick. It had been one of the
few wordsto penetrate the void. “Y ou said acommon thief.”

“Y ou know nothing, do you? Y ou truly do not know,” he said, gold eyes narrow with disdain. “Y ou only
spring to the defense of family, vampire family, take her word, no doubt, until she could have Xolo force
you to takeit, whether you wanted to or not.”

“Xolo?What' sthis have to do with that goat sucker?” Ca demanded, gun between Oshossi and us.
Behind us the white wolf, Delilah, stood giffly with head lowered and ears back.

Oshoss whirled his machetes casudly. “Nothing. Y ou literdly know nothing. It' samazing. Criminaly so.”
He jammed one machete into the ground at least eight inches and kept the other onein movement. “Xolo
ismine. Heis specid among hiskind. Most chupacabras have mild telepathy, only enough to immobilize
their smpleminded goat prey.” The pointed teeth smiled. “They are nearly as smpleminded asthe goats
themsdves, but, ah, our equaly smpleminded Xolo has much, much more mind control than his average
brothers and sisters. He is a potent weapon, an idiot savant with arare talent. Once he has time to study
his new prey, to fedl out the workings of their mind, he can push their thoughts here and there. And he
can make anyone see anything. Put apicture, amemory in their head that isasreal as any genuine one.
All he needsis someoneto pull on hisleash and tell him to do it. Y ou can see how vauable that would
make himto me.”

A picture. . . aportrait of my brother and blood and death. How easily I’ d been persuaded to Cherish's
way of thinking today and earlier at the Harlem brownstone. As soon as a doubt would surface, so



would the dizziness, and then they would both just as quickly disappear. The more | questioned, the
further I’ d been pushed into ignorance and compliance. Xolo. All Xolo. He hadn’t known uslong enough
to map out our minds until now, and aswe' d previoudy agreed to help Cherish, she hadn’t needed to
order him to manipulate us that much. Not until | started questioning. And then Cherish had him makea
kamikaze of me.

“Chrigt, | get it now,” Cd cursed. “ That's how she pumped my brain about Nik at Rafferty’ sand the
hospital—what afighter you are. Were you the best of us? Were you my keeper? No wonder I’ d talked
so damn much. | never talk that much. Not about us. Not about family. And | never would' ve thought
shewas part of the family without that damn chupa. She waslooking for the perfect wegpon. And, shit,
Niko, you are the perfect weapon.”

That wasit, then. My questioning earlier in the day might have hurried her plan alittle, but it had been her
plan al dong. It was why she' d watched us spar so closely, watched us dl fight. Robin, Cd, and I; she
chose among us the one she thought best able to defeat Oshoss.

She had a'so made the most fatal mistake of her life,

“Y ou can see how valuable that makes X olo to me, the things he can do. Y ou can also seewhy | could
not alow him close to me with his new mistress. Why | depended on my creatures to dispose of her and
bring him back. Heis completely docile to whoever has him and feeds him.” Which waswhy Cherish had
become so darmed to see Cdl trying to give blood to him in Rafferty’ skitchen. “ And he knows well the
workings of my mind. He could have me drown mysdlf in theriver, if so ordered, while thinking I'm but
walking through the forest.” Which waswhy he could walk into the car ot but fled the brownstone where
Xolo had been.

He stopped the motion of the last machete and let it point down toward the ground. 1 use him to save
what forests | can. To save what belongsto me. | want him back. | need him back. He can movethe
mindsof men. . . thewill of governments.”

“Then take him. If you have more creatures, find her, kill her, and take him,” | said, my voice empty and
savagedl at once. “Wewon't stand in your way.” When | didn’t come back from Xolo'silluson, she'd
know ether Oshoss had killed me or we' d killed each other. Either way, she wouldn't stick around. In
fact, | was positive she was gone aready.

“And if she were here now?’ he said, dark face curious.

“I"dkill her mysdlf,” | responded flatly.

Oshoss looked around at the death that surrounded us. “ My pets.” His stony face set dangeroudly, then
relaxed dightly. “Victims, dl of us. Go. But stand in my way again and you' Il be my victimsnext time.”
Wewent. | couldn’t fed my legs, but they still worked. Ca had come up from his crouch with my katana
and wrapped my hand around its hilt. My other was dtill firmly fisted in hisjacket. “ Do you want to tell
me what the son of abitch Xolo made you see?” He had agood guess, | knew, but aguess wasn't the
same asdetails. Details| could not do.

“No.” There was snow beneath us—I could see it now—white and pristine asthe void had been . . . the
void that had shattered into a thousand pieces of sharp-edged, blood-streaked milky glassinsde my
head.

“Y ou haveinteregting lives. Even Kin life not quite so interesting.” Ddlilah waked beside usin human
form now, the change so quick it was ablur. Her bare feet waked through the snow without hesitation.
“Pretty boy, give jacket now.”

“I lose morejacketsthisway,” Ca grumbled, but hisworried gaze was till on me. “ And stop calling me
pretty boy. Upgrade me to smoking-hot man-mest, at least.” Delilah laughed until she nearly howled. . .
agenuinewolf howl. Cd waited with uncustomary patience as| managed to unlock my fingersfrom his
coat. He passed it over to aill-laughing Delilah while | immediately grabbed a handful of the back of his
shirt.

“Wherewereyou?’ | demanded, and shook him. Shook him hard. And he allowed it without complaint.
“Where were you?’

Hedidn't bring up that I’ d been gone only ahalf hour lessthan he had. Helet it be. “1 closed up the bar
and met Ddlilah back at our place about two thirty. Like | said, the door was open, your maas were



thrown down. | knew something waswrong.” Hisjaw tightened. “Redlly wrong. | used the GPSin our
phones and tracked you to the park. | made a gate, Delilah came dong for the ride, and we pinpointed
your location.” He looked over his shoulder at what lay behind us. The Vigil would be busy tonight, if
there was anything | eft that Boggle and her brood didn’t eet. “Y ou killed everything, Nik. Everything.” He
didn't say it with awe—he said it for what it was. Fact. Cherish might have needed proof, but Ca had
aways known what | was capable of.

“I’m not done yet. She dmost got her way. That evil bitch amost got her way,” | said with an emotion so
dark and jagged it cut more easily than al the blades | owned.

“You want meto cdl Promiseand tell her?” he asked. “Fuck it. That’sastupid question. I'll call her.”
Hedid. | didn’t listen. |, who listened to everything, paid notice of the smallest detail, didn’t listen. |
hadn’t listened to much since two am. | knew she would be hurt, even after Xolo's effects had worn off
and she remembered how she' d trusted her thief and liar of adaughter with such an unnatura ease,
consdering their history. | knew she would be shamed and guilty that Cherish had risked dl our lives
over alieand alust for power to equal the Auphe's. | imagined she ached for me, athough Ca couldn’t
tell her exactly what X olo had made me see. She would guess like Cd had guessed, and dl the guesses
intheworld couldn’t equal what I’ d seen. I'd seen Cdl dietwicein my life. Two failuresto protect him;
onered, oneillusion, both as carved into my memory with the same sharp edges.

Could afour-year-old be held to a promise?

Yes.

Could hedo it justice?

Not aways.

We were headed for the subway when Delilah began to ped off in another direction, the jacket making
her barely legd. Her copper eyeslooked through me, one roughened pad of her finger touched my
forehead, then my chest. “Sick. Runit out. Hunt it out. Fight it out.” She shook her head. “Or go to the
woods and never come out.”

Because that’ swhat asick wolf would do—go to the woods, whether the woods were trees or ajumble
of empty buildings, and wait to die.

Asfar as| could tell, it was better than that hospital bed I’ d spent that night in. The wolves weren't
wrong. Ca had been listening to Ddlilah, because he had us off the subway ten blocks from home and
had us running it. Ten blocks was nothing compared to my normal regimen, but after the battle | barely
remembered, it tired me.

But not too much. The moment we entered the gpartment, | pulled my tanto knife out and savagely
dashed therug in front of the coffee table to shreds before tossing it into the hal. It waswhere I’ d seen
Cd, seenthecircleof blood. | ill saw it, not with my eyes, but | fill saw it. | couldn’t have that thing in
here. Not with me.

Cal closed the door behind the flying cloth and gave alight shrug. “Never liked it anyway. Too Pier 1.”

| stood in the center of the floor, with no ideawhere | should go or what | should do. “Y ou keep dying,”
| finaly said. | didn’t mean for it to sound accusatory, but | thought that it did. So much for my lifelong
vaunted self-control. “ Y ou keep dying, and | keep breaking my promise.”

“I'm il here, so you haven't broken it yet.” He moved in and pedled off my coat. Stained in blood and
fluids, it probably wasn't salvageable, but he tossed it in the sink anyway. “But, yeah, | can seehow it'd
seem that way.” He took my arm and moved me toward the bathroom. “Y ou were supposed to let me
carry theweight thistime, Nik, remember?’ He turned on the shower. “And | did. At the last second, |
figure out how to get rid of the Auphe. And guesswhat? Y ou still get screwed.” Once possessed by a
creature that had lived in mirrors, he'd had afierce phobia of the reflective surfacesfor nearly ayear.
Fighting the fading but still-lingering effects of it now, helooked at himsdf in the smple square of glass
bolted to thewall. “1 don’t ook like so much to be such a huge damn Achilleshed, do 17’

| wondered how long it had been since he d actudly seen himsdlf full-on, not just in quick snatches. His
hair had grown since the phobia had started, but he kept it cut at shoulder length, so no change there. His
face had become more lean, his brows darker and thicker, but hiseyes. . . Onceyou're no longer a
small child, the color of your eyes does't change, but what' s behind that color does. Whatever lurked



there had gone darker in Cal. And then | looked at myself to see the samething. After thisweek . . . after
thisnight, I’d gone darker aswell.

“I think | need ahaircut.” Hisfaint grin faded as he went on. “1’m probably going to die before you,
Nik.” Hiseyeslocked with minein thereflection. “I’m not as good asyou are. I’'m not as smart. And it
won't beyour fault. It'll just belife and death and al the fuckupsin between. Y ou made apromise to
yourself eighteen years ago when you should' ve been playing with Legos. Well, you did it. Y ou kept me
alive. Despite Sophiaand the Auphe, you managed to keep my assdive. Now letit go. It'smy
respongbility from now on.” He bumped his shoulder against mine. “Keep watching my back, yeah, and
I’1l keep watching yours, but bottom line. . . you've put your timein. If | go, it'snot because you failed.
It’'s because whoever | wastaking on was better or luckier than me or, shit, | wasjust having a bad day.
And, hell yeah, il kill the son of a bitch who took me out, makeit hurt too, but . . .” The smilewas
dark, worried. “ Just try to do it with alittle less suicida fury. Homicida fury isgood. Suicidal, bad. Got
it?’

“And you'll do the sameif it goesthe other way?” | dready knew the answer to that. I'd seen him dive
headfirgt into death twice in the past year to save me. He' d do the sameto follow me.

“Yeah.” Hehung hishead for at least aminute, then shook it ruefully. “We' re screwed, aren't we?
Okay.” He exhded, straightened, and accepted it. | couldn’t do any lessfor him than he would do for
me. “ So we go out together, then. Just like with the Auphe. Soundslike aplan.” He pushed me toward
the streaming water. “Y ou' re abloody mess. | doubt you want any souvenirs of tonight, much less spider
intestina goop on your leg.”

Heleft and | showered. When | was done, we sat Side by side on my bed, his shoulder resting against
mine to remind mewhat wastrue. | couldn’t even go in theliving room without seeing the liein vivid
detail—an afterimage on the floor that was as bright and real to me as any camera sflash. Like the night
before, we watched the sky lighten. Thistimeit was't celebrating our freedom. Thistime it was me not
being able to close my eyesfor more than aminute without seeing Xolo's handiwork, and it was Cal not
|etting me spend that time aone.

The sun came up on anew day.

| hoped it was Cherish’slast.

15

Cal

Weran our asses off in the next week. Literally. My jeanswere getting alittle looser. But if that’ swhat it
took. | followed Ddlilah’ s recipe—run, hunt, fight. Because she was right—Niko was sick. If I'd come
hometo find his dead body on the floor I’ d have been sick too. Way past sick. Homicidal/suicidal—just
opposite Sides of the same coin.

And athough Nik hadn’t said, my body had to have been on the floor, apparently with alot of blood
soaked into the rug around it. Asthe rug had been eight-by-six and he'd dashed it dl to pieces, that
illusonary pool of blood must’ ve been pretty damn large. Pretty damn horrific.

When I'd seen him in the park, he’ d been gone. What was | eft was a Niko-shaped weapon, a human
killing machine. No emotion, no thought, no soul. Whatever he had seen on that floor couldn’t be erased
by destroying arug, but if it made him fed better, | was happy I’ d held the door open for him to throw it
through.

Hedidn't talk much in the days after, not that Nik was ever one for running off at the mouth. So | did the
talking for both of us. Congidering my conversation skills—pretty damn lacking—he probably wished I'd
died after dl, but it kept him occupied. Occupied, annoyed—they were close, right? At the end of the
week, findly . . . finally | got aswat to the back of my head when | asked whether werewolf sex or
vampire sex deserved the most porno points.
We a0 hunted that week—revenants, mosily. They were easy to find, only moderately difficult to kill,
and so disgustingly fond of eating human flesh that chopping the head off one didn’t bother meat all.
We fought too. We sparred in Washington Square Park, me cursing the cold. We sparred in dojos. We
sparred anywhere you could swing awooden sword or throw a human body, but not at the gpartment.



Wedidn't spend much timethereat all. | was dready checking Craigdist for anew place. Nik would
never be able to walk into that apartment again without seeing me dead at hisfest.

Toward the middle of the week | scooped up the mala beads that were lying cardlesdy on the coffee
table and handed them to him. Hislips had tightened. “I’m not sure those are for me anymore.”

“They better be, because you have to teach me more about this meditation crap.” | held back one
bracelet for mysdlf. “Now that the Auphe are gone, | need to deal with this gate shit. | need to be at
peace and one with the whatever. Y ou know, less of the cregpy blood-licking homicidal monster thing.” |
haf grinned, half grimaced. “1t seemsto put people off.”

“You didn't lick the ccoablood off your hand,” he pointed out.

No, but I’d damned sure thought about it when I’ d opened the gate to theriver. “I did worsein the
warehouse,” | responded honestly. And | had. The Auphe weren't gone, no matter what | said or what
the Vigil thought. Aslong as| was around, the race lived on. There was adifferent race going oninsgde
me, and right now the human half wasn't too damn far in the lead. By anose, maybe, and | was hoping
for better than a photo finish. | might not want to rain on my own parade, but denid takes you only so
far.

So we meditated. He might not have been moved to do it for himsdlf, but hedid it for me. | only fell
adeep fifty percent of thetime, which put mein the A-for-effort column. We aso did the meditating in the
park. Tak about being at one with theworld. Sit on the frozen ground long enough and you'll be one dl
right—practically need acrowbar to separate your icy butt from the packed snow.

Niko talked to Promise daily on the phone, but she didn’t cometo our place and hedidn’t go to hers. |
didn’t know if it was just understood or they’ d talked about it. AsNik had thought, Cherish had
disappeared nearly thirty minutes after he' d left the New Jersey house. Gave her confused mother a
malicious smile and spat at her feet, saying, “ Seamus was a better parent and a better vampire than you.
And | wasafar better lover to him than you ever were.” Death, vengeance, and betrayal weren't
enough—she had to tossin agothic soap operatoo. Then with gloating laughter, she had taken Xolo into
the night. Gone. And with Xolo holding her back, Promise hadn’t been able to do athing to stop her.
Although Cherish had manipulated us so well that she' d barely needed the chupa up until the end. Robin
was humiliated he hadn’t spotted it, and jealous that he might not have been ableto pull it off half aswell.
| only heard snatches of those phone conversations, but | could tell Promise was ashamed. . . . No, that
wasn't theright word. It was worse than that. She felt disgraced by her daughter. Ashamed, dishonored,
guilty—as guilty, | thought, asif she'd been the one to shred Nik’s mind hersdlf. It wasn't her faullt,
though—as much as I’ d wanted to think it was.

Because her | could reach. Cherish was gone.

But Promise had warned usin the beginning about her bitch of adaughter. 1t hadn’t mattered. We' d been
pulled in by our tiesto Promise, and the fact Cherish had apparently changed. Our loyalty to her mother
had led usinto the trap, and X olo had closed the door on it. Not intentional on Promise’ s part, no, but it
had happened al the same. Sucks, but there you go.

Then at the end of the week I’d come back from the ddli, counting myself lucky Nik let me out after dark
by mysdlf, and stopped at the top of our stairwell to see them standing in our doorway. Niko had taken
her hand. | did back out of sight to give them privacy.

“I think,” I heard him say after abrief hesitation, “that | can’t be with you for awhile” There was nothing
but solemn silence from Promise. “When | seeyou,” he continued, “I see her. And when | seeher, | see
Cd. | ssehim dead.” The cam in his voice sheered sdeways—an earthquake diding the sde of a
mountain into fragmentsfar below. “Morethan that,” he managed roughly, “1 see him butchered likea
piece of mest. | fed hishead on my shoulder as| pull him up, trying to hold him together. | could barely
hold him together, Promise. Hewas al but in pieces.”

| leaned againgt the wall of thelanding and didn’t dam my fist into the concrete block wall. | didn’t, but
God, | wanted to. | wanted to. Over and over again.

The mountain firmed. The ground settled as he went on. | don’t know how he went on, but he did.
“When the memory fades some. When | don’t seeit every time| close my eyesto deep or when | open
our gpartment door.” Fuck finding ano-fee gpartment. Robin’s pricey real estate friends could get usa



new place. Next week. Tomorrow.

“I don't expect you to wait,” he added somberly. “It could be weeks or months.”

Or never.

“I' will.” I heard the sad smilein the next words. “Who knew &fter the lies there could come something so
much worse? 1 told you shewas aliar and athief with acare for no one—and so charming she made us
forget that, | think, even without Xolo'shelp.”

“Y ou had to help her. From what you knew at the time, you had to help your daughter.”

“No,” she answered Niko. “1 could’ ve remembered a hundred timesin the past. | could’ ve remembered
that those who forget history are condemned to repest it. But | didn't. | trusted her and | trusted Seamus.
| wassuch afoal. Niko . ..” Tearsdon’t have to be tangible to be real. They could be something you
hear rather than salt and water you can touch. | went back downstairs and came back fifteen minutes
later. Good-byes, permanent or temporary, shouldn’t be said in front of others, especialy those snesking
inthegairwell.

That weekend we moved. Unheard of in New Y ork, right? Found aplacein aday. Where there sawill
... or wherethere' sawill, ahandful of pearls, and one of Robin’s more unscrupulous pas, and we had
anew place. It reminded me alittle of the one we d had the year before, only fit for human beingsthis
time—half-human onestoo. A SoHo loft with awall full of windows, a polished wood floor, and a
bathroom you could actudly turn around in. Amazing what a difference having money makesin your life.
The onejob that had actually made us successful, and the Auphe had doneit for us. | shook my head.
“What?’ Niko asked as he dropped abox on the floor and took alook around at walls painted an
oddly, some might say hideoudy, butterscotch yellow-orange. Very trendy, though, I’ d bet.

“Nothing,” | replied. “ Some place, huh?

Stll eyeing the orange, he gave anod. “1t will do.”

“Do?We never had it so good. That one place we lived in when wefirst moved here didn’t even havea
dove,
“Cooking food robs them of most of their nutrients anyway,” he said, unperturbed.

| opened the refrigerator door. It was bright, shiny, and new. Unbelievable. “ And the fridge didn’t work,
not to mention the homeless guy that wasliving inthere.”

“We pad him fifty bucksto leave, | made you fix the refrigerator, and all waswell.” Helooked a me,
mildly smug. “It took you only one DI'Y book and three months. It was alearning experience and atrade
to fal back on when you forget to practice.”

Y ep, thiswas home. From crappy to better than we' d ever had, the snark moved with us.

We painted thewallsa cool, restful green—Zen green, knowing Nik. | eventually stopped looking for
giant mutated roachesin the toilet and learned ice came from refrigerators. Water, too. Who knew?

I’ d aso been staggering to the bathroom early Saturday morning when | passed Nik’ s bedroom. | heard
him suck in aharsh breath and lurch up to agitting position. That’ swhen it hit me: every morning he woke
up thinking | was dead—with that vison the first thing in hismind. | didn’t know how many secondsit
took for his memory to reset to redlity, but however long was way too long.

Cherish had done this. Of the three of us, she’d picked him. | was obvioudy alittle unstable, what with
the uncontrollable gates and spouting Auphe while finger painting with blood—no way to know which
way I’d crack. And she couldn’t get a grip on what would drive Robin to asuicidal rage, homicida
maybe, but facing Oshoss required both. Nik was the perfect fighter and the perfect choice. | wasthe
switch and she' d flipped it. Now he lived with that every day, and every morning | was dead—at least to
him.

That night after he'd goneto bed, | went in to hisroom and taped a picture to hislow, spare headboard.
“What could you possibly be doing?’ he asked in the darkness. | knew better than to think he wouldn't
wake up when | crossed the threshold.

“I'm making likethe Tooth Fairy.” | snorted before ordering, “Wait til morning. Y ou’ re aways giving me
chorelists. Here syours.”

Niko tended to deep on his somach, hand on the hilt of the sword under his mattress or on the knife
under hispillow, and | knew when he woke up Sunday morning, thefirst thing he saw wasthe picture. It



was the chegp ingtant kind they took when you were posing with Santa. And | was posing with Santa,
hopping up and down on hisbdlsfor never bringing Niko and me any presentsfor Christmas. And
five-year-old feet can make ared dent in a department store Santa' s balls, from the pained expression
on the chubby face. I’ d scribbled across the bottom of the picture: Cal’ s alive. Now get off your ass
and fix him breakfast. | didn’t know if the alive part helped or not, if it beat or canceled out the false
memory, but he did make me waffles, so it couldn’t have hurt.

Asl| ate them, he studied me before looking back toward his room, back in the direction of the picture.
“How did you know the presents were from me and not Santa Claus?’

“Becauseyou didn’t get any. And if any kid deserved to be on the Good Little Boy ligt, it wasyou.” |
leaned back and patted my stomach. Real, non-soy food was so amazing.

“And if anyone deserved to be on the Bad Little Boy lis?" he asked, eyeslightening just alittle.

| grinned. “ Ask that department store Santa. Bet he couldn’t walk for aweek.”

That Monday, Nik went back to teaching at NY U. | met him on his lunch break. As he moved through
the crowd, 1 |eft the corner vendor with my hot dog and alemonade for him. | handed it to him, and ashe
opened it, | said, “I wasjust talking to this guy on the corner. See him over there?’ | pointed. “1 know
I”’m amoody, whiny, sometimes possessed, killer genetic monster freak with mommy issues, but do you
think Scientology could honestly be the answer to al that?’

Glassbottle hdd in front of hislips, Nik froze, then laughed. Y ep, the Buddha:loving bad-ass actudly
cracked asmile and laughed.

| smiled to mysdlf and took abite of my hot dog. Things were going to be okay. They redly were. It
might be months before Niko was completely hisold self again, or asclose asthislifewould let him be,
but we' d get there. | doubted alot of thingsin thisworld, but | didn’t doubt that.

That night | went back to work too. It wasthefirst time I’ d been back since Robin and Ishiah had exited
inastorm of feathers and angry, sexualy charged words. Ishiah wasn't there, which was agood thing. |
would ve had to say something, then he would' ve had to kill me, which would make finding another job a
bitch.

Robin did show up, though, and | sat down with him on my break and had a beer. Before he could open
hismouth, | held up ahand. “No details. | don’'t want even ahint of adetail, okay? | have to work with
thisguy. If helooks over and sees me picturing you, him, and afeather duster, he'll ram abeer tap into
my neck and serve me up until | rundry.”

Goodfellow smiled dyly. “Coward.” But he drank his Scotch and didn’t even mention how far down a
peri’ sfestherswent. Relieved, | told him how the move had gone, that Cherish was still missing in action,
and that Nik was mostly Nik again. He' d already heard what Cherish had done, what Xolo was, why
Oshoss wasredly chasing the vampire.

“I dill can’t believe shefooled me. Me.” He stared broodingly into hisglass. “I’m losng my touch.”
Sighing, he finished the Scotch and said, “ There' sonething | till wonder about. Not about Cherish, but
about Seamus. Who killed him?’

Wéll, damn, that was out of nowhere,

“Seamus?’ | took apull of the beer, bored. “ Old news. Who cares?’

He perssted. “I’ ve come to the conclusion that Samuel and his colleagues didn’t do it. They wouldn't
have caled us before the cleanup in that case. They were suspicious of him becoming blatant with his
killings, but they hadn’t made their move yet. | wonder who did. Wasit someone who caught wind of
Seamus s off-the-wagon way's even before the Vigil confirmed it? And the Vigil were watching Seamus.
How’d thekiller get in without being seen by them?’

Robin and his curiosity. He couldn’t let anything go. No one ese had even thought about Seamusin the
midst of al thismess.

Almost no one.

| said nothing, just rang the glass of the beer bottle with my finger.

“You?" he hissed quietly. “It was you? Does Niko know?’

“Heknows.” | rolled the bottle between my hands. “I didn’t tell him, but by now he knows.”

“How?'



The same way | knew he was across the street, watching the bar, watching me. Kegping me safe.

Nik was mostly Nik again, but at the finish line wasn't across it. He needed time. If he needed to spend
that time watching me, that wasfine. No, | didn’'t have to see Niko to know hewasthere. | knew. Just
as he knew about Seamus.

| gave Robin ashrug and steadfast gaze. “He' s my brother.”

I"d killed Seamus before | knew about the dead girl in his bathtub. Killed him before | knew he' d gone
rogue. I’d smelled the blood, but | didn’t know she was dead. Didn’t know it wasn't some voluntarily
givenjuice. | did know he wastrying to kill Niko, and that wasn’t going to happen. My brother had
integrity. He wanted to face him head-on, wanted to face that ambushing son of abitch fair and square.
Asif Seamus gave arat’s ass about face-to-face and honor, but Niko did.

Niko had the honor that he always denied existed in battle. It wastruein away, that denid. . . . Hewas
the only man or mongter dive that had that kind of honor. Therest of uswere just doing whatever it took.
Nik was better, and | wasn't going to let him diefor it. Wasn't going to let some vampire bastard have
the chanceto kill him for it. | hadn’t been willing to wait until the Auphe were gone. Seamus had thetime
that we didn’'t. My brother—a good man, the best man—could take the high road al he wanted. Seamus
was different. He was about the low.

How’d you doit?’ he asked with disbelief. “ He was one hell of afighter and you didn't have amark on
you those following days.”

Simple. It had been so smple. I’ d opened up agate in Promise’ s guest room late the night Cherish had
shown up—that night I’ d thought those god-awful thingstrying to anticipate the Auphe. God-awful
thoughts they were, yeah, but clarifying. The clarity had carried past Cheris sarrival. Seamus and the
Auphe were one thing. Add Cherish and her trouble to themix . . .

Too much. It wastoo much to handle at once. Too many ways for thingsto go from sugar to shit. But
there was an easy solution to that.

While Niko dept and Robin kept watch, I’ d traveled to Seamus sloft. | came out right behind him.
Luck, you can't buy that kind. He hadn’t known | was there. Never saw it coming. Too bad for him. |
took his head with one brutaly fast and forceful swing of the sword. Guns were practicaly useless against
vampires unless you nailed the brain or the heart. | like guns, but sometimes a sword is better. Asl’d
watched his head bounce asit hit the floor, I’ d thought, Y ep, sometimes a sword worked just fine.

Then | was back in my room, gate closed. | cleaned my sword, went to bed, and dept like ababy.
“How?’ Robin demanded again.

“I'msnesky.” | gaveagrin, dark, secretive. . . and maybejust alittle Auphe.

Y eah, Seamus had been al about the low road. And if that’swhat it took to save my brother . . .
Thensowasl.

Robin had leaned back dightly at the sharp curve of my lips, so | touched the beads at my wrist to
remember who | was—who | really was—and let the grin dide into something lesslethd. “ Okay, give
me at least one story to hold over 1sh'shead. Just nothing that’ Il make my ears bleed or swear off sex for
therest of my life. Can you do that?’

Seamus and the Auphe in me ingtantly forgotten, Goodfellow gave agrin equaly as scary asanything I’ d
shown, | was sure, and drawled, “Let’ s start off with ahypothetical question: If someone endowed with
flammable feathers cooksin the nude, isthat alifestyle choice or adeath wish?’

| dropped my head into my hands and groaned.

| hoped Niko was having a better night of it than | was.

16

Niko

The bar didn’t have any uncovered windowsto speak of. The Ninth Circle s patrons liked their privacy,
but it did have afew tiny stained-glass panes here and there that gave little away . . . unlessyou were
very observant. | was. Through onetriangle of grape-colored glass| saw Robin’sarm gesticulate wildly.
In annoyed surprise or shock, | guessed. He' d been caught up on the entire orded in the past week.
Now, what could possibly surprise him to that extent?



Ah.

Seamus, | thought with alittle annoyance of my own. Resigned amusement aswell. Cd. Hedid for me
what | did for him. Hard to take him to task for that. | would a some point certainly, for going without
my knowledge and for using agate when it was gill quite dangerous. Although, considering the efficiency
he' d shown, it was hard not to want to reward him with one of hisfavorite cardiovascular-damaging
foods. Positive reinforcement—it truly was the best way to train children and animals, and I'd say Cd fdll
about hafway between those two.

Y es, he'd handled Seamuswdll. I d rather he' d have let me handleit, but spilled milk isjust thet. | leaned
back against the cold surface of the building directly acrossthe street from the bar and folded my arms. |
was surprised, however, that it had taken Goodfellow thislong to figureit out, though we most
definitely had been occupied. | supposed he could be forgiven the lgpse of hisusud inquisitiveness,

Ca wanted to handle someone e se besides Seamus. He wanted Cherish, and he wanted her badly. “For
what she did to you, Nik,” he'd said adamantly. “1’m not letting her walk away from that. | don't givea
damn about Xolo or Oshoss or al the other shit she put us through, but for what she did to you, I’ m not
letting that dide. | will blow her fucking head off, swear to God. And if she’ slucky, that’ sthe least of
what I'll do to her.”

I’d given him the one reply, the only reply that would change hismind. “ She smine.” That wasn't enough.
“I need it, little brother.” That was.

| didn’t ask for things often. | didn’t need them often, but if | did . . . Cal would move heaven and hell to
get them for me. Thistime he had only to step back and, for me, he did.

| kept my eyes on the bar. Only two weeks, and | stood here across the street. Cal had done well by
me; otherwise | would' ve been standing in the bar inches behind his chair, bresthing down his neck. He
had done everything he could, done everything right, and herel was. . . in one piece, physicdly and
mentally. More than dightly cracked, but held together with the best glue Cal could produce.

He had run, which he hated. Meditated, which he also hated—when he managed to stay conscious.
Fought, which he actudly enjoyed, except for itsdirect conflict with hisinherent laziness. Delilah had
been smart, Cal driven, and the result was | could actualy go dmost an hour a atime without picturing
what Cherish had Xolo shoveinto my brain. It was an improvement—avast improvement.

A man walking down the mostly empty sdewak caught my eye. The Ninth Circlewasn't in the best part
of town. Y ou were unlikely to see crowds drifting along, and there wasthe fed of something different and
strange that kept most humans away. But once in awhile, the stupid or the unlucky didn’t pay attention to
what their subconscious wastrying to tell them. Predators ahead. | focused and saw the faint glitter of a
blade held againgt hisleg as hisjittering eyes hit me. A junkie and hisknife. In other words, arank
amateur. Breaking the well-known rule of “Don’'t let aman see your knife until it'sinhim,” | raised an
eyebrow and held the side of my duster open to show aglittering array of nine blades strapped within.
He twitched, hesitated, then ran across the street and went into the Circle.

Stupid and unlucky. It would be the last anyone saw of him.

My cell phonerang and | answered it. Samuel spoke without preamble. “Y our buddy Oshoss took a
walk off avery tdl building in Atlantic City. We were cleaning him up with sponges.” We d asked him
before for Oshoss’ s location when we' d believed Cherish, when we' d been desperate, but he and the
Vigil had been slent on that subject. But now they knew. I’ d been very clear in letting them know what
Xolo could do, and severd guesses what Cherish would do with him. She could rule at least a country or
two if sheand Xolo had accessto the right people. It seemed that was potentially overt enough for the
Vigil to provide some assstance. “ Our psychics say your other friend isin room seventeen-eighty at the
BorgataHotd. Now, serioudy, Niko, don't cal me anymore. Thiswas an exception because of what
that chupa can do. We are even. Y ou know that. Y ou' re an honorable guy. The Vigil won't stand. . . .”

It was the same thing he’ d said in the warehouse. No more favors. | gave it the same weight now as|
had then. “1 couldn’t careless about the Vigil,” | interrupted him to say levelly. * For what you did to Cd,
we will never be even. Keep taking my callsor we' Il talk in person. Trust me, Samuel, you don’t want to
talk tomein person.” | disconnected before he could reply.

Honor. People were so quick to talk about my honor. Promise, Robin, even Cal, who should’ ve known



better. | did my best to have honor, my best to maintain that core in almost every aspect of my life, but
where my brother began, honor ended and instinct took over. Instinct knew very little about honor, and
cared even less.

With thiscal, | knew what had to happen. What was going to happen. | could only hope Promisefdlt the
same way, because for meit wasthe only way.

| dialed her number and waited asit rang. So Cherish hadn’'t gonefar. | had thought she wouldn’t.
Oshoss was at adisadvantage in acity, and no matter how it had ended when she had Xolo send me
after him, sheknew if hewere dive he' d be either wounded or without his creatures. A city wouldn’t be
hisfriend, but it would be hers.

And it had been. Oshoss was dead. He' d gotten too close to her and Xolo after all. Instead of being
swallowed by ariver, he' d falen to hisdesth, al the while no doubt thinking he was but walking in the
forests of hishome,

“Hdlo?

| didn’t hesitate. “ She'sin Atlantic City. Oshoss’ sdead. She dtill has Xolo.” With whom she could do
whatever she pleased. Control anyone. Rule anyone. Kill anyone. Surround hersalf with mind-warped
puppets. None of it was good, and none of it began to approach my problem with her.

| heard Promise exhale, lost and certain dl at once. “ This can’t go on. She hasto be stopped.”

| waited.

There was a hesitation; then her voice was weary. “ She’ snot my daughter. She' samonster.” Therewas
slence as| knew she was thinking of taking the matter into her own hands, that Cherish was her daughter
and her respongbility. But in the end, she couldn’t. “1 wash my hands of her,” she said tonelessly, which
said while she couldn’'t do what had to be done, others were welcome to. Specific others. There was the
buzz of adia tonein my ear, and | dowly flipped the phone shui.

Four hours later, | wasin an Atlantic City hotel. Mickey had managed to make it back to hisjunkyard
after Oshoss had flipped our car by the park. He hadn’t been too enthusiastic about getting involved until
| told him Oshoss and dl his creatures were dead. Then—for a price, naturaly—he camedong. I'd
borrowed one of the carsfrom Robin’slot. Asde from the clumps of rat fur in the passenger’ s sest, |
didn’t think he'd mind.

In the past year, I’ d had Robin teach me some of the more rudimentary points of lock picking. When it
cameto acasino hotel door complete with keycard, | accessed the lock viathe hedl of my boot. | did it
asquietly aspossble, and at four in the morning the hal was empty, if you didn’t count the woman
passed out by the elevators.

Mickey, huddled in ahooded trench coat, streaked past me into the darkened room, and by the time the
lights flashed on scant seconds later, he said, “Is done.”

| could see it was done. Mickey was nothing if not quick. He had swaddled Xolo up in the bed
comforter. Covered from head to toe, there was no chance of those large hypnotic eyes catching mine.
As Xolo had never met Mickey, he hadn’t mapped his brain yet. He couldn’t control the rat before he
was contained, not like he could have me.

| closed the door quietly behind me. Cherish stood beside the other bed, where she' d been degping. She
was dressed in awhite slk nightgown and held asword in her hand. She could' vetried lying or playing
innocent, but with onelook a me she knew. Lying, charming, thieving—none of that could help her now.
Once when Ca was seven, he' d been chased by adog. Hammer. A vicious giant of acanine, it had
broken its chain and legpt on Cal. It had ripped his backpack off with one tear of its massivejaws, and |
knew my brother’ s neck was next. Hammer wasthefirst thing I’ d ever killed. I’ d run, snatching arusty
pickax off the rickety porch of one of the trailers, and with one swing buried the sharp end between the
dog’samber eyes, deegp in hisbrain. That wasthefirst time. I’d killed for Cal many times since.
Thistimel did it for mysdf.

She could rule masses of people with Xolo. It wastrue. | could say there was the threat she could come
back for us. With what Ca could do, with theway | could fight, if she could have the chupa control us,
therewas't much in thisworld she couldn’t have. That was true aswell. Saving the world like agenuine
hero. It was agood reason for what had to be done.



But it wasn't mine,

“I can make you see him die every minute of every day for the rest of your life,” she hissed, the normally
beautiful face twisted and ugly as murder itsdlf. “He' |l scream for you, and you'll fail him. Every timehe
dies. Every sngletime.”

Once had been enough, and that was my reason.

It wasn't long before | was looking down at her fallen body. Her deep-touded black hair was spread
around her now dtill face, Promise sviolet eyes wide and empty, the smalest amount of blood staining
thewhite silk over her heart. Her sword at her side. I’ d given her achance, warrior to warrior, and she'd
wielded the weapon admirably. She' d been dmost as skilled as she was beautiful. She' d so been
intdligent, charming, charismatic, clever, and with the potentia for so much more.

I’d felt worse about killing Hammer.

He couldn’t help what he was. She could have. A mongter, her own mother had labeled her. She
could ve gotten Promise or any of uskilled with her lies. She nearly had. She' d been akidnapper and a
thief, made me an assassin, killed Oshoss, and counting al that, | doubt she had even warmed up. But
worgt of al, she' d cost me my brother. Temporarily or not, she’ d taken him away from me.

Now when | closed my eyes, maybe |"d see her body instead of his.

| turned to Xolo, wrapped passively in ablanket as Mickey watched it al with ink-spot eyes. | suppose
the chupa belonged to me now. Oshoss was gone, Cherish aswell. All that was left was aliving weapon
that could rend your mind in haf. A living, breathing nuclear bomb. We didn't need any more of those.

| took his head swiftly and painlesdy. With the muffling blanket he never saw it coming. Like Hammer, it
wasn't hisfault he was what he was, but he was too dangerousto let live. | suppose there were those
who thought the same about me.

It'sal perspective, and you did what you had to do.

Cherigh’' seyeswere beginning to film over. Her mother’ s eyes fading from purple to an ordinary dark
blue behind the fog. | wondered whaose choice it would be now. Would | ever be ableto ook at Promise
again without feding my world fracture? Would she be ableto look a me without seeing alittle girl with
dark hair holding her hand and smiling the sweetest of smiles? She’ d known what had to be done, she'd
given her consent, but consenting and facing the onewho' d carried out that consent? Vastly different
things

Would either of us be ableto look a one another again without seeing our families die?

Five months|ater | found out.

It took two months before | stopped waking up knowing Cal was dead and gone—seeing it. Although
oncein awhile his note hit me before the memory did. Pain-in-the-asslittle brothers—occasondly they
knew what they were doing. It didn’t mean | fixed him watfles every morning. Rewarding good
intentions; encouraging laziness. It wasafineline.

It took another three months before every monster—every revenant, every sylph, every djinn—that |
killed no longer had Cherish’ sface. Three months before | could kill and not enjoy the killing. When that
happened, | chose an afternoon and went to her door. | knocked, and when she opened it, | saw her.
Not Cherish. Not Cal, bloody and limp. | saw her. Promise. Pale skin, unpainted mouth, wise eyes, the
coffee-and-cream tumble of her hair. | saw dl the things between us, the good and the bad, and the more
| hoped to come.

Wheat did she see?

Past her | saw her piano. The picture, the old-fashioned photo of her and thelittle girl, was gone. Inits
placewasasinglecdlalily I'd once given her. Both it and the vase that held it were crystd. The brilliant
glassy shine of the petals was the same color as her eyes. A long-lived flower for along-lived love, I'd
thought when I’d givenit to her. | hadn’t said it doud. That wasn't my way. She knew al the same,
though, because she' d seen me. She had seen me then.

And she saw me now.

She smiled and held out ahand.

| took it.



Watch out, Cal and Niko,
theré sanew girl intown . ..
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