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For Bob. Sleep well.
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Chapter One

The summer sun was busy broiling the asphalt fromdgjo’s streets, the agony in my head had
kept me horizontal for half a day, and some idiasywounding on my apartment door.

| answered it and Morgan, half his face coveretllaod, gasped, “The Wardens are coming.
Hide me. Please.”

His eyes rolled back into his skull and he collapse
Oh.
Super.

Up until that moment, I'd been laboring under thsapprehension that the splitting pain in
my skull would be the worst thing to happen to aaty.

“Hell’s frickin’ bells!” | blurted at Morgan’s uncoscious form. “You havegot to be kidding
me!” | was really, really tempted to slam the daad leave him lying there in a heap. He sure as
hell deserved it.

| couldn’t just stand there doing nothing, though.

“You need to get your head examined,” | mutteredhiself. Then | deactivated my wards—
the magical security system I've got laid over npadment—grabbed Morgan under the arms,
and hauled him inside. He was a big man, over eet, fwith plenty of muscle—and he was
completely limp. | had a hard time moving him, et¥leough I'm no junior petite myself.

| shut the door behind me and brought my wards hgtkThen | waved a hand at my
apartment in general, focused my will, and muttetBtickum bicus.” A dozen candles spaced
around the room flickered to life as | pronouncéé simple spell, and | knelt beside the
unconscious Morgan, examining him for injuries.

He had half a dozen nasty cuts, oozing and uglypaoblably painful, but not life-threatening.
The flesh on his ribs, beneath his left arm, wastdrled and burned, and his plain white shirt had
been scorched away. He also had a deep wound itegrtbat was clumsily wrapped in what
looked like a kitchen apron. | didn’t dare unwrég thing. It could start the bleeding again, and
my medical skills are nothing I'd want to bet aldn.

Even Morgan’s life.

He needed a doctor.



Unfortunately, if the Wardens of the White Coung#ére pursuing him, they probably knew
he was wounded. They would, therefore, be watchogpitals. If | took him to one of the local
emergency rooms, the Council would know about thinihours.

So | called a friend.

Waldo Butters studied Morgan’s injuries in silerioea few moments, while | hovered. He was
a wiry little guy, and his black hair stood up kelskelter, like the fur of a frightened cat. He
wore green hospital scrubs and sneakers, and hdshaere swift and nimble. He had dark and
very intelligent eyes behind black wire-rimmed dpeles, and looked like he hadn't slept in two
weeks.

“I'm not a doctor,” Butters said.

We’'d done this dance several times. “You are thgh¥i Butters,” | said. “You can do
anything.”

“I'm a medical examiner. | cut up corpses.”

“If it helps, think of this as a preventative autgg

Butters gave me an even look and said, “Can’t taketo the hospital, huh?”

“Yeah.”

Butters shook his head. “Isn’t this the guy whedrto kill you that one Halloween?”

“And a few other times before that,” | said.

He opened a medical kit and started rummaging giraw “I was never really clear on why.”

| shrugged. “When | was a kid, | killed a man wittagic. | was captured by the Wardens and
tried by the White Council.”

“l guess you got off.”

| shook my head. “But they figured that since | ast trying to survive the guy killing me
with magic, maybe | deserved a break. Suspendeérsay) sort of. Morgan was my probation
officer.”

“Probation?” Butters asked.

“If I screwed up again, he was supposed to choghead off. He followed me around looking
for a good excuse to do it.”

Butters blinked up at me, surprised.



“I spent the first several years of my adult lit@king over my shoulder, worrying about this
guy. Getting hounded and harassed by him. | haltmigres for a while, and he was in them.”
Truth be told, Istill had nightmares occasionally, about being pursyeahtimplacable killer in
a grey cloak, holding a wicked cold sword.

Butters began to wet the bandages over the legavdAmd you're helping him?”

| shrugged. “He thought | was a dangerous animdl meeded to be put down. He really
believed it, and acted accordingly.”

Butters gave me a quick glance. “And youyapinghim?”

“He was wrong,” | said. “That doesn’t make him #arm. It just makes him an asshole. It isn’'t
reason enough to Kill him.”

“Reconciled, eh?”

“Not especially.”

Butters lifted his eyebrows. “Then why'd he comey¢ni for help?”
“Last place anyone would look for him be my guess.”

“Jesus Christ,” Butters muttered. He'd gotten tin@rovised bandage off, and found a wound
maybe three inches long, but deep, its edges pedKkie a little mouth. Blood began drooling
from it. “It's like a knife wound, but bigger.”

“That’s probably because it was done with sometlikeya knife, but bigger.”
“A sword?” Butters said. “You’ve got to be kiddimge.”
“The Council’s old school,” | said. “Really, reallseally old school.”

Butters shook his head. “Wash your hands the wagtldid. Do it thorough—takes two or
three minutes. Then get a pair of gloves on andbgek here. | need an extra pair of hands.”

| swallowed. “Uh. Butters, | don’t know if I'm theght guy to—"

“Oh bite me, wizard boy,” Butters said, his tonenayed. “You haven't got a moral leg to
stand on. If it's okay that I'm not a doctor, ittkay that you aren’t a nurse. So wash your
freaking hands and help me before we lose him.”

| stared at Butters helplessly for a second. Thgot up and washed my freaking hands.

For the record, surgeries aren’t pretty. Theresideous sense of intimately inappropriate
exposure to another human being, and it feels dongetike accidentally walking in on a naked
parent. Only there’s more gore. Bits are exposed jist shouldn’t be out in the open, and
they're covered in blood. It's embarrassing, disiggs and unsettling all at the same time.



“There,” Butters said, an infinity later. “Okay}lgo. Get your hands out of my way.”

“It cut the artery?” | asked.

“Oh, hell no,” Butters said. “Whoever stabbed hiarddy nicked it. Otherwise he’d be dead.”
“But it’s fixed, right?”

“For some definitions of ‘fixed.” Harry, this is rathall surgery of the roughest sort, but the
wound should stay closed as long as he doesn’t akivg around on it. And he should get
looked at by a real doctor soonest.” He frownedancentration. “Just give me a minute to close
up here.”

“Take all the time you need.”

Butters fell silent while he worked, and didn’t sgeagain until after he’d finished sewing the
wound closed and covered the site in bandages. Tketurned his attention to the smaller
injuries, closing most of them with bandages, sotua particularly ugly one. He also applied a
topical antibiotic to the burn, and carefully co@iit in a layer of gauze.

“Okay,” Butters said. “I sterilized everything asdb | could, but it wouldn’'t shock me to see
an infection anyway. He starts running a feveif tinere’s too much swelling, you’ve got to get
him to one of two places—the hospital or the morgue

“Got it,” | said quietly.
“We should get him onto a bed. Get him warm.”
“Okay.”

We lifted Morgan by the simple expedient of pickimg the entire area rug he was lying on,
and settled him down on the only bed in the pl#ze]ittle twin in my closet-sized bedroom. We
covered him up.

“He really ought to have a saline IV going,” Butiesaid. “For that matter, a unit of blood
couldn’t hurt, either. And he needs antibioticsniaut | can’t write prescriptions.”

“I'll handle it,” | said.

Butters grimaced at me, his dark eyes concernedtaited to speak and then stopped, several
times.

“Harry,” he said, finally. “You’reon the White Council, aren’t you?”
“Yeah.”
“And you are a Warden, aren’t you?”

“Yep.”



Butters shook his head. “So, your own people aex #iis guy. | can’'t imagine that they’ll be
very happy with you if they find him here.”

| shrugged. “They're always upset about something.”
“I'm serious. This is nothing but trouble for ydsio why help him?”
| was quiet for a moment, looking down at Morgasiack, pale, unconscious face.

“Because Morgan wouldn’t break the Laws of Magicsaid quietly. “Not even if it cost him
his life.”

“You sound pretty sure about that.”

| nodded. “I am. I'm helping him because | know Wwitafeels like to have the Wardens on
your ass for something you haven't done.” | rose laoked away from the unconscious man on
my bed. “I know it better than anyone alive.”

Butters shook his head. “You are a rare kind ozgranan.”
“Thanks.”

He started cleaning up everything he’d set outrduthe improvised surgery. “So. How are
the headaches?”

They'd been a problem, the past several months-easingly painful migraines. “Fine,” |
told him.

“Yeah, right,” Butters said. “I really wish you'dytthe MRI again.”

Technology and wizards don’t coexist well, and negnresonance imagers are right up
there. “One baptism in fire-extinguishing foam gear is my limit,” | said.

“It could be something serious,” Butters said. “Amyg happens in your head or neck, you
don’t take chances. There’s way too much goinghenet”

“They're lightening up,” I lied.
“Hogwash,” Butters said, giving me a gimlet stdMou’ve got a headache now, don’t you?”

| looked from Butters to Morgan’s recumbent fornv.eah,” | said. “I sure as hell got one
now.”

Chapter Two

Morgan slept. My first impression of the guy hadcktwith me pretty hard—tall, heavily
muscled, with a lean, sunken face I'd always assediwith religious ascetics and half-crazy
artists. He had brown hair that was unevenly sedakith iron, and a beard that, while always



kept trimmed, perpetually seemed to need a few mveeks to fill out. He had hard, steady eyes,
and all the comforting, reassuring charm of a dedril.

Asleep, he looked . . . old. Tired. | noticed tleep worry lines between his brows and at the
corners of his mouth. His hands, which were langg lalunt-fingered, showed more of his age
than the rest of him. | knew he was better thaergwy old, which was nudging toward active
maturity, for a wizard. There were scars acros$ lobthis hands—the graffiti of violence. The
last two fingers of his right hand were stiff anigjistly crooked, as if they’'d been badly broken,
and healed without being properly set. His eyeg&ddosunken, and the skin beneath them was
dark enough to resemble bruises. Maybe Morgan addlkeams, too.

It was harder to be afraid of him when he was @slee

Mouse, my big grey dog, rose from his usual nappiogf in the kitchen alcove, and shambled
over to stand beside me, two hundred pounds oftsdempanionship. He looked soberly at
Morgan and then up at me.

“Do me a favor,” | told him. “Stay with him. Makeuse he doesn’t try to walk on that leg. It
could kill him.”

Mouse nudged his head against my hip, made a gngting sound, and padded over to the
bed. He lay down on the floor, stretching out akidg it, and promptly went back to sleep.

| pulled the door most of the way shut and sank rdavto the easy chair by the fireplace,
where | could rub my temples and try to think.

The White Council of Wizards was the governing béatythe practice of magic in the world,
and made up of its most powerful practitioners.nBea member of the White Council was
something akin to earning your black belt in a marart—it meant that you could handle
yourself well, that you had real skill that wasagoized by your fellow wizards. The Council
oversaw the use of magic among its members, acuptdithe Seven Laws of Magic.

God help the poor practitioner who broke one of tlaevs. The Council would send the
Wardens to administer justice, which generally tdekform of ruthless pursuit, a swift trial, and
a prompt execution—when the offender wasn't killeslisting arrest.

It sounds harsh, and it is—but over time I'd beencéd to admit that it might well be
necessary. The use of black magic corrupts the rantthe heart and the soul of the wizard
employing it. It doesn’t happen instantly, andoedn’t happen all at once—it’s a slow, festering
thing that grows like a tumor, until whatever humampathy and compassion a person might
have once had is consumed in the need for powerthBytime a wizard has fallen to that
temptation and become a warlock, people are deadpse than dead. It was the duty of the
Wardens to make a quick end of warlocks—by any meacessary.

There was more to being a Warden than that, tholigley were also the soldiers and
defenders of the White Council. In our recent wahwhe Vampire Courts, the lion’s share of
the fighting had been carried out by the Wardeingsé men and women with a gift for swift,



violent magic. Hell, in most of the battles, sushtlaey were, it had been Morgan who was in the
center of the fighting.

I'd done my share during the war, but among myofelMWardens, the only ones who were
happy to work with me had been the newer recriiite older ones had all seen too many lives
shattered by the abuse of magic, and their expmegemad marked them deeply. With one
exception, they didn’t like me, they didn’t truserand they didn’t want anything to do with me.

That generally suited me just fine.

Over the past few years, the White Council had ctoneealize that someone on the inside
was feeding information to the vampires. A lot eople died because of the traitor, but he, or
she, had never been identified. Given how muchQGbancil in general and the Wardens in
particular loved me, the ensuing paranoia-fest kept my life from getting too boring—
especially after I'd been dragooned into joining Wardens myself, as part of the war effort.

So why was Morgan here, asking for help frome?

Call me crazy, but my suspicious side immediataly forward the idea that Morgan was
trying to sucker me into doing something to getinte major hot water with the Council again.
Hell, he’d tried to kill me that way, once, seveyahrs ago. But logic simply didn’t support that
idea. If Morgan wasn'’t really in trouble with theo@ncil, then | couldn’t get into trouble for
hiding him from a pursuit that didn’t exist. Bessénis injuries said more about his sincerity
than any number of words could. They had not baked.

He was actually on the lam.

Until | found out more about what was going onidrdt dare go to anyone for help. | couldn’t
very well ask my fellow Wardens about Morgan withatubeing painfully obvious that | had
seen him, which would only attract their intereshd if the Council was after Morgan, then
anyone who helped him would become an accomplitkea@rime, and draw heat of his own. |
couldn’t ask anyone to help me.

Anyone elsel corrected myself. I'd had little option but talcButters in—and frankly, the
fact that he was not at all involved in the suptarma world would afford him some insulation
from any consequences that might arise from hisptioity. Besides which, Butters had earned a
little good credit with the White Council the nighe’d helped me prevent a family-sized order
of necromancers from turning one of their numbéo im minor god. He’d saved the life of at
least one Warden—two, if you counted me—and wdarihess danger than anyone attached to
the community would be.

Me, for example.
Man, my head was killing me.

Until I knew more about what was going on, | reabuldn’t take any intelligent action—and
| didn’t dare start asking questions for fear dfeaatting unwanted attention. Rushing headlong



into a investigation would be a mistake, which megaat | would have to wait until Morgan
could start talking to me.

So | stretched out on my couch to do some thinkargl began focusing on my breathing,
trying to relax the headache away and clear myghtsu It went so well that | stayed right there
doing it for about six hours, until the late dugkacChicago summer had settled on the city.

| didn’t fall asleep. | was meditating. You're ggito have to take my word for it.

| woke up when Mouse let out a low guttural souhdttwasn’t quite a bark, but was
considerably shorter and more distinct than a gréwht up and went to my bedroom, to find
Morgan awake.

Mouse was standing next to the bed, leaning hiadyrbeavy head on Morgan’s chest. The
wounded man was idly scratching Mouse’s ears. ldeagld aside at me and started to sit up.

Mouse leaned harder, and gently flattened Morgahedoed again.

Morgan exhaled in obvious discomfort, and saidaieroaking, dry voice, “l take it | am
undergoing mandatory bed rest.”

“Yeah,” | said quietly. “You were banged up preltigd. The doctor said that walking on that
leg would be a bad idea.”

Morgan’s eyes sharpened. “Doctor?”
“Relax. It was off the books. | know a guy.”
Morgan grunted. Then he licked cracked lips and,s# there anything to drink?”

| got him some cold water in a sports bottle withig straw. He knew better than to guzzle.
He sipped at it slowly. Then he took a deep bregitimaced like a man about to intentionally
put his hand in a fire, and said, “Thank y—"

“Oh shutup,” | said, shuddering. “Neither of us wants thabwersation.”

Maybe | imagined it, but it looked like he relaxskightly. He nodded and closed his eyes
again.

“Don’t go back to sleep yet,” | told him. “| stithave to take your temperature. It would be
awkward.”

“God’s beard, yes,” Morgan said, opening his ey@gent and got my thermometer, one of the
old-fashioned ones filled with mercury. When | cabaek, Morgan said, “You didn’t turn me
in.”

“Not yet,” | said. “I'm willing to hear you out.”

Morgan nodded, accepted the thermometer, and“gdetpn LaFortier is dead.”



He stuck the thermometer in his mouth, presumabhittempt to kill me with the suspense. |
fought back by thinking through the implicationsstead.

LaFortier was a member of the Senior Council—sedfahe oldest and most capable wizards
on the planet, the ones who ran the White Coumal @mmanded the Wardens. He was—had
been—skinny, bald, and a sanctimonious jerk. I'drbeearing a hood at the time, so | couldn’t
be certain, but | suspected that his voice had Heefirst of the Senior Council to vote guilty at
my trial, and had argued against clemency for nmyes. He was a hard-line supporter of the
Merlin, the head of the Council, who had been desichgainst me.

Allin all, a swell guy.

But he’d also been one of the best-protected wizandthe world. All the members of the
Senior Council were not only dangerous in their aights, but protected by details of Wardens,
to boot. Attempted assassinations had been sertaregients during the war with the vampires,
and the Wardens had become very, very good atkgdipe Senior Council safe.

| did some math from there.

“It was an inside job,” | said quietly. “Like thene that killed Simon at Archangel.”
Morgan nodded.

“And they blamed you?”

Morgan nodded and took the thermometer out of liatm He glanced at it, and then passed
to me. | looked. Ninety-nine and change.

| met his eyes and said, “Did you do it?”
“No.”

| grunted. | believed him.

“Why'd they finger you?”

“Because they found me standing over LaFortier@ybwith the murder weapon in my hand,”
he replied. “They also turned up a newly createcbact, in my name, with several million
dollars in it, and phone records that showed | imaggular contact with a known operative of
the Red Court.”

| arched an eyebrow. “Gosh. That was irrationaheim, to jump to that conclusion.”
Morgan’s mouth turned up in a small sour smile.

“What's your story?” | asked him.



“I went to bed two nights ago. | woke up in LaFers private study in Edinburgh, with a
lump on the back of my head and a bloody daggemyjrhand. Simmons and Thorsen burst into
the room maybe fifteen seconds later.”

“You were framed.”
“Thoroughly.”
| exhaled a slow breath. “You got any proof? Am&liAnything?”

“If 1 did,” he said, “I wouldn’t have had to escapastody. Once | realized that someone had
gone to a lot of effort to set me up to take theeni®, |1 knew that my only chance—" He broke
off, coughing.

“Was to find the real killer,” | finished for him.passed him the drink again, and he choked
down a few sips, slowly relaxing.

A few minutes later, he turned exhausted eyes t@niAre you going to turn me in?”
| looked at him for a silent minute, and then sm@jH#t’d be a lot easier.”

“Yes,” Morgan said.

“You sure you were going down for it?”

Something in his expression became even more rethateusual. He nodded. “I've seen it
often enough.”

“So | could leave you hanging out to dry.”
“You could.”

“But if | did that, we wouldn't find the traitor. Ad since you’d died in his place, he’'d be free
to continue operating. More people would get killadd the next person he framed—"

“—might be you,” Morgan finished.
“With my luck?” | said glumly. “Nomightabout it.”
The brief sour smile appeared on his face again.

“They’re using tracking spells to follow you,” I igla “I assume you've taken some kind of
countermeasure, or they'd already be at the door.”

He nodded.
“How long is it going to last?”

“Forty-eight hours. Sixty at the most.”



| nodded slowly, thinking. “You're running a fevdive got some medical supplies stashed.
I'll get them for you. Hopefully we can keep it frogetting any worse.”

He nodded again, and then his sunken eyes closd.rbn out of gas. | watched him for a
minute, then turned and started gathering up rgthi

“Keep an eye on him, boy,” | said to Mouse.
The big dog settled down on the floor beside the be

Forty-eight hours. | had about two days to find tha&tor within the White Council—
something no one had been able to do during thespasral years. After that, Morgan would be
found, tried, and killed—and his accomplice, yateridly neighborhood Harry Dresden, would
be next.

Nothing motivates like a deadline.

Especially the literal kind.

Chapter Three

Igot in my busted-up old Volkswagen bug, the migBlye Beetleand headed for the cache of
medical supplies.

The problem with hunting down the traitor in the MhCouncil was simple: because of the
specific information leaks that had occurred, theeze a limited number of people wiould
have possessed the information. The suspect patamn small—just about everyone in it was
a member of the Senior Council, and everyone twaebeyond reproach.

The second someone threw an accusation at oneof, tthings were going to get busy, and
fast. If an innocent was fingered, they would reahetsame way Morgan had. Knowing full well
that the justice of the Council was blind, espégitd annoying things like facts, they would
have little choice but to resist.

One punky young wizard like me bucking the systeas wne thing, but when one of the
heavyweights on the Senior Council did it, thereuldobe a world of difference. The Senior
Council members all had extensive contacts in tbenCil. They all had centuries of experience
and skill to back up enormous amounts of raw strenf one ofthemput up a fight, it would
mean more than resisting arrest.

It would mean internal strife like the White Courltad never seen.
It would mean civil war.

And, under the circumstances, | couldn’t imagingtlimg more disastrous for the White
Council. The balance of power between the superalatations was a precarious thing—and we
had barely managed to hang on throughout the wir the Vampire Courts. Both sides were
getting their wind back now, but the vampires corddlace their losses far more quickly than



we could. If the Council dissolved into infightimgw, it would trigger a feeding frenzy amongst
our foes.

Morgan had been right to run. | knew the Merlin Malough to know that he wouldn’t blink
twice before sacrificing an innocent man if it meaolding the Council together, much less
someone who might actually be guilty.

Meanwhile, the real traitor would be clapping hantls in glee. One of the Senior Council
was already down, and if the Council as a whole'dignplode in the next few days, it would
become that much rifer with paranoia and distrizdkpwing the execution of the most capable
and highly accomplished combat commander in thedéfes. All the traitor would need to do
was rinse and repeat, with minor variations, arahsoor later something would crack.

| would only get one shot at this. | had to fine thuilty party, and | had to be right and
irrefutable the very first time.

Colonel Mustard, in the den, with the lead pipe.
Now all | needed was a clue.

No pressure, Harry.

My half brother lived in an expensive apartmentlo®very edge of the Gold Coast area, which,
in Chicago, is where a whole lot of people with hole lot of money live. Thomas runs an
upscale boutique, specializing in the kind of upprist clientele who seem to be willing to pay
a couple hundred dollars for a haircut and a bloy-dHe does well for himself, too, as
evidenced by his expensive address.

| parked a few blocks west of his apartment, wihieeerates weren't quite so Gold Coasty, and
then walked in to his place and leaned on his bu2de one answered. | checked the clock in
the lobby, then folded my arms, leaned against & wad waited for him to get home from
work.

His car pulled into the building’s lot a few minatkater. He'd replaced the enormous Hummer
that we’'d managed to trash with a brand-new ridiaaly expensive car—a Jaguar, with plenty
of flash and gold trim. It was, needless to saygpamhite. | kept on lurking, waiting for him to
come around to the doors.

He did, a minute later. He was maybe a hair orethmeder six feet tall, dressed in midnight
blue leather pants and a white silk shirt with bigusy sleeves. His hair was midnight black,
presumably to complement the pants, and fell iplimg waves to just below his shoulders. He
had grey eyes, teeth whiter than the Ku Klux Klang a face that had been made for fashion
magazines. He had the build to go with it, too. mas made all those Spartans in that movie
look like slackers, and he didn’t even use an ashr

He raised his dark brows as he saw me. “ 'Arry,”daéd in the hideously accurate French
accent he used in public. “Good eveninggn amji”



| nodded to him. “Hey. We need to talk.”

His smile faded as he took in my expression andyldadguage, and he nodded. “But of
course.”

We went on up to his apartment. It was immaculagealways, the furnishings expensive,
modern, and oh so trendy, with a lot of brushedkedidinish in evidence. | went in, leaned my
guarterstaff against the frame of the front dood alouched down onto one of the couches. |
looked at it for a minute.

“How much did you pay for this?” | asked him.
He dropped the accent. “About what you did for Beetle”

| shook my head, and tried to find a comfortableywasit. “That much money, you'd think
they could afford more cushions. I've sat on fenoese comfy than this.”

“That’'s because it isn't really meant to be satrupdhomas replied. “It's meant to show
people how very wealthy and fashionable one is.”

“I got one of my couches for thirty bucks at a ggraale. It's orange and green plaid, and it's
tough not to fall asleep in it when you sit down.”

“It's very you,” Thomas said, smiling as he crossedhe kitchen. “Whereas this is very much
me. Or very much my persona, anyway. Beer?”

“Long as it’s cold.”

He returned with a couple of dark brown bottlestedan frost, and passed me one. We took
the tops off, clinked, and then he sat down orctiar across from the couch as we drank.

“Okay,” he said. “What’'s up?”

“Trouble,” | replied. I told him about Morgan.

Thomas scowled. “Empty night, Harry. Morgad®@rgan!? What's wrong with your head?”
| shrugged. “I don’t think he did it.”

“Who cares? Morgan wouldn’t cross the street t® s you if you were on fire,” Thomas
growled. “He’s finally getting his comeuppance. W&hould you lift a finger?”

“Because | don't think he did it,” | said. “Besidesou haven’t thought it through.”

Thomas slouched back in the chair and regarded itenarrowed eyes as he sipped at his
beer. | joined him, and let him mull it over inesice. There was nothing wrong with Thomas’s
brain.



“Okay,” he said, grudgingly. “I can think of a cdapof reasons you'd want to cover his
homicidal ass.”

“I need the medical stuff | left with you.”

He rose and went to the hall closet—which was padke groaning with all manner of
household articles that build up when you stay ne place for a while. He removed a white
toolbox with a red cross painted on the side ddritj calmly caught a softball that rolled off the
top shelf before it hit his head. He shut everyhimagain, got a cooler out of his fridge, and put
it and the medical kit on the floor next to me.

“Please don't tell me that this is all | can dog¢’ $aid.
“No. There’s something else.”
He spread his hands. “Well?”

“I'd like you to find out what the Vampire Courtsigw about the manhunt. And | need you to
stay under the radar while you do it.”

He stared at me for a moment, and then exhaledys|&why?”

| shrugged. “I've got to know more about what's igion. | can’t ask my people. And if a
bunch of people know you’re asking around, somasmming to connect some dots and take a
harder look at Chicago.”

My brother the vampire went completely still formeoment. It isn’t something human beings
can do. All of him, even the sense of his presendbe room, just . . . stopped. | felt like | was
staring at a wax figure.

“You're asking me to bring Justine into this,” heads

Justine was the girl who had been willing to giee life for my brother. And who he’d nearly
killed himself to protect. “Love” didn’t begin tooger what they had. Neither did “broken.”

My brother was a vampire of the White Court. Fomhilove hurt. Thomas and Justine
couldn’t ever be together.

“She’s the personal aide of the leader of the Whitart,” | said. “If anyone’s in a good
position to find out, she is.”

He rose, the motion a little too quick to be whollyman, and paced back and forth in
agitation. “She’s already taking enough risks, fegdnformation on the White Court’s activities
back to you when it's safe for her to do it. | dowant her taking more chances.”

“I get that,” | said. “But situations like this athe whole reason she went undercover in the
first place. This is exactly the kind of thing shanted to do when she went in.”

Thomas mutely shook his head.



| sighed. “Look, I'm not asking her to deactivates ttractor beam, rescue the princess, and
escape to the fourth moon of Yavin. | just nee#fritow what she’s heard and what she can find
out without blowing her cover.”

He paced for another half a minute or so beforstbpped and stared at me hard. “Promise
me something, first.”

“What?”

“Promise me that you won't put her in any more dartfpan she already is. Promise me that
you won’t act on any information they could tragek to her.”

“Dammit, Thomas,” | said wearily. “That just isrpbssible. There’s no way to know exactly
which information will be safe to use, and no wayknhow for certain which bits of data might
be misinformation.”

“Promise me,” he said, emphasizing both words.

| shook my head. “I promise that I'll do absoluteyerything in my power to keep Justine
safe.”

His jaws clenched a few times. The promise didatis§y him—though it was probably more
accurate to say that tistuationdidn’t satisfy him. He knew | couldn’t guaranteerftomplete
safety and he knew that I'd given him everythirapuld.

He took a deep, slow breath.
Then he nodded.

“Okay,” he said.

Chapter Four

About five minutes after I left Thomas’s place, lufad myself instinctively checking the
rearview mirror every couple of seconds and recagghihe quiet tension that had begun to flow
through me. My gut was telling me that I'd pickega autail.

Granted, it was only an intuition, but hey. Wizaogler here. My instincts had earned enough
credibility to make me pay attention to them. igyhold me someone was following me, it was
time to start watching my back.

If someone was following me, it wasn't necessadbnnected to the current situation with
Morgan. | mean, it didn't absolutelyaveto be, right? But | hadn’t survived a ton of ugly
furballs by being thick all of the time. Generaligaybe, but noall the time, and I'd be an idiot
to assume that my sudden company was unconnechédrtgan.

| took a few turns purely for fun, but | couldnpat any vehicles following mine. That didn’t
necessarily mean anything. A good surveillance te@onking together, could follow a target all



but invisibly, especially at night, when every car the road looked pretty much like the same
pair of headlights. Just because | couldn’t semttigln’t mean that they weren’t there.

The hairs on the back of my neck stood up, antt hig shoulders ratcheting tighter with each
passing streetlight.

What if my pursuer wasn't in a car?

My imagination promptly treated me to visions oimerous winged horrors, soaring silently
on batlike wings just above the level of the ambight of the city, preparing to dive down
upon theBlue Beetleand tear it into strips of sheet metal. The ssreadre busy, as they almost
always were in this part of town. It was one héllaopublic location for a hit, but that didn’t
automatically preclude the possibility. It had hapgd to me before.

| chewed on my lower lip and thought. I couldn’tlgack to my apartment until | was sure that
| had shaken the tail. To do that, I'd have to dpot.

| wasn’t going to get through the next two daydwiit taking some chances. | figured | might
as well get started.

| drew in a deep breath, focused my thoughts, dimétddl slowly, once. When | opened my
eyes again, | brought my Sight along with them.

A wizard’s Sight, his ability to perceive the wordound him in a vastly broadened spectrum
of interacting forces, is a dangerous gift. Whetitisrcalled spirit vision, or inner sight, or the
Third Eye, it lets you perceive things you'd othessvnever be able to interact with. It shows
you the world the way it really is, matter all iritteined with a universe of energy, of magic. The
Sight can show you beauty that would make angelspweumble tears, and terrors that the
Black-Goat-with-a-Thousand-Young wouldn’t dare tmeits kids’ bedtime stories.

Whatever you see, the good, the bad, the insamilyeing—it sticks with you forever. You
can't ever forget it, and time doesn’t blur the nogi®s. It's yours. Permanently.

Wizards who run around using their Sight willy-piWind up bonkers.

My Third Eye showed me Chicago, in its true shagel for a second | thought | had been
teleported to Vegas. Energy ran through the stréssbuildings, the people, appearing to me as
slender filaments of light that ran this way andtttplunging into solid objects and out the other
side without interruption. The energies coursingtigh the grand old buildings had a solid and
unmoving stability about them, as did the city stse—but the rest of it, the random energies
generated by the thoughts and emotions of eightomipeople, was completely unplanned and
coursed everywhere in frenetic, haphazard, gaosir.c

Clouds of emotion were interspersed with the fliokg campfire sparks of ideas. Heavy
flowing streams of deep thought rolled slowly behdalazing, dancing gems of joy. The muck
of negative emotions clung to surfaces, stainirgttdarker, while fragile bubbles of dreams
floated blissfully toward kaleidoscope stars.



Holy crap. | could barelgeethe lines on the road through all of that.

| checked over my shoulder, seeing each occupatteotars behind me clearly, as brilliantly
lit shapes of white that skittered with other celdhat changed with thoughts, moods, and
personalities. If I'd been closer to them, I'd haveen able to see more details about them,
though they would be subject to my subconsciowsrpnétation. Even at this distance, though, |
could tell that they were all mortals.

That was a relief, in some ways. I'd be able tat gy wizard strong enough to be one of the
Wardens. If whoever was pursuing me was a norrmhalas almost certain that the Wardens
hadn’t caught up to Morgan yet.

| checked up above me and—
Time froze.

Try to imagine the stench of rotten meat. Imagheelanguid, arrhythmic pulsing of a corpse
filled with maggots. Imagine the scent of stale ypoodor mixed with mildew, the sound of nails
screeching across a chalkboard, the taste of rottin and the flavor of spoiled fruit.

Now imagine that your eyes can experience thosgshiall at once, in excruciating detail.

That's what | saw: a stomach-churning, nightmadging mass, blazing like a lighthouse
beacon upon one of the buildings above me. | ceagilely make out a physical form behind it,
but it was like trying to peer through raw sewalgeouldn’t get any details through the haze of
absolutewrongnessthat surrounded it as it bounded from the edgera rooftop to another,
moving more than fast enough to keep pace with me.

Someone screamed, and | dimly noted that it wabginly me. The car hit something that
made it shriek in protest. It jounced hard up aodim wham-whaml'd drifted into the curb. |
felt the front wheels shimmy through the steeringeel, and | slammed on the brakes, still
screaming, as | fought to close my Third Eye.

The next thing | knew, car horns were blaring apatrent symphony.

| was sitting in the driver’s seat, gripping theeghuntil my knuckles were white. The engine
had died. Judging from the dampness on my cheeksst have been crying—unless I'd started
foaming at the mouth, which, | reflected, was didcs possibility.

Stars and stones. What on God’s green ewaithat thing?

Even brushing against the subject in my thoughts eveough to bring the memory of the thing
back to me in all its hideous terror. | flincheddasgueezed my eyes shut, shoving hard against
the steering wheel. | could feel my body shakindom’t know how long it took me to fight my
way clear of the memory—and when | did, everythiras the same, only louder.

With the clock counting down, | couldn’t afford tet the cops take me into custody for a
DWI, but that's exactly what would happen if | didstart driving again, assuming | didn’t



actually wreck the car first. | took a deep breathd willed myself not to think of the
apparition—

| saw it again.
When | came back, I'd bitten my tongue, and my ahfelt raw. | shook even harder.

There was no way | could drive. Not like this. Gsteay thought and | could get somebody
killed in a collision. But | couldn’t remain thereither.

| pulled theBeetleup onto the sidewalk, where it would be out of sheet at least. Then | got
out of the car and started walking away. The ciguld tow me in about three point five
milliseconds, but at least | wouldn’t be aroundj& arrested.

| stumbled down the sidewalk, hoping that my purstree apparition, wasn't—

When | looked up again, | was curled into a baltle® ground, muscles aching from cramping
so tight. People were walking wide around me, gwvmne nervous sidelong glances. | felt so
weak that | wasn’t sure | could stand.

| needed help.

| looked up at the street signs on the nearesiec@nd stared at them until my cudgeled brain
finally worked out where | was standing.

| rose, forced to lean on my staff to stay uprigtmg hobbled forward as quickly as | could. |
started calculating prime numbers as | walked, $owyon the process as intently as | would any
spell.

“One,” | muttered through clenched teeth. “Two. @darFive. Seven. Eleven. Thirteen . . .”

And | staggered through the night, literally toarifeed to think about what might be coming
after me.

Chapter Five

By the time I'd reached twenty-two hundred and ¥Vhirine, I'd arrived at Billy and Georgia’s
place.

Life had changed for the young werewolves sincéyBiad graduated and started pulling in
serious money as an engineer, but they hadn’t mouedf the apartment they’d had in college.
Georgia was still in school, learning somethinggh®yogical, and they were saving for a house.
Good thing for me. | wouldn’t have been able tokaal the suburbs.

Georgia answered the door. She was a tall woman, éad willowy, and in a T-shirt and
loose, long shorts, she looked smarter than shprditly.

“My God,” she said, when she saw me. “Harry.”



“Hey, Georgia,” | said. “Twenty-two hundred and . uh. Forty-three. | need a dark, quiet
room.”

She blinked at me. “What?”

“Twenty-two hundred and fifty-one,” | respondedrisasly. “And send up the wolf-signal.
You want the gang here. Twenty-two hundred and,.ulsixty . . . seven.”

She stepped back from the door, holding the doendpr me. “Harry, what are you talking
about?”

| came inside. “Twenty-two hundred and sixty .not divisible by three, sixty-nine. | need a
dark room. Quiet. Protection.”

“Is something after you?” Georgia said.

Even with the help of Eratosthenes, when Geordiadhthe question and my brain answered
it, 1 couldn’t keep the image of th#ting from invading my thoughts, and it drove me to my
knees and would have sent me all the way to ther-fleexcept that Billy caught me before |
could get there. He was a short guy, maybe fivelsix he had the upper body of a professional
wrestler and moved with the speed and precisianmedator.

“Dark room,” | gasped. “Call in the gang. Hurry.”

“Do it,” Georgia said, her voice low and urgenteSthut the door and locked it, then slammed
down a heavy wooden beam the size of a picnic '&bknch that they had installed themselves.
“Get him into our room. I'll make the calls.”

“Got it,” Billy said. He picked me up the way youtrry a child, barely grunting as he did.
He carried me down the hall and into a dark bedrddenlaid me down on a bed, then crossed to
the window—and pulled and locked a heavy steel régcaurtain over it, evidently another
customization that he and Georgia had installed.

“What do you need, Harry?” Billy asked.
“Dark. Quiet. Explain it later.”

He put a hand on my shoulder and said, “Right.”nrhe padded out of the room and shut the
door.

It left me in the dark with my thoughts—which is @k | needed to be.
“Come on, Harry,” | muttered to myself. “Get usedhe idea.”

And | thought about the thing I'd Seen.

It hurt. But when | came back to myself, | did giaén. And again. And again.

Yes, I'd Seen something horrible. Yes, it was abits terror. But I'd Seen other things, too.



| called up those memories, too, all of them jissslaarp and fresh as the horror pressing upon
me. I'd Seen good people screaming in madness tineénfluence of black magic. I'd Seen the
true selves of men and women, good and bad, Semtepell—and die. I'd Seen the Queens of
Faerie as they prepared for battle, drawing all #neful power around them.

And I'd be damned if | was going to roll over fone@more horrible thing doing nothing but
jumping from one rooftop to another.

“Come on, punk,” | snarled at the memory. “Nextthmse others, you're a bad yearbook
picture.”

And | hit myself with it, again and again, fillingny mind with every horrible and beautiful
thing | had ever Seen—and as | did, | focused omatwhhad bloody well done about it. |
remembered the things I'd battled and destroyeéniembered the strongholds of nightmares
and terrors that | had invaded, the dark gateskiaked down. | remembered the faces of
prisoners I'd freed, and the funerals of thosebi&gn too late to save. | remembered the sounds
of voices and laughter, the joy of loved ones reghithe tears of the lost and bereaved.

There are bad things in the world. There’s no ggtaway from that. But that doesn’'t mean
nothing can be done about them. You can’t abanid®fulst because it's scary, and just because
sometimes you get hurt.

The memory of the thing hurt like hell—but pain wasanything special or new. I'd lived
with it before, and would do it again. It wasn’etfirst thing I'd Seen, and it wouldn’t be the last

| wasnot going to roll over and die.

Sledgehammers of perfect memory pounded me dowrblatkness.

When | pulled myself back together, | was sittingtbe bed, my legs folded Indian-style. My
palms rested on my knees. My breathing was slow rawythmically heavy. My back was
straight. My head pounded painfully, but not cripgly so.

| looked up and around the room. It was dark, lwlbéen in there long enough for my eyes to
adjust to the light coming under the door. | cosd@ myself in the dresser mirror. My back was
straight and relaxed. I'd taken my coat off, andsweearing a black T-shirt that read “PRE-
FECTIONIST” in small white letters, backward in therror. A thin, dark runnel of blood had
streamed from each nostril and was now drying onupger lip. | could taste blood in my
mouth, probably from where I'd bitten my tongueliear

| thought of my pursuer again, and the image maedeshudder—but that was all. | kept
breathing slowly and steadily.

That was the upside of being human. On the whokeyewan adaptable sort of being.
Certainly, I'd never be able to get rid of my mesaf this awful thing, or any of the other
awful things I'd Seen—so if the memory couldn’t oga, it would have to be me. | could get



used to seeing that kind of horror, enough to saad yet remain a reasoning being. Better men
than | had done so.

Morgan had.

| shivered again, and not because of any memowyadt because | knew what it could mean,
when you forced yourself to live with hideous thsrikke that. It changed you. Maybe not all at
once. Maybe it didn’t turn you into a monster. Bdtbeen scarred and | knew it.

How many times would something like this need tpgdem before | started bending myself
into something horrible just to survive? | was yguior a wizard. Where would | be after
decades or centuries of refusing to look away?

Ask Morgan.

| got up and went into the bathroom attached tolk&droom. | turned on the lights, and
winced as they raked at my eyes. | washed the bimod my face, and cleaned the sink of it
carefully. In my business, you don’t leave yourddavhere anyone can find it.

Then | put my coat back on and left the bedroom.

Billy and Georgia were in the living room. Billy waat the window that led out to the tiny
balcony. Georgia was on the phone.

“I'm not getting anything out here,” Billy said.slhe sure?”

Georgia murmured into the phone. “Yes. He’s sur@ritled this way. It should be in sight
from where you are.”

“Itisn’t,” Billy said. He turned his head over tsfioulder and said, “Harry. Are you all right?”
“I'll survive,” | said, and paced over to the windo“It followed me here, huh?”

“Something’s outside,” Billy said. “Something we’vever run into before. It's been playing
hide-and-seek with Kirby and Andi for an hour. Tloay’t catch it or get a good look at it.”

| gave Billy a sharp look. There weren’t many tteribat could keep ahead of the werewolves,
working together. Wolves are just too damn aled gnick, and Billy and company had been
working Chicago almost as long as | had. They khew to handle themselves—and in the past
couple of months, I'd been teaching my apprentiéiéla humility by letting her try her veiling
spells against the werewolves. They'd hunted heamdo moments, every time.

“So whatever’s out there, it isn’t human,” | sdidot if it can stay ahead of Kirby and Andi.”
| crossed to the window and stared out with BilAnd it can veil itself from sight.”

“What is it?” Billy asked quietly.

“I don’t know,” | said. “But it's real bad.” | glaced back at Georgia. “How long was | down?”



She checked her watch. “Eighty-two minutes.”

| nodded. “It's had plenty of time to try to come if that’'s what it wanted.” | felt a nauseated
little quiver in my stomach as a tight smile sthetd my lips. “It's playing with me.”

“What?” Billy said.

“It's dancing around in front of us out there, undeveil. It's daring me to use my Sight so
that I'll be able to spot it.”

From outside, there was a sound, a cry. It wast stmar high-pitched, loud enough to make the
windows quiver. I'd never heard anything like itfdwe. The hair stood up on the back of my
neck, a purely instinctive reaction. My instinctadhbeen tracking this thing well, so far, so |
trusted them when they told me one more thing—¢hatvas a statement. The hunt was on.

An instant later, every light in sight blew outanshower of sparks, and darkness swallowed
several city blocks.

“Tell Andi and Kirby to get back here to the apaetitl” | snapped at Georgia. | grabbed my
staff from where it leaned against the wall by dlw®r. “Billy, you’re with me. Get your game
face on.”

“Harry?” Georgia said, confused.
“Now!” | snapped, flinging the bar off the door.

By the time I'd reached the bottom of the staineré was the sound of a heavy, controlled
impact, and a wolf with hair the same dark browrBdly’'s hit the floor next to me. It was an
enormous beast, easily as heavy as Mouse, but &altE leaner—a wolf the world has rarely
seen between here and the last ice age. | slampwdtbe door and let Billy out ahead of me.
He bounded over a parked car—and | meampletelyover it, lengthwise—and shot toward the
buildings at the back of the complex.

Billy had been in contact with Andi and Kirby, ahkthew their approximate positions. |
followed him, my staff in hand, already summonimgmy will. | wasn’t sure what was out here,
but | wanted to be ready for it.

Kirby appeared from around the northernmost coafighe other building. He hurried along
with a cell phone pressed to his ear, a lanky, tlarked young man in sweat pants and a baggy
T-shirt. The active phone painted half his face l&miniature floodlight. | checked the southern
corner of the building at once, and saw a darkyfshape trotting around the corner—Andi, like
Billy, in her wolf form.

Wait a minute.

If the whatever-it-was had taken out the local tsgthow in the hell had Kirby's cell phone
survived the hex? Magic and technology don’'t getngl so well, and the more complex
electronic devices tended to fall apart most qyicklell phones were like those security guys in



red shirts on oldtar Trek as soon as something started happening, theyaiwass the first to
go.

If the creature, whatever it was, had blown outlitpets, it would have gotten the phone, too.
Unless it hadn’tvantedto take the phone out.

Kirby was the only clearly lit object in sight—adbeial target.
When the attack came, it came fast.

There was a ripple in the air, as something mobiageath a veil crossed between me and the
light cast by Kirby's phone. There was an explosswarl, and the phone went flying, leaving
Kirby hidden in shadow.

Billy flung himself forward, even as | ripped thidver pentacle amulet from around my neck
and lifted it, calling forth silver-blue wizard g with my will. Light flooded the area between
the complex’s buildings.

Kirby was on his back, in the center of a splattieblack that could only be blood. Billy was
standing crouched over him, his teeth bared in alsile suddenly lunged forward, teeth
ripping, and a distortion of the air in front ofntibounded up and then to one side. | lurched
forward, feeling as if 1 was running through hipegepeanut butter. | got the impression of
something four-legged and furry evading Billy’'saatt, a raw flicker of vision like something
seen out of the very corner of the eye.

Then Billy was on his back, slashing with caninand, ripping savagely with his teeth, while
something shadowy and massive overbore him, pinmimgdown.

Andi, a red-furred wolf that was smaller and switigan Billy’s form, hurtled through the air
and tore at the back of the attacker.

It screamed again, the sound deeper-chested tliare pmore resonant. The creature whirled
on Andi, too swiftly to be believed, and a limbralaed into her, sending her flying into a brick
wall. She hit with a yipping cry of pain and a heds snapping sound.

| raised my staff, anger and terror and determamasiurging down into the wooden tool, and
shouted;'Forzare!”

My will unspooled into a lance of invisible energgd slammed into the creature. I've flipped
over cars with blasts of force like that, but thengy barely rocked back, slapping at the air with
its forelimbs. The blast shattered against it #ghawer of reddish sparks.

The conflicting energies disrupted its veil, just 2 second. | saw something somewhere
between a cougar and a bear, with sparse, diregdur. It must have weighed several hundred
pounds. It had oversized fangs, bloodied claws,itnelyes were a bright and sickly yellow that
looked reptilian, somehow.



Its snarling mouth twisted in a way that no anima&iduld, formingvords albeit words that |
did not understand. Its form twisted, changing Witjuid speed, and in maybe half a second, a
cougar bigger than any mountain lion I'd ever evesard about was hurtling toward me,
vanishing into the rippling colors of a veil az@&me.

| brought up my left hand, slamming my will intoettbracelet hung upon it. The bracelet, a
braid of metals hung with charms in the shape oflieval shields, was another tool like the
staff, a device that let me focus the energiesld@d more quickly and efficiently.

A quarter dome of blue-white light sprang into ¢éaice before me, and the creature slammed
into it like a brick wall. Well. More like a rickgtwooden wall. | felt the shield begin to give as
the creature struck it—but at least initially, ibjgped it in its tracks.

Billy hit it low and hard.

The great dark wolf sailed in, teeth ripping, amd lgold of something. The creature howled,
this time more in pain than fury, and whirled orlyBibut the leader of Chicago’s resident
werewolves was already on the way back out, andbdwnded aside from the creature’s
counterattack.

It was faster than Billy was. It caught him, andaw Billy hunch his shoulders against its
attack, his fur being bloodied as he crouched kianding his ground.

So thatGeorgiacould hit it low and hard.

Georgia’s wolf form was dusty brown, taller andhéit than Billy’s, and moved with deadly
precision. She raked at the creature, forcing tuta to her—only to be forced to keep whirling
as Billy went after its flank.

| brandished my staff, timing my shot with my tegtiitted, and then screamed again as | sent
another lance of force at the creature, aimingtfolegs. The blast tore gashes in the asphalt and
brought the nearly invisible thing to the groundce more disrupting its veil. Billy and Georgia
rushed toward it to keep it pinned down, and ledimy staff, calling up more energy. My next
shot was going to pile-driver the thing straightwiianto the water table, by God.

But once more, its shape turned liquid—and suddariigwk with a wingspan longer than my
car tore into the air, reptilian yellow eyes glayint soared aloft, its wings beating twice, and
vanished into the night sky.

| stared after that for a second. Then | said, “©@ap.”

| looked around in the wildly dancing light of mynalet, and rushed toward Andi. She was
unconscious, her body reverted to its human format-tii a redhead with a killer figure. One
entire side of her body was a swelling purple ruShe had a broken arm, shoulder, ribs, and
her face was so horribly damaged that | had to yalnout her skull as well. She was breathing,
barely.

The shapeshifter had besinong



Georgia arrived at my side in wolf form, her eyesrs, and nose all alert, scanning around us,
above us.

| turned my head to see Billy, nude and in humamfarouched over Kirby. | lifted my light
and moved a couple of steps over toward him sailldceee.

Kirby’'s throat was gone. Just gone. There was apod flesh as wide as my palm missing,
and bare vertebrae showed at the back of it. Tlyesdf the gaping wound were black and
crumbling, as if charred to black dust. Kirby's sywere glassy and staring. His blood was
everywhere.

“Hell's bells,” | breathed. | stared at the deadigg man, a friend, and shook my head hard
once. “Billy, come on. Andi’s still alive. We canleave her out here. We've got to get her
behind your threshold and get her an ambulance,’now

Billy crouched over Kirby, his face twisted in cosfon and rage.
“Will!” | shouted.

He looked up at me.

“Andi,” | said. “Help me get her inside.”

He nodded jerkily. Then the two of us went to W¥e laid my duster out on the ground and
got her onto it as gently as we could. Then we gicker up and carried her back toward the
apartment building. People were calling out in theldings around us, now. Flashlights and
candles and chemical glow lights had begun to appéad no doubt that within a few minutes,
we’d get sirens, too.

From somewhere above us, there was a contemptuassybcry—the same tone | heard
before, though modulated differently now, comingpfran avian throat.

“What was that?” Billy asked, his tone dull and \yedWhat was that thing?”

“I'm not certain,” | answered, breathing hard. Ggarwas coming along behind us, dragging
my staff in her jaws. “But if it's what | think is, things just got a lot worse.”

Billy looked up at me, Kirby’s blood all over hiade and hands. “What is it, Harry?”

“A Native American nightmare,” | said. | lookedtam grimly. “A skinwalker.”

Chapter Six

Georgia told the EMTs she was Andi’s sister, whidswrue in a spiritual sense, | suppose, and
rode with her in the ambulance to the hospital. ENE's looked grim.

The cops had gathered around Kirby’s body, and Wwesy closing off the scene.



“I have to be here,” Billy said.
“I know,” | said. “I'm on the clock, Billy. | can’stay. | can’t lose the time.”
He nodded. “What do | need to know about skinwaiRér

“They're . . . they're just evil, man. They like ittieng people. Shape-shifters, obviously—and
the more afraid of them you are, the more powehey get. They literally feed on fear.”

Billy eyed me. “Meaning you aren’t going to tell rapything more. Because it won'’t help me.
You think it will scare me.”

“We knew it was here, we were ready for a fightd gou saw what happened,” | said. “If it
had hit us from a real ambush, it would have beerse”

He bared his teeth in a snarl. “We had it.”

“We had it at a momentary disadvantage—arshw that, and it wasmartenough to leave
and come back later. All we did was prove to it thaould have to take us seriously to Kill us.
We won’t get another opportunity like that onegut a hand on his shoulder. “You and Georgia
stay close to Andi. This thinkikes hurting people. And it gets off on hunting downumded
prey. She’s still in danger.”

“Got it,” he said quietly. “What are you going tod

“Find out why it's here,” | said. “There’s Coundilsiness afoot. Christ, | didn’t mean to bring
you into this.” | stared toward the knot of offisesround Kirby’s corpse. “I didn’'t mean for this
to happen.”

“Kirby was an adult, Dresden,” Billy said. “He knewhat could happen. He chose to be
here.”

Which was the truth. But it didn’'t help. Kirby wastill dead. | hadn’'t known what the
skinwalkerwasbefore, beyond something awful, but that didnarmge anything.

Kirby was still dead.

And Andi . . . God, | hadn’t even thought aboutttpart. Andi and Kirby had been an intense
item. She was going to be heartbroken.

Assuming she didn't die, too.

Billy—I just couldn’t think of him as Will—blinkedears out of his eyes and said, “You didn’t
know it was going to come down like that, man. Weowe you our lives, Harry. I'm glad we
got the chance to be there for you.” He nodded tdwlze police. “I'll do the talking, then get to
Georgia. You'd better go.”

We traded grips, and his was crushingly tight wé&hsion and grief. | nodded to him, and
turned to leave. The city lights were starting oone back on as | went out the back entrance to



Will’s building, down a side street, and throughadliey that ran behind an old bookstore where |
wasn’t welcome anymore. | passed the spot in they where I'd nearly died, and shivered as |
did. I'd barely dodged the old man’s scythe, theag.d

Tonight, Kirby hadn't.

My head felt dislocated, somehow. | should be feglnore than | was. | should be madder
than hell. | should be shaking with fear. SomethiBgt instead, | felt like | was observing
events from a remote cold place somewhere up abodebehind me. It was, | reasoned,
probably a side effect of exposing myself to thiewstalker’'s true form. Or rather, a side effect of
what I'd had to do to get over it.

| wasn’t worried about the skinwalker sneaking upmoe. Oh, sure, he might do it, but not
cold. Supernatural beings like the skinwalker hadraich power that reality itself gets a little
strained around them wherever they go, and thaahasnber of side effects. One of them is a
sort of psychic stench that goes with them—a pr@sehat my instincts had twigged to long
before the skinwalker had been in a position tongoany real harm.

Read a little folklore, the stuff that hasn’'t bgaettied up by Disney and the like. Start with
the Brothers Grimm. It won't tell you about skinkets, but it will give you a good idea of just
how dark some of those tales can be.

Skinwalkers are dark comparedti@at You've got to get the real stories from the pespbf
the Navajo, Ute, and other Southwestern tribesetatte really juicy material. They don’t talk
about them often, because the genuine and entaéynal fear the stories inspire only makes
the creatures stronger. The tribes rarely talk atiem with outsiders, because outsiders have no
foundation of folklore to draw upon to protect tretves—and because you never know when
the outsider to whom you're telling dark tales ntigh a skinwalker, looking to indulge a sense
of macabre irony. But I've been in the businessiyand | know people who know the stories.
They'd confided a handful to me, in broad dayliglopking nervously around them as they
spoke, as if afraid that dredging up the dark méssanight catch a skinwalker’s attention.

Because sometimes it did.

That's how bad skinwalkers are. Even amongst the people now the danger they
represent, who know better than anyone else inbréd how to defend against them, no one
wants to talk about skinwalkers.

But in a way, it worked in my favor. Walking downdark alley in the middle of a Chicago
night, and stepping over the spot on the concrdteravI’d almost been ripped to pieces just
wasn’t spookyenough to encompass the presence of a skinwdfkitings got majorlyTales
from the Darksidereepy and shivery, I'd know | was in real trouble

As it was, the night was simply—
A small figure in a lightweight Cubs jacket step@@dund the corner at the end of the alley.

The newly restored streetlight shone on blond lzead Sergeant Karrin Murphy said, “Evening,
Dresden.”



—complicated.

“Murph,” | responded woodenly. Murphy was a serdeaith Chicago PD’s Special
Investigations department. When something superalgtubad happened and the cops got
involved, Murphy often contacted me to get my takethings. The city didn’t want to hear
about “imaginary” things like skinwalkers or vanmgsr They just wanted the problem to go
away—nbut Murphy and the rest of S| were the pewgie had to make it happen.

“I tip a guy down at impound to keep an eye outdertain vehicles,” Murphy said. “Pay him
in bottles of McAnally’s ale. He calls me and tetie your car got brought in.”

“Uh-huh,” | said.

Murphy fell into pace beside me as | turned oubdhe sidewalk. She was five feet nothing,
with blond hair that fell a little past her shoutsl@nd blue eyes. She was more cute than pretty,
and looked like someone’s favorite aunt. Which sserfikely. She had a fairly large Irish
Catholic family.

“Then | hear about a power outage,” she said, ‘@ahdge disturbance at the same apartments
where your werewolf friends live. | hear about d gtho might not make it and a boy who
didn’t.”

“Yeah,” | said. It might have come out a little ale

“Who was it?” Murphy asked.

“Kirby,” | said.

“Jesus,” Murphy said. “What happened?”

“Something fast and mean was following me. The wetees jumped it. Things went bad.”

Murphy nodded and stopped, and | dimly realized Wweawere standing next to her Saturn—
an updated version of the one that had been blgarblithely parked in front of a hydrant. She
went around to the trunk and popped it open. “ktadook at that pile of parts you call a car.”
She drew out the medical toolbox and cooler fromthenk and held them up. “These were on
the passenger seat. | thought they might have theea for a reason.”

Hell's bells. In the confusion of the attack anglaftermath, | had all but forgotten the whole
reason I'd gone out in the first place. | took thedical kit from her as she offered it. “Yeah.
Stars and stones, yeah, Murph. Thank you.”

“You need a ride?” she asked me.

I'd been planning on flagging down a cab, evenyydilt it would be better not to spend the
money if | didn’t need to. Wizarding might be sekwt it didn't pay nearly as well as lucrative
careers like law enforcement. “Sure,” | said.



“What a coincidence. | need some questions answeséa unlocked the door with an actual
key, not the little what's-it that does it for yautomatically with the press of a button, and held
it open for me with a gallant little gesture, likd done for her about a million times. She
probably thought she was mocking me with that irepeation.

She was probably right.

This mess was getting stickier by the minute, addih’t want to drag Murphy into it. | mean,
Jesus, the werewolves had been capable defendéhneioterritory for a long while, and I'd
gotten half of them taken out in the first couplauis of the case. Murphy wouldn’t fare any
better in the waters through which | was curreatlymming.

On the other hand, | trusted Murph. | trusted kieigment, her ability to see where her limits
lay. She’d seen cops carved to pieces when theg td box out of their weight division, and
knew better than to attempt it. And if she stattedwing obstacles in my way—and she could,
a lot of them, that | couldn’t do diddly about—they life would get a whole lot harder. Even
though she wasn’t running CPD’s Special Investayatidepartment anymore, she still had clout
there, and a word from her to Lieutenant Stalliogsld hobble me, maybe lethally.

So | guess you could say that Murphy was threatetorbust me if | didn’t talk to her, and
you'd be right. And you could say that Murphy wdfenong to put her life on the line to help
me, and you’d be right. And you could say that Myrfinad done me a favor with the medical
kit, in order to obligate me to her when she tole timat she wanted to be dealt in, and you'd be
right.

You could also say that | was standing around ditigevhen time was critical, and you’d be
right about that, too.

At the end of the day, Murphy is good people.

| got in the car.

“So let me get this straight,” Murphy said, as wp@ached my apartment. “You'’re hiding a
fugitive from your own people’s cops, and you ththk guy’'s been set up in order to touch off a
civil war within the White Council. And there’s senkind of Navajo boogeyman loose in town,
following you around and attempting to kill you. dgou aren’t sure they’re related.”

“More like 1 don’t know how they're related. Yet.”

Murphy chewed on her lip. “Is there anyone on thmuGil who is in tight with Native
American boogeymen?”

“Hard to imagine it,” | said quietly. “Injun Joe” iétens-to-Wind was a Senior Council
member who was some kind of Native American sharhBnwas a doctor, a healer, and a
specialist in exorcisms and restorative magic. ks, wn fact, a decent guy. He liked animals.

“But someone’s a traitor,” Murphy said quietly. ‘¢Rit?”



“Yeah,” | said. “Someone.”

Murphy nodded, frowning at the road ahead of h€he‘reason treachery is so reviled,” she
said in a careful tone of voice, “is because italljucomes from someone you didn’t think could
possibly do such a thing.”

| didn’t say anything in reply. In a minute, her @aunched to a stop in the little gravel lot
outside my apartment.

| picked up the medical kit, the cooler, and myfstnd got out of the car.
“Call me the minute you know something,” she said.

“Yep,” | told her. “Don’t take any chances if yoaessomething coming.”
She shook her head. “They aren’t your kids, Harry.”

“Doesn’t matter. Anything you can do to protectrthim the hospital . . .”
“Relax,” she said. “Your werewolves won't be aloti#see to it.”

| nodded and closed my eyes for a second.

“Harry?” she asked me.

“Yeah?”

“You . .. don't look so good.”

“It's been a long night,” | said.

“Yeah,” she said. “Look. | know something aboutsbd

Murphy did. She’d had more than her share of pgytthuma. She’'d seen friends die, too. My
memory turned out an unwelcome flash from yearereet-her former partner, Carmichael, half
eviscerated and bleeding to death on white ingiitat tile flooring.

“I'll make it,” | said.

“Of course you will,” she said. “There’s just . there’s a lot of ways you could deal, Harry.
Some of them are better than others. | care abbat happens to you. And I'm here.”

| kept my eyes closed in order to make sure | didtart crying like a girl or something. |
nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

“Take care, Harry,” she said.

“You, too,” | said. It came out a little raspy.ilteéd the toolbox at her in a wave, and headed
into my apartment to see Morgan.



| had to admit—I hated hearing the sound of myniilie car leaving.
| pushed those thoughts away. Psychic trauma od rould fall to little pieces later.

| had work to do.

Chapter Seven

Morgan woke up when | opened the bedroom door. Hkeld bad, but not any worse than he
did before, except for some spots of color on hise&s.

“Lemme see to my roommates,” | said. “I got the dmbd | put the medical kit down on the
nightstand.

He nodded and closed his eyes.

| took Mouse outside for a walk to the mailbox. e®med unusually alert, nose snuffling at
everything, but he didn’t show any signs of alavikfe went by the spot in the tiny backyard that
had been designated as Mouse’s business area,anrtdack inside. Mister, my bobtailed grey
tomcat, was waiting when | opened the door, arelttdo bolt out. | caught him, barely: Mister
weighs the next best thing to thirty pounds. Heegae a look that might have been indignant,
then raised his stumpy tail straight in the air aradked haughtily away, making his way to his
usual resting point atop one of my apartment’s loasks.

Mouse looked at me with his head tilted as | shatdoor.

“Something bad is running around out there,” | tbidh. “It might decide to send me a
message. I'd rather he didn’t use Mister to do it.”

Mouse’s cavernous chest rumbled with a low growl.

“Or you, either, for that matter,” I told him. “lash’t know if you know what a skinwalker is,
but it's serious trouble. Watch yourself.”

Mouse considered that for a moment, and then yawned
| found myself laughing. “Pride goes before a fatdy.”

He wagged his tail at me and rubbed up againstegydvidently pleased to have made me
smile. | made sure both sets of bowls had foodveater in them, and then went in to Morgan.

His temperature was up another half a degree, aweals obviously in pain.

“This isn’t heavy-duty stuff,” | told him, as | bke out the medical kit. “Me and Billy made a
run up to Canada for most of it. There’s some awelédr the pain, though, and I've got the stuff
to run an IV for you, saline, intravenous antilgstf



Morgan nodded. Then he frowned at me, an expressi@as used to from him, raked his eyes
over me more closely, and asked, “Is that bloaélson you?”

Damn. For a guy who had been beaten to within aif@es of death’s door, he was fairly
observant. Andi hadn’t really been bleeding whenpigked her up in my coat. She was only
oozing from a number of gouges and scrapes—bué thad been enough of them to add up.
“Yeah,” | said.

“What happened?”
| told him about the skinwalker and what had hagpeto Kirby and Andi.

He shook his head wearily. “There’s a reason wétdmrcourage amateurs to try to act like
Wardens, Dresden.”

| scowled at him, got a bowl of warm water and s@ngbacterial soap, and started cleaning
up his left arm. “Yeah, well. | didn’t see any Wand doing anything about it.”

“Chicago is your area of responsibility, Warden $aten.”
“And there | was,” | said. “And if they hadn’t beémere to help, I'd be dead right now.”

“Then you call for backup. Yodon't behave like a bloody superhero and throw lamlibeo
wolves to help you do it. Those are the people yosipposed to be protecting.”

“Good thinking,” | said, getting out the bag ofisal, and suspending it from the hook I'd set
in the wall over the bed. | made sure the tube pvased. Air bubbles, bad. “That's exactly what
we need: more Wardens in Chicago.”

Morgan grunted and fell silent for a moment, eyiesed. | thought he’d dropped off again,
but evidently he was only thinking. “It must hawdwed me up.”

“Huh?”

“The skinwalker,” he said. “When | left Edinburgh,took a Way to Tucson. | came to
Chicago by train. It must have sensed me whernrétod passed through its territory.”

“Why would it do that?”

“Follow an injured wizard?” he asked. “Because thgey stronger by devouring the essence of
practitioners. | was an easy meal.”

“It eatsmagic?”
Morgan nodded. “Adds its victims’ power to its oWwn.

“So what you're telling me is that not only did tekinwalker get away, but now it's stronger
for having killed Kirby.”



He shrugged. “I doubt the werewolf represented mgak, relative to what it already
possessed. Your talents, or mine, are orders ohitualg greater.”

| took up a rubber hose and bound it around Mogapper arm. | waited for the veins just
below the bend of his elbow to pop up. “Seems dikeawfully unlikely chance encounter.”

Morgan shook his head. “Skinwalkers can only dwall tribal lands in the American
Southwest. It wasn't as if whoever is framing meugdknow that | was going to escape and flee
to Tucson.”

“Point,” | said, slipping the needle into his arfiWho would wanna go there in the summer,
anyway?” | thought about it. “The skinwalker’s gotgo back to his home territory, though?”

Morgan nodded. “The longer he’s away, the more powneosts him.”

“How long can he stay here?” | asked.

He winced as | missed the vein and had to try agilore than long enough.”
“How do we kill it?” | frowned as | missed the veagain.

“Give me that,” Morgan muttered. He took the neeatte inserted it himself, smoothly, and
got it on the first try.

| guess you learn a few things over a dozen decades

“We probably don’t,” he said. “The true skinwalkerthie naagloshii, are millennia old.
Tangling with them is a fool's game. We avoid it.”

| taped down the needle and hooked up the catti®mtend for a minute that it isn’t going to
cooperate with that plan.”

Morgan grunted and scratched at his chin with beohand. “There are some native magics
that can cripple or destroy it. A true shaman efblood could perform an enemy ghost way and
drive it out. Without those our only recourse ishib it with a lot of raw power—and it isn’'t
likely to stand still and cooperate with that plaither.”

“It's a tough target,” | admitted. “It knows magiand how to defend against it.”

“Yes,” Morgan said. He watched me pick a preloadgdnge of antibiotics from the cooler.
“And its abilities are more than the equal of botlus put together.”

“Jinkies,” | said. | primed the syringe and pustiked antibiotics into the IV line. Then | got
the codeine and a cup of water, offering Morgarhbblte downed the pills, laid his head back
wearily, and closed his eyes.

“I Saw one once, t00,” he said.

| started cleaning up. | didn’'t say anything.



“They aren’t invulnerable. They can be killed.”

| tossed wrappers into the trash can and restagaghment to the medical kit. | grimaced at
the bloodied rug that still lay beneath Morgan. lfave to get that out from under him soon. |
turned to leave, but stopped in the doorway.

“How’d you do it?” | asked, without looking behimde.
It took him a moment to answer. | thought he’d pdssut again.

“It was the fifties,” he said. “Started in New Mexgi It followed me to Nevada. | lured it onto
a government testing site, and stepped acrosstletdNevernever just before the bomb went
off.”

| blinked and looked over my shoulder at him. “Yraukedit?”

He opened one eye and smiled.

It was sort of creepy.

“Stars and stones . . . that's . . .” | had to eadbade a spade. “Kind of cool.”

“Gets me to sleep at night,” he mumbled. He cldssceye again, sighed, and let his head sag
a little to one side.

| watched over his sleep for a moment, and thesecldhe door.
| was pretty tired, myself. But like the man said:

“I have promises to keep,” | sighed to myself.

| got on the phone, and started calling my contantthe Paranet.

The Paranet was an organization I'd helped fousduple of years before. It's essentially a
union whose members cooperate in order to pratechselves from paranormal threats. Most of
the Paranet consisted of practitioners with maitgtakents, of which there were plenty. A
practitioner had to be in the top percentile beftre White Council would even consider
recognizing him, and those who couldn’t cut it lbaBly got left out in the cold. As a result, they
were vulnerable to any number of supernatural poega

Which | think sucks.

So an old friend named Elaine Mallory and | hadetala dead woman’s money and begun
making contact with the marginal folks in city aftaty. We'd encouraged them to get together
to share information, to have someone they couldfaahelp. If things started going bad, a
distress call could be sent up the Paranet, and lttoe one of the other Wardens in the U.S.
could charge in. We also gave seminars on howdogréze magical threats, as well as teaching
methods of basic self-defense for when the capalslicb show up to save the day.



It had been going pretty well. We already had néwapters opening up in Mexico and
Canada, and Europe wouldn’t be far behind.

So | started calling up my contacts in those varioties, asking if they’d heard of anything
odd happening. | couldn’t afford to get any moregfic than that, but as it turned out, | didn’t
need to. Of the first dozen calls, folks in fouties had noted an upswing in Warden activity,
reporting that they were all appearing in pairslyGwo of the next thirty towns had similar
reports, but it was enough to give me a good ideghat was going on—a quiet manhunt.

But | just had to wonder. Of all the places the Wéss could choose to hunt for Morgan, why
would they pick Poughkeepsie? Why Omaha?

The words “wild-goose chase” sprang to mind. WhateMorgan was doing to mask his
presence from their tracking spells, it had themsaing their tails all over the place.

At least | accomplished one positive thing. Est&bhg rumors of Wardens on the move
meant that | had a good and non-suspicion-arousioivation to start asking questions of my
own.

So next, | started calling the Wardens | was ordgeoms with. Three of them worked for me,
technically speaking, in several cities in the Bastand Midwestern United States. I'm not a
very good boss. | mostly just let them decide hovdad their job and try to lend a hand when
they ask me for help. | had to leave messagesvioy thut Bill Meyers in Dallas answered on the
second ring.

“Howdy,” Meyers said.
I’'m serious. He actually answered the phone that wa
“Bill, it's Dresden.”

“Harry,” he said politely. Bill was always politeitk me. He saw me do something scary
once. “Speak of the devil and he appears.”

“Is that why my nose was itching?” | asked.
“Likely,” Bill drawled. “I was gonna give you a dah the morning.”
“Yeah? What's up?”

“Rumors,” Bill said. “I spotted two Wardens comiaogt of the local entrance to the Ways, but
when | asked them what was up, they stone-walled Infigured you might know what was
going on.”

“Darn,” | said. “I called to aslou”
He snorted. “Well, we're a fine bunch of wise maren’'t we?”

“As far as the Council is concerned, the U.S. Wasdare a bunch of mushrooms.”



“Eh?”
“Kept in the dark and fed on bullshit.”
“I hear that,” Meyers said. “What do you want melt®”

“Keep an ear to the ground,” | told him. “Captaindcio will tell us sooner or later. I'll call
you as soon as | learn anything. You do the same.”

“Gotcha,” he said.
We hung up, and | frowned at the phone for a moment

The Council hadn’t talked to me about Morgan. Thagn't talked to any of the Wardens in
my command about him, either.

| looked up at Mister and said, “It's almost likeety want to keep me in the dark. Like maybe
someone thinks | might be involved, somehow.”

Which made sense. The Merlin wasn't going to banmgskne to Christmas dinner anytime
soon. He didn’t trust me. He might have given trgeoto keep me fenced out. That wouldn’t hit
me as a surprise.

But if that was true, then it meant that Anastdsiacio, captain of the Wardens, was going
along with it. She and | had been dating for a ghilow. Granted, she had a couple of centuries
on me, but a run-in with a body-switching psychbpsdveral years before had trapped her in the
body of a coed, and she didn’t look a day over ty«ine. We got along well. We made each
other laugh. And we occasionally had wild-monkey ®eour mutual, intense satisfaction.

| would never have figured Anastasia to play a gékeethat with me.

| got on the phone to Ramirez in LA, the other oegi commander in the United States, to see
if he’d heard anything, but just got his answersegvice.

At this rate, | was going to have to go to theispworld for answers—and that was risky in
more ways than one, not the least of which was#ng real possibility that | might get eaten by
the same entity | called up to question.

But | was running a little low on options.

| pulled back the rug that lay over the trapdo@dieag down to my lab, and was about to go
down and prepare my summoning circle when the phamng.

“I'm meeting Justine in half an hour,” my brothetd me.

“Okay,” | said. “Come get me.”

Chapter Eight



Chicago’s club scene is wide and diverse. You warlisten to extemporaneous jazz? We got
that. You want a traditional Irish pub? A Turkidiyle coffeehouse? Belly dancers? Japanese
garden party? Swing dancing? Ballroom dancing? Beatry? You're covered.

You don’t have to look much harder to find all soof other clubs—the kind that Ma and Pa
Tourist don’t take the kids to. Gay clubs, leslkaéubs, strip clubs, leather clubs, and more subtle
flavors within the genre.

And then there’s Zero.

| stood with Thomas outside what looked like a-@rét door at the bottom of a stairway, a
story below street level in the side of a downtdwiilding. A red neon oval had been installed
on the door, and it glowed with a sullen, lurid théhe thump of a bass beat vibrated almost
sub-audibly up through the ground.

“Is this what | think it is?” | asked him.

Thomas, now dressed in a tight-fitting white T-sl@ind old blue jeans, glanced at me and
arched one dark eyebrow. “Depends on if you thiiskZero or not.”

Zero's one of those clubs that most people only heaors about. It moves around the city
from time to time, but it's always as exclusivesggopular nightspot in a metropolis can possibly
be. I've been a Pl in Chicago for better than aadec I'd heard of Zero, but that was it. It was
where the rich and beautiful (and rich) people bic@go went to indulge themselves.

“You know somebody here?” | asked. “Because theyw'agoing to let us—”"
Thomas popped a key into the lock, turned it, gmehed the door for me.

“In,” | finished. A wash of heat and smoke heavyhnegally questionable substances pushed
gently against my chest. | could hear tWbump-whump-whumpf techno dance music
somewhere behind the red-lit smoke.

“Its a family business,” Thomas explained. He phé keys back in his pocket, an odd
expression on his face. “I met Justine at Zero.”

“There any more of the other side of the familythere?” | asked him. White Court vampires
were the least physically dangerous of any of #agous vamps running around—and the most
scary. Creatures of seduction, they fed upon thetiens and life energy of those they preyed
upon. Their victims became addicted to the act, wadld willingly offer themselves up over
and over, until eventually there was nothing leftgive. The poor suckers in thrall to a White
Court vampire were virtually slaves. Tangling wittem in any sense of the word was a bad
idea.

Thomas shook his head. “I doubt it. Or Justine wplilhave chosen to meet us here.”

Unless she’d been forced to do $dhought to myself. | didn’t say anything. | like stay
cozy with my paranoia, not pass her around to neydis and family.



“After you,” Thomas said, and then he calmly stadphis shirt off.
| eyed him.

“The club has an image they strive to maintain,’sh&. He might have been just a little bit
smug, the bastard. His abs look like they were dddevith CGIl. My abs just look like | can’t
afford to feed myself very well.

“Oh,” I said. “Do | need to take my shirt off, tgo?
“You're wearing a black leather coat. That's watug@nough.”
“Small favors,” | muttered. Then | went through theor.

We walked down a hallway that got darker, louded eore illicitty aromatic as we went. It
ended at a black curtain, and | pushed it asideueal a few more feet of hallway, a door, and
two politely formidable-looking men in dark suitssding in front of it.

One of them lifted a hand and told me, “I'm sosy, but this is a private—"
Thomas stepped up next to me and fixed the manansteady grey gaze.

He lowered his hand, and when he spoke, it soundegh, as if his mouth had gone dry.
“Excuse me, sir. | didn’t realize he was with you.”

Thomas kept staring.

The bouncer turned to the door, unlocked it witkeg of its own, and opened the door. “Will
you be in need of a table, sir? Drinks?”

Thomas’s unblinking gaze finally shifted from theagd, as if the man had somehow vanished
as a matter of any consequence. My brother wallgddrb without saying anything at all.

The bouncer gave me a weak smile and said, “Sdyoytathat, sir. Enjoy your evening at
Zero, sir.”

“Thanks,” | said, and followed my brother into aese that split the difference between a
Dionysian bacchanal and a Fellini flick.

There was no white light inside Zero. Most of itsm&d, punctuated in places with pools of
blue and plenty of black lights scattered everywhsy that even where shadows were thickest,
some colors jumped out in disquieting luminescel@garette smoke hung in a pall over the
large room, a distance-distorting haze under thekdlights.

We had entered on a kind of balcony that overlogkeddance floor below. Music pounded,
the bass beat so loud that | could feel it in mydo stomach. Lights flashed and swayed in
synchronicity. The floor was crowded with sweatinggving bodies dressed in a broad spectrum
of clothing, from full leather coverings includirrgwhole-head hood, at one extreme, to one girl
clad in a few strips of electrical tape on the otAdere was a bar down by the dance floor, and



tables scattered around its outskirts under aytfmat-high ceiling. A few cages hung about
eight feet over the dance floor, each containiggung man or woman in provocative clothing.

Stairways and catwalks led up to about a dozeifiophas that thrust out from the walls, where
patrons could sit and overlook the scene below evlghining a measure of privacy for
themselves. Most of the platforms were furnishethwbuches and chaise longues rather than
tables and chairs. There were more exotic bitsiofifure up on the platforms, as well: the giant
X shape of a St. Andrew’s cross, which was curyestipporting the bound form of a young
man, his wrists and ankles secured to the crosdabe to the wood, his hair falling down over
his naked back. Another platform had a shiny bpeds in its center, and a pair of girls danced
around it, in the middle of a circle of men and vesnsprawled over the couches and lounges.

Everywhere | looked, people were doing things thatuld have gotten them arrested
anywhere else. Couples, threesomes, foursomesyia@tensomes were fully engaged in sexual
activity on some of the private platforms. From wehé stood, | could see two different tables
where lines of white powder waited to be inhaledsykinge disposal was on the wall next to
every trash can, marked with a bright biohazard}mPeople were being beaten with whips
and riding crops. People were bound up with elaboaarangements of ropes, as well as with
more prosaic handcuffs. Piercings and tattoos weeeywhere. Screams and cries occasionally
found their way through the music, agony, ecst@sy, or rage all indistinguishable from one
another.

The lights flashed constantly, changing and shgftiand every beat of the music created a
dozen new frozen montages of sybaritic abandon.

The music, the light, the sweat, the smoke, thezbpothe drugs—it all combined into a wet,
desperate miasma that was full of needs that queNer be sated.

That's why the place was called Zero, | realizeetaZlimits. Zero inhibitions. Zero restraint.
It was a place of perfect, focused abandon, oflgehce, and it was intriguing and hideous,
nauseating and visceralhyngry.

Zero fulfillment.

| felt a shudder run through me. This was the waddcreated by the White Court. This is
what they would make of it, if they were given dtence. Planet Zero.

| glanced aside at Thomas and saw him staring drtlum club. His eyes had changed hue,
from their usual grey to a paler, brighter silvactual flecks of metallic color in his eyes. His
eyes tracked over a pair of young women who wessipg by us, dressed in black lingerie
under long leather coats, and holding hands witir thngers intertwined. The women both
turned their eyes toward him as if they’d heard lgail their names, and stared for a second,
their steps slowing and faltering.

Thomas dragged his eyes away, and let that inhustiliness fill him again. The women
blinked a few times, then continued on their wagijit expressions vaguely puzzled.

“Hey,” | yelled through the music. “You all right?”



He nodded once, and then twitched his chin upettghest platform in the building, on the
far side of the dance floor. “Up there.”

| nodded, and Thomas took the lead. We negotidiednaze of catwalks and stairs. They had
been purposefully designed to be just barely towomafor two people to pass one another
without touching, as | found out when Thomas apddsed a girl in leather shorts and a bustier,
both of which strained to match themselves to aylwalglose curves were made ripe and inviting
by the red light’s primitive rhythm. She slid by drhas, her eyes locked on his chest, as if she
was about to lean over and bite him.

He ignored her, but then the girl reached me—aa#ld up more room than Thomas. | felt her
hip brush me, and she arched her back as | stg@gstdher, turned sideways. Her breasts pressed
against my sternum, pliant, resilient warmth, aed lips were parted, her eyes too bright. Her
hand brushed over my thigh, a touch that could hmeen accidental but wasn’'t, and my body
was suddenly demanding that | stop for a momentsaedvhere this would lead.

You can’t trust your body when it tells you stuid that. It doesn’t understand about things
like actual affection, interaction, pregnancy, STDgustwants | tried not to pay any attention
to it—but there were other people on the catwadks] evidently there was no such thing as a
less than gorgeous woman inside Zero’s walls. Mbdgshem seemed perfectly happy to make
sure | knew it as they went by.

So did some of the men, for that matter, but theg less of an issue, as far as my focus went.

It probably didn’t help matters that we were watkioy things that | hadn’t ever seen before,
not even in movies. There was this one girl doirtigimg with her tongue and an ice cube that—

Look, just trust me on this one. It was distractasghell.

Thomas was walking faster as we approached thevataieading up to the highest platform,
and he took the last steps three at a time. |vat along behind him, scanning around me
steadily, trying to be on the lookout for potentiald guys. This had the side effect of me getting
to ogle more pretty girls than I'd ever seen in @h&ce at one time. But it was professional
ogling. One of them could have been concealing—

Well, actually, | was sort of shocked at what ohéhemwasconcealing.
| made it up the last stairway just in time to $&@mas throw himself into a woman'’s arms.

Justine wasn’t particularly tall, for a girl, or l#ast she hadn’t been before she’d put on the
boots with the five-inch heels. She looked likeinembered her last—a gorgeous face that still
fell into the girl-next-door category, with a heantlting smile. Her hair was silver-white, and
was being held in a tight bun up high on the bddken head with a pair of white chopsticks.

Of course, the last time I'd seen her, she hadeéinbdressed in a formfitting white rubber cat
suit that included gloves over her fingers. It eagbhed absolutely everything and did it well.



Thomas fell to his knees and wrapped his arms ardwan waist, drawing her to him. She
twined her rubber-covered arms around his neckduml tightly. Both of them closed their
eyes, and just stood there for a long minute, eantgawithout moving, just holding each other
close.

It was an alien act in that place.

| turned away, leaned on the platform’s safetyingjland stared down at the club, trying to
give my brother and the woman he loved a momemtrigbcy. Justine hadn’'t worn the cover-
everything suit for the sake of fashion. The towthhonest love, real and selfless love, was
anathema to the White Court. Thomas had told meta¥thite Court vampires who had been
badly burned by the touch of some wedding ringgherbrush of a sweetheart’s rose. But most
dangerous of all to them was the touch of somedmewas loved and who loved in return.

I'd seen Thomas give himself a second-degree baorhi® lips and mouth the last time he’'d
kissed Justine.

They hadn’'t been together since the night she hatidown her life to save his, offering
herself up to his hunger so that he could survineedvening. Thomas, in turn, had refused to
devour her, denying his own darker nature. It hedrly killed her anyway, turning her hair
white literally overnight. It had taken her yeaosrécover her mind, after a long-term addiction
to being fed upon by an incubus, but she’d don8he was currently an assistant to Thomas’s
older sister, Lara, and positioned to find outkatids of juicy details about the White Court.
Being protected by love meant that the vamps cdiulded on Justine, which Lara thought ideal
in a personal assistant.

It also meant that my brother couldn’t touch thewem he loved. If he’'d been like most of the
White Court, only interested in feeding his hundgee,d have been able to have her all he
wanted. Instead . . .

Sometimes irony is a lot like a big old kick in tballs.

| stared down at the dance floor for a while, motsuch ogling as simply taking in the light
and motion as a whole, until | saw them part inpayipheral vision. Then | turned and walked
over to join them, as Justine gestured for usttorsia pair of couches that had been moved to
face each other.

Thomas sat down in a corner of the couch, andniugtiessed up close against him, careful to
keep what little of her was exposed from touchimng dkin. | settled down across from them,
leaning my elbows forward onto my knees.

| smiled at Justine and nodded to her. The floak lzadf-wall railing of the platform must have
been made from sound-absorbing material. The rbdhe club was much reduced up here.
“Justine. You look like the Michelin Man’s wet drad

She laughed, pink touching her cheeks. “Well. Tl das a look we try to maintain. How
are you, Harry?”



“Half buzzed on this smoke, and floundering,” |1dsaiThomas told me you had some
information.”

Justine nodded seriously, and picked up a mandddider from the couch beside her. “Word
is out about a hunt for a renegade Warden,” siek S8here weren’t a lot of details, but | was
able to turn up this.”

She slid the folder over to me, and | opened ie Titst page was a printout of a Web site of
some kind. “What the hell is Craigslist?”

“It's a site on the Internet,” Justine said. “Igsrt of like a giant classified ads section, only
you can get to it from anywhere in the world. Peopde it to advertise goods they want to buy
or sell.”

“Goods,” Thomas put in, “and services. Help wantedh veiled language for the less-legal
things. A lot of shady deals happen there becatseelatively easy to do so anonymously.
Escorts, mercenaries, you hame it.”

There was an ad printed on it:

WANTED FOR PERMANENT POSITION,
DONALD MORGAN, 5MIL FINDER'S FEE,
CONSIDERATIONS.

lostwardenfound@yahoo.com.

“Hell’s bells,” | cursed quietly.
| passed the page to Thomas. “A wanted postersait
| nodded. “And not dead or alive, either. They jwsnt him dead.”

Every supernatural hitter on the bloody planet gaisig to be coming after Morgan. Not so
much for the money, probably, as for the favorg tha ad promised. They carry a hell of a lot
more weight than cash in the world of the weirde Ttve million was just there to provide
scope, a sense of scale for the favors that waarteowith it.

“Every button man in the world and his brotherfuttered. “This just keeps getting better
and better.”

“Why would your people do that?” Justine asked.
“They wouldn’t,” | said.
Thomas frowned. “How do you know?”

“Because the Council solves things in-house,” tsaVhich was true. They had their own
assassin for jobs like this, when he was needgdmaced. “Besides, even if they did put out a
hit, they sure as hell wouldn’t use the Internedaat.”



Thomas nodded, fingers idly stroking Justine’s erided shoulder. “Then who did?”

“Who indeed,” | said. “Is there any way to find owho put this here? Or who this e-mail
thingy belongs to?”

Justine shook her head. “Not with any confidence.”
“Then we’ll have to make contact ourselves,” Thorsaisl. “Maybe we can draw them out.”

| scratched my chin, thinking. “If they’'ve got &li of sense, they won’t show themselves to
anyone who isn't established in the field. But werth a try.” | sighed. “I've got to move him.”

“Why?” Thomas asked.

| tapped the page with my finger. “When the hardesastart coming out of the woodwork,
things are going to get messy, and old peopledpsairs from me.”

Thomas frowned and nodded. “Where?”

| began to answer when the tempo of the beat siyldeanged below, and a wave of frenzied
cries rolled up, deafening despite any soundprgo#nsecond after that, an odd frisson crawled
across my nerves, and | felt my heart pound @ littbre quickly, and the earlier demands my
body had been making returned in a rush.

Across from me, Justine shivered and her eyesabiist completely closed. She took a deep
breath, and her nipples tightened against the rulhe suit. Her hips shifted in a small,
unconscious movement, brushing against Thomagih thi

My brother’s eyes flashed from light grey to cdidyd silver for a second, before he narrowed
them and rose, carefully disentangling himself frdustine. He turned to face the dance floor,
his shoulders tense.

| followed his example. “What is it?”

“Trouble,” he said, and looked over his shouldemat “Family’s come to visit.”

Chapter Nine

Thomas stared hard at the floor below, and then emduhce, as if in recognition. “Harry,” he
said in a steady, quiet voice, “stay out of thia.tecognition. “Harry,” he said in a steady, quiet
voice, “stay out of this.” “Stay out of what?” Ike.

He turned to look at me, his expression inhumaeliyate. “It's family business. It won't
involve you. The House has given orders that wigane not to be molested without clearance.
If you don’t get involved, | won’t have to worry abt you.”

“What?” | said. “Thomas . . .”



“Just let me handle it,” he said, his voice hard.
| was going to answer him when the vampire entdredoom.

It was one of those sensations you have troubleemdvering afterward—Ilike the last
moments of the dream you have just before wakimgu ¥now that once you’re outside the
dream, you'’re going to forget—and you can’t beligee could lose something so significant, so
undeniably tangible.

| turned to look the second she entered—just lieryne else in the room.

She wore white, of course. A white dress, a singbldt made of some kind of glistening
silken fabric, which fell to the top of her thighShe was at least six feet tall, more so in the
partially transparent shoes she wore. Her skin pas and perfect, her hair dark and shining
with highlights that changed color in the beat loé strobe lighting of the club. Her face was
perfect beauty that remained unmarred by the olsv@wmtogance in her expression, and her body
could have been used on recruiting posters fordnesgms.

She descended to the dance floor and crossed sidineays and catwalks with a predator’'s
easy motion, each stride making her hips roll draliklers sway, somehow in time to the music,
and far more graceful than the efforts of the simgatlancers, more sensual than the frantic
lovers.

At the foot of the first stairway, she came to ayg man in leather pants and the scraps of a
shirt that looked like it had been torn to piecgsdsdent admirers. Without hesitation, she
pushed him up against the railing beside the stgirand pressed her body up against his.

She twined her arms slowly around his neck andekiggam. A kiss, and that was all—but
apparently no one told the young man that. Fromréégtion, you'd have thought that she’d
mounted him then and there. Her lips were sealddstotheir tongues lashing one another, for
maybe a minute. Then she turned away with that gamease grace, and began walking up the
stairs—slowly, so that every shift and change okahiin her perfectly formed legs danced in
mesmerizing ripples beneath her soft white skin.

The young man simply melted onto the floor, musthghing, his eyes closed. | didn’t think
he was actually aware that she had left.

The woman had every eye in the building and shevkhe

It wasn't an enormous event, the way she took then@ion of everyone there. It wasn’t a
single large simultaneous, significant motion whareryone turned to look. There was no
sudden silence, no deepening stillness. That wioave been bad enough.

Her influence was a lot scarier than that.

It was simply afact, like gravity, that everyone’s attention should deected to her. Every
person there, men and women alike, glanced upaokeéd her movement obliquely with their



eyes, or paused for half a beat in their . . . eosations. For most of them it was an entirely
unconscious act. They had no idea that their niiadsalready been ensnared.

And as | realized that, | realized that mine wadanger, too.

It was a real effort to close my eyes and remindetfyof where | was. | could feel the
succubus’s aura, like the silken brush of cobwegzsrst my eyelashes, something tingling and
delicious and fluttering that swayed up my legs #tmmdugh my groin on its way to my brain.

It was only a promise, a whisper to the flesh—hbwras agood whisper. | had to make an
effort to wall it away from my thoughts, until sugldy reason reasserted itself, and that
fluttering haze froze and cracked and blew awayeutfte chill wind of sensible fear.

When | opened my eyes, the woman was stalking thwaralong that last catwalk, slithering
nearer in her thin white dress as she mountedagtddw stairs. She paused there, letting us look
at her, knowing what effect she was having. Evergoard against it, | could feel the subtle
sweetness of her presence calling out to me, whigpéhat | should relax and let my eyes run
over her for a while.

She turned her cornflower blue eyes to me for a eammand her mouth parted, spreading
slowly into a smile that shrunk my pants aboutéhsizes in as many seconds.

“Cousin Thomas,” she purred. “Still noble and sitagy | see.”

“Madeline,” Thomas replied, a small smile showinbite, perfect teeth. “Still undisciplined
and blatant, | see.”

Madeline Raith’s mouth and eyes reacted in comigletiéferent ways to my half brother’s
remark. Her smile widened into a beauty-pageantesgion, wide and immobile, but her eyes
narrowed and went completely white, the pale blaeishing from her irises. She looked from
Thomas to Justine.

“Lara’s little pet mortal,” Madeline said. “I wonded where you were running off to. Now |
find you meeting with your old flame and . . .” Hayes slid to me. “The enemy.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Justine replied. Though hasice was calm, her cheeks were bright
pink, her eyes dilated. “I came to go over the [pthke way | do every week.”

“But this time you wore perfume,” Madeline said.rié a rather provocative ensemble, not
that you don’t do it justice, darling. | find it"—eln tongue touched her upper lip—"interesting.”

“Madeline,” Thomas said, in a tone of exaggerataiiepce, “please go away.”

“I have every right to be here,” she murmured.idindt seem right that she should be able to
keep her voice so maddeningly soft and sensual theebeat of the club’s music. She turned to
me and took a few steps my way, with her full attanon me.



| suddenly felt like a teenager—a little bit afraadwhole lot excited, and filled with so many
hormones demanding so many inexplicable thingslthearly lost the ability to focus my eyes.

She stopped just out of the reach of my hand. “Doemhd my cousin’s horrible manners. The
infamous Harry Dresden hardly needs an introductiShe looked me up and down and twined
a finger through a tendril of dark hair. “How couldome to Chicago so many times without
meeting you?”

“But I've seen you,” | said. My voice was a littleugh, but it worked.

“Oh?” she asked, the sexy smile widening. “Are yloel sort who likes to watch, Harry?”
“You betcha,” | said. “And that time, | was watchiwho Framed Roger Rabbit?

Her smile faltered a fraction.

“You are Jessica Rabbit, right?” | asked. “All slinky angedblown and obvious?”

The smile vanished.

“Because | know I've seen you somewhere, and gdsihe embarrassed if it turns out that
you were the evil princess froBuck Rogersnstead.”

“What?” she said. “Buck what?”

| gave her my best forced smile. “Hey, don’t getwreng. You do that ensemble justice. But
you're trying too hard.” | leaned a little closarcafake-whispered, “Lara does more for me just
sitting in a chair than you did with your whole emtce.”

Madeline Raith became as still and cold as a stafua furious goddess, and the air
temperature around us dropped several degrees.

| suddenly sensed Thomas’s presence beside mefoand my brother had leaned back
against the railing on his elbows, his hands lcmseé relaxed. He was standing just a tiny bit
closer to Madeline than | was.

“Madeline,” he said in the precise same tone heeddua moment before, “go away before |
beat you to death with my bare hands.”

Madeline jerked her head back as if Thomas hagsthper. “What?”

“You heard me,” he said calmly. “It isn’t quite ckiet as family squabbles go, | know, but I'm
tired, 1 don’t give a fuck what you or anyone eis¢he House thinks of me, and | don't respect
you enough to play games with you, even if | wagheamood.”

“How dare you?” Madeline snarled. “Howlare you threaten me? Lara will have the skin
flayed from your body for this.”



“Oh?” Thomas gave her a wintry smile. “After whatuyprojected at the wizard, he’d be well
within his rights to burn you right down to yourespriced shoes.”

“I never—"

“And despite the orders handed down from the Kifidhydmas said, shaking his head. “Lara’s
getting tired of cleaning up after you, Mad. Shptdbably buy me a new set of steak knives if |
found a way to make her life a bit less trying.”

Madeline laughed. It reminded me of glass breakiAgd do you think she loves you any
better, cousin mine? You refuse to appear withHbase at meetings of the Court, and spend
your time among the kine, grooming them and briggihame upon your family. At least tell me
you are planning to take the beasts to some sauafon.”

“You aren’t capable of understanding why | do whdb,” Thomas said.

“Who would wantto?” she retorted. “You're as much a degeneratangsof those fools in
Skavis and Malvora.”

Thomas’s mouth ticked at the corner, but that whsha reaction he gave her. “Go away,
Madeline. Last warning.”

“Two members of the oldest bloodlines in Raith naudlg each other?” Madeline said,
sneering. “The White King could not tolerate suctiasive act and you know it.” She turned
away from Thomas and walked toward Justine. “Yolh&ffing,” she said over her shoulder.
“Besides. We haven't heard from our little pinkeoget.”

Her voice sank to a throaty purr, and Justine ganvén place, seemingly unable to move as
Madeline approached.

“Pretty Justine.” Madeline put a hand on Justirgisulder and slid a single fingertip down
the slope of one breast. “I don’t generally enj@gsl as much as some, darling, but even 1 find
the thought of taking you delicious.”

“You c-can’t touch me,” Justine stammered. She bvaathing faster.

“Not yet,” Madeline said. “But there’s not enouglilweft in your pretty little head to control
yourself for long.” Madeline stepped closer, slglimer hand along Justine’s waist. “Some night,
perhaps I'll come to you with some beautiful youngck and whisper pretty things to you until
you're mad to be taken. And after he has made tig@w little doe, I'll take you in one big
bite.” She licked her lips. “I'll take you whole dmmake you scream how much you love it as it
happen—"

Thomas broke a chair over Madeline’s head.

It was particularly impressive, given that all tteirs on the balcony were made of metal.



It happened fast, during an eye blink. One inskentvas standing beside me, tightening with
anger, and the next there were popped rivets zinguerywhere and Madeline had been crushed
to the floor of the balcony.

The air went cold. Thomas dropped the ruined civadeline bounced up from the floor and
threw a blow at Thomas’s jaw. He hunched and taisteboxer’s defense, and took it on the
shoulder with a grunt of pain. Then he seized hdédeaand slammed her in a half circle,
smashing a 36-24-36 dent into the drywall.

Madeline cried out and her limbs went loose. Thoswasng her in another arc that brought
her crashing down onto the low coffee table betwiencouches. She lay there and let out a
single choked gasp, her eyes unfocused. Withoutipgumy brother snatched both chopsticks
from Justine’s hair, letting the white-silver lodksnble down her back.

Then, in two sharp, swift motions, he slammed thepsticks through Madeline’s wrists and
into the table beneath them, pinning her like aestly to a card.

“You're right of course,” he snarled. “Lara coultingnore one member of the family
murdering another. It would make the King look wédhis hand closed over Madeline’s face,
and he pulled her head up toward his, making has atrain at a painful angle. “I was bluffing.”

He shoved her back down against the table. “Of smurhe said, “you’re family. Families
don’t murder one another.” He looked up at Jusdime said, “They share.”

She met his eyes. A very small, very hard smilegplalustine’s features.

“You wanted to taste her,” Thomas said, his fingersing with Justine’s rubber-clad ones.
“Well, Madeline. Be my guest.”

Justine leaned over and kissed Madeline Raithshiead, her silken silver hair falling to veil
them both.

The vampire screamed.
The sound was lost in the pounding rhythm and fleghghts.

Justine lifted her head a few seconds later, angpswer hair slowly down the length of
Madeline’s form. The vampire writhed and screamgairg while Thomas held her pinned to the
table. Wherever Justine’s hair glided over expofledhed, the skin sizzled and burned,
blackening in some places, forming blisters andswel others. She left a trail of ruin down one
of Madeline’s legs and then rose together with Tasntwo bodies making one motion.

Madeline Raith’s face was a ruin of burn marks, dredimprint of Justine’s soft mouth was a
perfect black brand on pale flesh in the centenasfforehead. She lay on the table, still pinned
by the chopsticks, and quivered in jerking littletrons, gasping and breathless with the pain.

Thomas and Justine walked, hand in hand, to thes de&ading down from our platform. |
followed them.



They passed beneath an air-conditioning outlet, arféw strands of Justine’s hair blew
against Thomas’s naked arm and chest. Small bligis of scarlet appeared. Thomas didn’t
flinch.

| walked over to them and passed Justine a paientils, taken from my coat pocket. She
took them with a nod of thanks, and quickly boupdher hair again. | looked over my shoulder
as she did.

Madeline Raith lay helpless and gasping—but heteneyes burned with hate.

Thomas took his T-shirt from where he’d stowednitaobelt loop, and put it back on. Then he
slid his arms around Justine again and pulled painat his chest, holding her close.

“Will you be all right?” he asked.
Justine nodded, her eyes closed. “I'll call the btu_ara will send someone for her.”
“You leave her there and it's going to make troubléold him.

He shrugged. “I couldn’t get away with killing hd8ut our House has rather stern views on
poaching.” Something hard and hot entered his éyastine is mine. Madeline had to be shown
that. She deserved it.”

Justine clung a little bit tighter to him. He retad the gesture.
We all started down the stairs together, and | gias to be leaving Zero.

“Still,” | said. “Seeing her like that, | feel likmmaybe somebody went too far. | feel a little bit
bad for her.”

Thomas arched an eyebrow and glanced back at noe. 4g?”

“Yeah,” | said. | pursed my lips thoughtfully. “Mbg | shouldn’t have said that Jessica Rabbit
thing.”

Chapter Ten

The hot summer night outside Zero felt ten degreesec and a million times cleaner than what
we’d left behind us. Thomas turned sharply to tigatrand walked until he’d found a spot of
shadow between streetlights, and leaned one shoad@dénst the wall of the building. He bowed
his head, and stayed that way for a minute, then tw

| waited. | didn’t need to ask my brother what wasng. The display of strength and power
he’d used on Madeline had cost him energy—energly dther vampires gained by feeding on
victims, as Madeline had done to that poor saeadte wasn’t upset by what had happened in
Zero. He was hungry.



Thomas’s struggle against his own hunger was caangld, difficult, and maybe impossible
to sustain. That never stopped him from tryingutite The rest of the Raith family thought he
was insane.

But | got it.

He walked back over to me a minute later, his dealtures distant and untouchable as
Antarctic mountains.

He fell into pace beside me as we began walkingndthe street toward the lot where he'd
parked his car.

“Ask you a question?” | said.
He nodded.

“The White Court only get burned when they try é@d on someone touched by true love,
right?”

“It isn’t as simple as that,” Thomas said quietliy's got to do with how much control the
hunger has over you when you touch.”

| grunted. “But when they feed, the hunger’s intcoky’

Thomas nodded slowly.

“So why’'d Madeline try to feed on Justine? She toakinow it would hurt her.”
“Same reason | do,” Thomas said. “She can't heljp'streflex.”

| frowned. “I don’t get it.”

He was quiet long enough to make me think he wagitg to say anything, before he finally
spoke. “Justine and | were together for years. #imel. . . means a lot to me. When I'm near her,
| can’t think about anything else but her. And wHeouch her, everything in me wants to be
nearer to her.”

“Including your hunger,” | said quietly.

He nodded. “We agree on that point, my demon aga I. can’t touch Justine without it being
... Close to the surface, | suppose you couldtcal

“And it gets burned,” | said.

He nodded. “Madeline is the other end of the spetirShe thinks she should get to feed on
anyone she wants, anywhere, anytime. She doesm'oter people. She just sees food. Her
hunger controls her completely.” He smiled a bitiitle smile. “So for her it's reflex, just like
for me.”



“You're different. For her it's everyone,” | saithot only Justine.”

He shrugged. “I don’t care about everyone. | c@uaJustine.”

“You're different,” | said.

Thomas turned to face me, his expression rigidcahdl “Shut up, Harry.”
“But—"

His voice dropped to a low snarl. “Shut. Up.”

It was a little scary.

He stared hard at me for a while longer, then shoskead and exhaled slowly. “I'll get the
car. Wait here.”

“Sure,” | said.

He walked away on silent feet, his hands in hiskpts; his head bowed. Every woman he
passed, and some of the men, turned their heasstéh him go by. He ignored them.

| got a lot of looks, too, but that was becauseakwstanding on a sidewalk near a lot of
Chicago’s night spots on a hot summer night weaantpng leather coat and carrying a
guarterstaff carved with mystic runes. Thomas’sk#obad all been subtitled:'um My looks all
said:Weirda

Tough to believe | was coming out ahead on that one

While | waited, my instincts nagged me again, adian-the-back-of-my-neck certainty that
someone was focused on me. My instincts had beea stneak, so | paid attention to them,
quietly preparing my shield bracelet as | turnedimegd in a slow, casual look up and down the
street. | didn’t spot anybody, but my vision sdrflackered as it passed over an alley across the
street. | focused on that point intently for a mameoncentrating, and was able to make out a
vaguely human shape there.

Then the flicker was abruptly replaced with thenfaof Anastasia Luccio, who raised a hand
and beckoned me.

Yikes.

| jaywalked over to her, timing my crossing in beem the occasional passing car, and we
took several steps back into the alley.

“Evening, Stacy,” | said.

She turned to me and, in a single motion, drewraeclisaber from a sheath at her hip and
produced a gun in her other hand. The tip of tlaeldlmenaced my face, and | had to jerk my



head back, which put me off balance, and | woundvith my shoulders pressed up against a
wall.

Anastasia arched an eyebrow, her soft mouth sathiard line. “I hope for your sake that you
are the true Harry Dresden, only using that abotiwinaof a nickname to make sure that | was
the true Anastasia”™—she emphasized the word sjigHtiLuccio.”

“Well, yes, Anastasia,” | said, being careful netntove. “And by your reaction, | can tell that
it really is you.”

She dropped the sword’s point and lowered the §ba.tension faded from her body, and she
put her hardware away. “Well, of course it's me. Wédtse would it be?”

| shook my head. “I've had a bad shapeshifter night

She arched an eyebrow. Anastasia Luccio was th&ioapf the Wardens of the White
Council. She had a couple of centuries of expeeenc

“I've had those,” she said, and put a hand on my. &Are you all right?”

We stepped into each other and hugged. | hadrlizegbhow stiffly I'd been holding myself
until | exhaled and relaxed a little. She felt slenand warm and strong in my arms. “So far I'm
not dead,” | said. “I take it you used a trackipglsto run me down—since you don’'t seem to be
worried about whether or not 'm me.”

She lifted her face to mine and planted a soft &ssny mouth. “Honestly, Harry,” she said,
smiling. “Who would pretend to bgou?”

“Someone who wanted to be kissed in dark alleysdaluctive older women, apparently.”

Her smile widened for a second, and then fadethdight | was going to have to break down
the door and come in after you. What were you dairthat White Court cesspit?”

| didn’t think I'd done anything to cause it, buewstepped out of each other's arms. “Looking
for information,” | said quietly. “Something’s upnd someone’s cut me out of the loop.”

Anastasia pressed her lips together and looked .aderyexpression was closed, touched with
anger. “Yes. Orders.”

“Orders,” | said. “From the Merlin, | guess.”
“From Ebenezar McCoy, actually.”
| grunted in surprise. McCoy had been my mentormwh&as young. | respected him.

“I get it,” | said. “He was afraid that if | healdorgan was on the run, I'd hat up and dish out
some payback.”



She glanced up at me, and then across the stréet@tShe shrugged, without quite looking
me in the face. “God knows you have enough cause &n.”

“You agreed with him,” | said.

She looked up at me, her eyes a little wider. dfd, then why am | standing here?”
| frowned at her and scratched my head. “Okay. Yegot me on that one.”
“Besides,” she said. “| was worried about you.”

“Worried?”

She nodded. “Morgan’s done something that is hidimg from even the Senior Council’s
abilities. | was afraid that he might come here.”

Poker face don’t fail me nowThat’s crazy,” | said. “Why would he do that?”
She squared her shoulders and faced me steadigyli&ibecause he’s innocent.”
“And?”

“There are a number of people who have sought sran from the Senior Council to
investigate and interrogate you under the presumgpgtiat you were the traitor who has been
feeding information to the Red Court.” She lookedag again. “Morgan has been one of the
most overt agitators.”

| took a deep breath. “You're saying that Morgamks he isn’t the traitor. And he thinks it's
me.”

“And he might be moving toward you, in an attempfptove his own innocence or, failing
that...”

“Kill me,” | said, quietly. “If he’s going to go den, you think he might have decided to take
out the real traitor before he gets the axe.”

And suddenly | had to wonder if Morgan had showratimy door for the reasons he’d given
me. Anastasia had been Morgan’s mentor, when heawapprentice. She’d known the man for
the vast majority of his life, literally for genéians.

What if her judgment of him was better than mine?

Sure, Morgan wasn’t in any shape to kill me perfigrebut he wouldn’t need to. All he had
to do is call the Wardens and tell them where hs. Walot of people in the Council didn’t like
me much. I'd go down with Morgan, for giving aiddacomfort to a traitor.

| suddenly felt naive and vulnerable and maybétle ktupid.

“He was already in custody,” | said. “How did hd gevay?”



Luccio smiled faintly. “We aren’t sure. He thougiftsomething we didn’t. And he put three
Wardens in the hospital when he left.”

“But you don’t think he’s guilty.”

“I .. .” She frowned for a moment and then said,efuse to let fear turn me against a man |
know and trust. But it doesn’t matter what | thifilkere’s enough evidence to kill him.”

“What evidence?” | asked.

“Other than finding him standing over LaFortier'srgse with a literal bloody knife in his
hand?”

“Yeah,” | said. “Other than that.”

She raked her fingers back through her curly Hahle information the Red Court has attained
was exclusive to a very small pool of suspectsylath he was one. We have telephone records
of him in frequent contact with a known operativietle Red Court. We also tracked down an
offshore account belonging to him, in which sevenaillion dollars had recently been
deposited.”

| snorted derisively. “Yeah, that's him. Morgan tmercenary, nothing but dollar signs in his
eyes.”

“I know,” she said. “That’s what | mean about febouding people’s judgment. We all know
that the Red Court is going to come after us agaia. know that if we don’t eliminate the
traitor, their first blow could be fatal. The Merlis desperate.”

“Join the club,” I muttered. | rubbed at my eyesd aighed.

She touched my arm again. “I thought you had at tiglknow,” she said. “I'm sorry | wasn't
able to get here sooner.”

| covered her hand with mine and pressed gentlgaty” | said. “Thanks.”
“You look awful.”
“You sweet talker, you.”

She lifted her hand to touch my face. “I've goeavfhours before | need to be back on duty. |
was thinking a bottle of wine and a massage mighnlorder.”

| only barely kept from groaning in pleasure at thexy thought of one of Anastasia’s
massages. What she didn’t know about inflicting cihess pleasure on a man’s aching body
hadn’t been invented. But | sure as hell could@vén her back over to the apartment. If she
found out about Morgan, and if he truly intendedbédray me, it would be frighteningly easy for
her head to wind up on the floor next to Morgamid anine.

“I can’t,” | told her. “I've got to go to the hogail.”



She frowned. “What happened?”

“A skinwalker picked up my trail earlier tonight,nn | was at Billy Borden'’s place. Kirby’'s
dead. Andi’s in the hospital.”

She sucked in a breath, wincing in empatBjio; Harry. I'm so sorry.”

| shrugged. | watched my vision blur, and realigeat | wasn’t only making an excuse to keep
her away from my place. Kirby and | hadn’t beendoldrothers or anything—but he was a
friend, a regular part of my life. Emphasis on wes

“Is there anything | can do?” she asked.

| shook my head. Then | said, “Actually, yeah.”

“Very well.”

“Find out whatever you can about skinwalkers. I'aing) to kill this one.”

“All right,” she said.

“Meanwhile,” | said, “is there anything | can da fgou?”

“For me?” She shook her head. “But . . . Morganldamse whatever help he can get.”
“Yeah,” | said. “Like I'm gonna help Morgan.”

She lifted her hands. “I know. | know. But thera@ much | can do. Everyone knows he was
my apprentice. They're watching me. If | try to inélim openly, they’ll suspend me as captain of
the Wardens, at best.”

“Don’t you just love it when justice can’t be botkd with petty concerns like fact?”
“Harry,” she said. “What if he’s innocent?”

| shrugged. “The way | was all those years? I'mliogy admiring the karma to lend a hand to
the bastard.” Out on the street, Thomas’s Jagexiuiy the end of the alley, then pulled up to the
curb and stopped.

| glanced at the car and said, “There’s my ride.”
Anastasia arched an eyebrow at Thomas and hiSTde.vampire?”
“He owed me a favor.”

“Mmmm,” Anastasia said. Her look at Thomas did aty yum She looked more like
someone who was trying to judge by how much shddwvoeed to lead a moving target. “You're
sure?”



| nodded. “The White King told him to play nice. Mdl.”

“Until he doesn't,” she said.

“Walkers can’t be choosers,” | said.

“The Beetledied again?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Why don’t you get a different car?” she asked.

“Because th@lue Beetlds mycar.”

Anastasia smiled faintly up at me. “I wonder howiyonake something like that so endearing.”
“It's my natural good looks,” | said. “I could maleghlete’s foot endearing, if | really had to.”

She rolled her eyes, but was still smiling. “I'i&d back to Edinburgh and help coordinate the
search. If there’s anything Il cando .. .”

| nodded. “Thank you.”

She put her hands on my cheeks. “I'm sorry about yeends. When this is over, we’ll find
some quiet spot and relax.”

| turned my head to one side and kissed the pual$ei wrist, then gently clasped her hands
with mine. “Look, I'm not making any promises. Biit see something that might help Morgan,
I'll let you know.”

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

She stood up on her toes and kissed me goodbyen Jlinee turned and vanished into the
shadows farther down the alley.

| waited until she was gone to turn around and jpijnbrother in the white Jag.
“Damn, that girl is fit,” Thomas drawled. “Whereb
“Stop looking,” | said. “My place.”

If Morgan was going to give me the shaft, | migbetell find out now.

Chapter Eleven

Thomas stopped his Jag in front of the boardingheussre my apartment was and said, “I'll
have my cell phone on me. Try to call me beforaghistart exploding.”



“Maybe this time it'll be different. Maybe I'll wde everything out through reason, diplomacy,
dialogue, and mutual cooperation.”

Thomas eyed me.
| tried to look wounded. “It could happen.”

He reached into his jeans pocket, pulled out anphdite business card with a phone number
on it, and passed it to me. “Use this number.tit'a clone.”

| looked at him blankly.

“It's a supersecret sneaky phone,” he clarifiedo‘dhe knows | have it, and if someone traces
your calls and goes looking for me, they'll findhseone else.”

“Oh,” | said. “Right.”
“You sure you don’t want to just load Morgan up ayo®”

| shook my head. “Not until | give him the scoree Bees me coming in with a vampire in tow,
he’s going to flip out. As in try to kill us bothl’got out of the Jag, glanced at the house, and
shook my head. “You stay alive for a dozen decald@sgy what Morgan does, paranoia becomes
reflex.”

Thomas grimaced. “Yeah. Give me an hour or so towpat you need. Call me when you've
got him ready to go.”

| glanced at the number, committed it to memory pocketed the card. “Thanks. I'll pay you
back for the gear.”

He rolled his eyes. “Shut up, Harry.”

| snorted out a breath, and nodded my head in thahle rapped knuckles, and he pulled out
onto the street and cruised out into the Chicagbtni

| took a slow look around the familiar shapes afkdauildings where only a few lights still
burned. I'd lived in this neighborhood for yearsowd think I'd be confident about spotting
anything out of the ordinary fairly quickly. Butalk me crazy, there were just too many players
moving in this game, with God only knew what kiredsabilities to draw upon.

| didn’t spot anyone out there getting set to kil to get to Morgan. But that didn’t mean that
they weren't there.

“If that's not paranoid reflex,” | muttered, “I ddrknow what is.”

| shivered and walked down the steps to my apartmetisarmed the wards, and reminded
myself, again, that | really needed to do sometlahgut the deep divots in the steel security
door. The last thing | needed was for old Mrs. Halorief, my near-deaf landlady, to start
asking me why my door looked like it had been shdbzen times. | mean, | could always tell



her, “because it has been,” but that isn’'t the sbtonversation one has with one’s landlady if
one wants to keep one’s home.

| opened the bullet-dented door, went inside, tdrimsvard the bedroom door, and was faced
with a bizarre tableau.

Morgan was off the bed, sitting on the floor witls back to it, his wounded leg stretched out
in front of him. He looked awful, but his eyes wesarowed and glittered with suspicion.

Sprawled in the bedroom doorway was my apprentilcdly Carpenter.

Molly was a tall young woman with a bunch of reallgll-arranged curves and shoulder-
length hair that was, this month, dyed a brilliahtide of sapphire. She was wearing cutoff blue
jeans and a white tank top, and her blue eyes thekasperated.

She was sprawling on the floor because Mouse wa® moless lying on top of her. He
wasn't letting his full weight rest on her, becaitsprobably would have smothered her, but it
seemed obvious that she was not able to move.

“Harry!” Molly said. She started to say somethingee but Mouse leaned into her a little, and
suddenly all she could do was gasp for air.

“Dresden!” Morgan growled at about the same time sHifted his weight, as if to get up.

Mouse turned his head to Morgan and gave him agteok, his lips peeling back from his
fangs.

Morgan settled down.

“Hooboy,” | sighed, and pushed the door shut, legvihe room in complete darkness. |
locked the door, put the wards back up, and thettemaa,“Flickum bicus.” | waved my hand as
| spoke, and sent a minor effort of will out inteetroom, and half a dozen candles flickered to
life.

Mouse turned to me and gave me what | could haw@rswas a reproachful look. Then he
got up off of Molly, padded into the alcove thatvesl as my kitchen, and deliberately yawned at
me before flopping down on the floor to sleep. Tieaning was cleanow it’s your problem.

“Ah,” | said, glancing from Mouse to my apprentimemy guest. “Um. What happened here,
exactly?”

“The warlock tried to sneak up on me while | sleptprgan spat.

Molly quickly stood up and scowled at Morgan, hantis clenched into fists. “Oh, that’s
ridiculous.”

“Then explain what you're doing here this late ght,” Morgan said. “What possible reason
could you have to show up here, now?”



“I'm making concentration-supporting potions,” skaid from between clenched teeth, in a
tone that suggested she’d repeated herself abdoutdred times already. “The jasmine has to go
in at night. Tell him, Harry.”

Crap. In all the excitement, I'd forgotten that ty@sshopper was scheduled to show up and
pull an all-nighter. “Um,” | said. “What | meant sk was, how is it that Mouse came to be
sitting on you both?”

“The warlock summoned up her will and preparedttack me,” Morgan said frostily. “The
dog intervened.”

Molly rolled her eyes and glared at him. “Qifkgase You aresuchan asshole.”

The air in the room seemed to tighten a littlepawer gathered around the young woman.
“Molly,” I said gently.

She glanced over at me, scowling. “What?”

| cleared my throat and gestured at her with omelha

She blinked for a second, then seemed to catclsloa.closed her eyes, took a deep breath,
and exhaled it slowly. As she did, the ominous sesfsstormy energy faded. Molly ducked her
head a little, her cheeks flushing. “Sorry. Buvésn't like that.”

Morgan snorted.
I ignored him. “Go on,” | told Molly. “Talk.”

“He just . . . | just got so angry,” Molly said. &made me so upset. | couldn’t help it.” She
gestured to Mouse. “And then he just . . . justél@ed me. And he wouldn’t let me up, and he
wouldn’t let Morgan move, either.”

“Seems to me that the dog had better sense thah lysaid. | glanced up at Morgan. “Either
of you. You're supposed to stay still. You wannihyourself?”

“It was a reaction to her approach,” Morgan saidhta “I survived it.”

| shook my head. “And you,” | said to Molly. “Howamy months have we spent working on
your emotional control?”

“I know, | know,” she said. “It's never good to us®gic in anger. | know, Harry.”

“You'd better know it,” | said quietly. “If it's s@asy to get a rise out of you that one bitter old
washed-up Warden can blow your O-ring, the firstct®mnary goomba to come along looking
for an excuse to take you out is going to put yo@ icasket, claim it was self-defense, and get
away with it.”



Morgan bared his teeth in an expression only relpogsembling a smile. “You'd know all
about that, Dresden, wouldn’t you?”

“You son of a bitch!” Molly snarled and whirled tend Morgan, seizing a candlestick and
hefting it like a club. The candle on it tumbledhe floor.

Morgan sat perfectly still with that same grues@mele on his face, never flinching.

| lurched forward and grabbed Molly’s arm on hecksaving, an instant before she would
have brought the heavy candlestick crashing dowMorgan’s skull. Molly was strong for a
woman, and | had to make a pretty serious effotidiol her back, my fingers digging into her
wrist, while | snagged her around the waist with atlyer arm and bodily hauled her away from
Morgan.

“No!” | demanded. “Dammit, Molly, no!” | actually &d to lift her feet off the ground to turn
her away from the bedroom. | tightened my grip en Wwrist and said, “Drop the candlestick,
Molly. Now.”

She let out a sound full of anger and laced wiittla pain, and the heavy candlestick dropped
to the floor, making a dull thud as it hit the rogvered concrete. The air around her was alive
with power, buzzing against my skin like a thousaing sparks of static electricity in a dry
winter. “He can't talk to you like that,” Molly smizd.

“Think,” 1 told her, my voice hard but measured. “Rementheressons. They're just words,
Molly. Look for the thought behind them. He set yquifor this reaction. You'rallowing him to
make you embarrass me.”

Molly opened her mouth on an angry retort, thewwddrher mouth closed and turned her face
away from me. She remained rigidly tense, and ata&rming half minute, she said, her voice
more calm, “I'm sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry,” | replied as gently as | couldé disciplined. You can'’t afford to let them
rattle you. Not ever.”

She took another deep breath, exhaled, and theh hdr begin to ease down, relaxing her
mental grasp on the power she’d instinctively prega“‘Okay,” she said. “Okay, Harry.”

| let her go slowly. She began to rub at her righist with her other hand. | winced a little on
her behalf. | thought I'd left bruises on her skin.

“Do me a favor,” | said. “Take Mouse and grab thailrh

“I'm fine. | don’t need—" she began. Then she stegperself, shook her head, and looked at
Mouse.

The big dog heaved himself up, walked over to kbt next to the door, grasped his leather
lead in his jaws, and dragged it out. Then he |dake at Molly, his head cocked to one side, his
tail wagging hopefully.



Molly let out a rueful little laugh and knelt dovio hug the big dog. She clipped his lead onto
his collar, and the two of them left.

| turned and eyed the candle. It had spilled hat wato a genuine Navajo rug on the floor,
but it hadn’t set anything on fire. | bent down agridked up the candle, then started trying to
clean up the spilled wax as best | could.

“Why?” | asked in a hard voice.
“It's one way to take a measure of a man,” he sidoking at his students.”
“You didn’t look,” | said. “You needled her untihe broke.”

“She’s a self-proclaimed warlock, Dresden,” he iexghl “Guilty of one of the most hideous
and self-destructive crimes a wizard can commithése some reason stleouldn’tbe tested?”

“What you did was cruel,” | said.

“Was it?” Morgan asked. “There are others she isggoo meet, one day, who will be even
less gracious. Are you preparing her to deal witisé people?”

| glared at him.

His gaze never wavered. “You aren’t doing her awofs by going easy on her, Dresden,” he
said, more quietly. “You aren’t preparing her fotams. She doesn’t receive a bad mark if she
fails.”

| was quiet for a minute. Then | asked, “Did yoarleshields as an apprentice?”
“Of course. One of my earliest lessons.”

“How did your master teach you?”

“She threw stones at me,” he said.

| grunted, without looking at him.

“Pain is an excellent motivator,” he said. “Andetiches one to control one’s emotions at the
same time.” He tilted his head. “Why do you ask?”

“No reason,” | told him. “She could have broken ybead open, you know.”
He gave me that same unsettling smile. “You woultiave let her.”

Molly came back into the apartment, carrying a Hialnof mail, including one of those stupid
Circuit City fliers that they just won’t stop sendime. She shut the door, put the wards back up,
and took Mouse’s lead off. The big dog went ovethkitchen and flopped down.



Molly put the mail on the coffee table, gave Morgatevel pensive look, and then nodded at
him. “So . . . what's he doing here, boss?”

| stared at Molly for a moment, and then at Mord&hat do you think?” | asked him.

He shrugged a shoulder. “She already knows encngimplicate her. Besides, Dresden—if
you go down with me, there’s no one left to takspomsibility for her. Her sentence will not
remain suspended.”

| ground my teeth together. Molly had made a cowfleéad choices a few years back, and
violated one of the Laws of Magic in doing so. TWhite Council takes a harsh view of such
things—their reactions start with beheadings, aecbme progressively less tolerant. I'd staked
my own life on the belief that Molly wasn’t rottéa the core, and that | could rehabilitate her.
When | did it, I'd known that | was risking my owwell-being. If Molly backslid, I'd bear the
responsibility for it, and get a death sentencautbeenty seconds after she did.

| hadn’t really considered that it would also wdinke other way around.

Say for a minute that it was Morgan’s intentionget caught and take me down with him. It
also meant that Molly would take a fall. He’'d gt of both of the Council’'s former warlocks
with the same move. Two birds, one stone.

Well, crap.
“Okay,” | sighed. “I guess you're in.”
“I am?” Molly looked at me with widening eyes. “Unm what?”

| told her.

Chapter Twelve

“I don't like it,” Morgan growled, as | pushed the eelichair over the gravel toward the street
and the van Thomas had rented.

“Gee. There’s a shock,” | said. Morgan was a loptish around, even with the help of the
chair. “You upset with how | operate.”

“He’s a vampire,” Morgan said. “He can’t be trusted

“I can hear you,” Thomas said from the driver’stseahe van.

“I know that, vampire,” Morgan said, without raigihis voice. He eyed me again.
“He owes me a favor,” | said, “from that coup atprnm the White Court.”

Morgan glowered at me. “You're lying,” he said.



“For all you know it’s true.”

“No, it isn’t,” he said flatly. “You're lying to mé&
“Well, yes.”

He looked from me to the van. “You trust him.”
“To a degree,” | said.

“Idiot,” he said, though he sounded like his heassn’t in it. “Even when a White Court
vampire is sincere, you can'’t trust it. Sooneraiel, its demon takes control. And then you'’re
nothing but food. It's what they are.”

| felt a little surge of anger and clubbed it dobeafore it could make my mouth start moving.
“You came to me, remember? You don'’t like how I'edging you, feel free to roll yourself right
out of my life.”

Morgan gave me a disgusted look, folded his armsd-stut his mouth.

Thomas turned on the hazard lights as the van idifethe street; then he came around and
opened up the side door. He turned to Morgan acledi up the wheelchair the wounded
Warden sat in with about as much effort as I'd iasmove a sack of groceries from the cart into
my car’s trunk. Thomas put the wheelchair carefiitp the van, while Morgan held the IV bag
steady on its little metal pole clamped to the charm.

| had to give Morgan a grudging moment of admiratible was one tough son of a bitch.
Obviously in agony, obviously exhausted, obviousperating in the shambles of his own
shattered pride, he was still stubborn enough tpasanoid and annoying. If he wasn’t aiming it
all at me, | probably would have admired him evesren

Thomas slid the door shut on Morgan, rolled hissegeme, and got back into the driver’s
seat.

Molly came hurrying up, carrying a pair of backpsickolding one end of Mouse’s leash. |
held out my hand, and she tossed me the black mpdck. It was my trouble kit. Among other
things, it contained food, water, a medical kitvstal blankets, chemical light sticks, duct tape,
two changes of clothing, a multitool, two hundreadlars in cash, my passport, and a couple of
favorite paperbacks. | always kept the troubledd@tdy and available, in case | need to move out
in a hurry. It had everything | would need to sueviabout ninety percent of the planet's
environments for at least a couple of days.

Molly, acting on her own initiative, had begun gt her own trouble kit together the same
day she’d learned about mine. Except that her lmxkpas pink.

“You sure about this?” | asked her, pitching myoeilow enough that Morgan wouldn’t hear.

She nodded. “He can’t stay there alone. You cdait with him. Neither can Thomas.”



| grunted. “Do | need to search your bag for castilt&s?”
She gave me a chagrined shake of her head.

“Don’t feel too bad, kid,” I told her. “He had awale of hours to work you up to that. And
he’s the guy who nearly cut your head off, duringttmess around SplatterCon.”

“It wasn’t that,” she said quietly. “It's what haid to you. What he’s done to you.”

| put my hand on her arm and squeezed gently.

She smiled faintly at me. “I've never . . . nevealty felt . . . hate before. Not like that.”
“Your emotions got the better of you. That'’s all.”

“But it isn’t,” she insisted, folding her arms agsi her stomach, her shoulders hunching a
little. “Harry, I've seen you all but kill yourselio help people who were in trouble. But for
Morgan, that doesn’t matter. You're just this .this thing that did something wrong once, and
you’ll never, ever be anything else.”

Aha.

“Kid,” | said quietly, “maybe you should think abbwho you were really angry with back
there.”

“What do you mean?”

| shrugged. “I mean there’s a reason you snappezhwie started in on me. Maybe the fact
that he was being Morgan just happened to be a@ntal.”

She blinked her eyes several times, but not fasigmto stop one tear.
“You did a bad thing once,” | said. “It doesn’t neakou a monster.”

Two more tears fell. “What if it does?” She wipedher cheeks with a brusque frustrated
motion. “What if itdoes Harry?”

| nodded. “Because if Morgan’s right, and I'm juwstticking time-bomb, and I'm trying to
rehabilitateyou, you haven't got a chance in hell. | get it.”

She pressed her lips together, and it made hersaswdnd stiff. “Just before Mouse knocked
me down, | wanted to . . . to do things to Morg&a.his mind. Tomakehim act differently. |
was so angry, and it falight.”

“Feeling something and acting on it are two differthings.”

She shook her head. “But who would want to do tHatyy? What kind of monster woutdel
that?”



| slung the pack over one shoulder so that | cpuidmy hands on either side of her face and
turn her eyes to mine. Her tears made them vemy. blu

“The human kind. Molly, you are a good person. Ddet anyone take that away from you.
Not even yourself.”

She didn’'t even try to stop the tears. Her lip guadd. Her eyes were wide and her cheeks
were fever-warm under my fingers. “A-are you sure?”

“Yes.”

She bowed her head, and her shoulders shook.ddedown to rest my forehead against hers.
We stayed that way for a minute. “You're okay,”dld her quietly. “You aren’t a monster.
You're gonna be all right, grasshopper.”

A series of sharp, rapping sounds interrupted lsoKed over my shoulder and found Morgan
glowering at me. He held up a pocket watch—an haiwe&od gold pocket watch—and jabbed
a forefinger at it impatiently.

“Jerk,” Molly mumbled, sniffling. “Big fat, grumpyerk.”
“Yes. But he has a point. Tick-tock.”

She swiped a hand at her nose and collected hei®&Hy,” she said. “Let’s go.”

The storage rental facility was located a couplebloicks from Deerfield Square in a fairly
upscale suburban neighborhood north of Chicagogurddost of the buildings nearby were
residential, and it was tough to go more than atquaf an hour without spotting a patrol car.

I'd picked it as the spot for my bolt hole for oreason: shady characters would stand out
against the upper-middle-class background like ardsitains under a black light.

Granted, it would probably work even better if Isnd oneof them.

| used my key at the security gate, and Thomasg@uhe van around to my unit, a storage
unit the size of a two-car garage. | unlocked tteelsdoor and rolled it up while Thomas got
Morgan out of the van. Molly followed, and when eédikoned, she wheeled Morgan into the
storage space. Mouse got down out of the van diaved us. | rolled the door back down, and
called wizard light to the amulet | held up in mght hand, until its blue-white glow filled the
unit.

The interior of the place was mostly empty. Theesa camp cot, complete with sleeping bag
and pillow, placed more or less in the middle & tbom, along with a footlocker | had filled
with food, bottled water, candles, and suppliese&ond footlocker sat next to the first one, and
was filled with hardware and magical gear—a badilagting rod, and all manner of useful little
items one could use to accomplish a surprisingbatirspectrum of thaumaturgic workings. A
camp toilet with a couple of jugs of cleaning lidiat on the opposite side of the cot.



The floor, the walls, and the ceiling were coveiredigils, runes, and magical formulae. They
weren’t proper wards, like the ones | had on my éobut they worked on the same principles.
Without a threshold to build them upon, no singlee cof the formulae was particularly
powerful—but there weréots of them. They began to gleam with a silvery glowthe light
coming from my amulet.

“Wow,” Molly said, staring slowly around her. “What this place, Harry?”

“Bolt hole | set up last year, in case | needed eygace quiet where | wouldn’t get much
company.”

Morgan was looking, too, though his face was palé drawn with pain. He swept his eyes
around and said, “What’s the mix?”

“Concealment and avoidance, mostly,” | replied u$?h Faraday cage.”
Morgan nodded, glancing around. “It looks adequate.
“What's that mean?” Molly asked me. “A Faraday wAiat

“It's what they call it when you shield equipmemorh electromagnetic pulses,” | told her.
“You build a cage of conductive material around thimg you want to protect, and if a pulse
sweeps over it, the energy is channeled into thi &a

“Like a lightning rod,” Molly said.
“Pretty much,” | said. “Only instead of electricjtthis is built to stop hostile magic.”
“Once,” Morgan corrected me primly.

| grunted. “Without a threshold to work with, thex@enly so much you can do. The idea is to
protect you from a surprise assault long enouglydorto go out the back door and run.”

Molly glanced at the back of the storage unit amid,s'There’s no door there, Harry. That's a
wall. It's kind of the opposite of a door.”

Morgan nodded his head at the back corner of theespwhere a large rectangular area on the
floor was clear of any runes or other markings.eéf)” he said. “Where’s it come out?”

“About three long steps from one of the markeddrdie Council has right of passage on in
Unseelie territory,” | said. | nodded at a cardlobbox sitting in the rectangle. “It's cold there.
There’re a couple of coats in the box.”

“A passage to the Nevernever,” Molly breathed. &th’t thought of that.”
“Hopefully whoever was coming after me wouldn'their,” | said.

Morgan eyed me. “One can’t help noting,” he saithat this place seems ideally suited to
hiding and sheltering a fugitive from the Wardens.”



“Hunh,” I said. “Now that you mention it, yeah. Ye#a doesseem kind of friendly to that sort
of purpose.” | gave Morgan an innocent look. “Jastodd coincidence, I'm sure, since | happen
to beone of those paranoid lunatics, myself.”

Morgan glowered.

“You came to me for a reason, Chuckles,” | saidesiBles. | wasn’t thinking about the
Wardens nearly so much as | was . . .” | shook egdhand shut my mouth.

“As who, Harry?” Molly asked.

“I don’t know who they are,” | said. “But they’'veebn involved in several things lately. The
Darkhallow, Arctis Tor, the White Court coup. They'way too handy with magic. I've been
calling them the Black Council.”

“There is no Black Council,” Morgan snapped, witle speed that could only have been born
of reflex.

Molly and | traded a look.

Morgan let out an impatient breath. “Any actionattinay have been taken are the work of
isolated renegades,” he said. “There is no orgdrcpaspiracy against the White Council.”

“Uh-huh” | said. “Gosh, I'd have thought you’d be right board with the conspiracy thing.”

“The Council isnot divided,” he said, his voice as hard and cold dsd ever heard it.
“Because the moment we turn upon one another, weirghed. Therels no Black Council,
Dresden.”

| lifted both eyebrows. “From my perspective, theu@cil's been turning on me for most of
my life,” | said. “And I’'m a member. | have a robad everything.”

“You,” Morgan spat, “are . . .” He almost seemed to lmkicly on something before he blew
out a breath and finished, “. . . vastly irritatihg

| beamed at him. “That’s the Merlin’s line, isnt®1 | said. “There is no conspiracy against the
Council.”

“It is the position of thentire Senior Council,” Morgan shot back.
“Okay, smart guy,” | said. “Explain what happened/bu.”
He glowered again, only with more purple.

| nodded sagely, then turned to Molly. “This plasieould protect you from most tracking
spells,” | said. “And the avoidance wards shouldgkanyone from wandering by or asking any
guestions.”

Morgan made a growling noise.



“Suggestions, not compulsions,” | said, rolling eyes. “They’re in common usage and you
know it.”

“What do | do if someone does come?” she asked.
“Veil and run,” | said.

She shook her head. “I don’t know how to open a teathe Nevernever, Harry. You haven't
shown me yet.”

“l can show her,” Morgan said.
Both of us stopped and blinked at him.

He was very still for a second and then said, fi da it. If she watches, maybe she’ll learn
something.” He glared at me. “But doors open bo#tysy Dresden. What if something conies
through it?”

Mouse went over to the open space and settled awuat six inches away from it. He sighed
once, shifted his weight a bit, and went to sleggurg though his ears twitched at every noise.

| went to the first footlocker and opened it, tamkt a boxed fruit drink, and passed it to him.
“Your blood sugar’'s getting low. It's making youugnpy. But if you do get an unexpected
visitor from the other side . . .” | went to thecead locker, opened it, and drew out a pump-
action shotgun, its barrel cut to well below thenimum legal length. | checked it, and passed
the weapon to Molly. “It's loaded with a mix of steshot and rock salt. Between that and
Mouse, it should discourage anything that comesutiin.”

“Right,” Molly said. She checked the weapon’s chamland then worked the pump,
chambering a shell. She double-checked the safetiythen nodded at me.

“You taught her guns,” Morgan said. “But not howojeen passages to the Nevernever.”
“There’s enough trouble right here in the real wdrl said.

Morgan grunted. “True enough. Where are you going?”

“Only one place | can go.”

He nodded. “Edinburgh.”

| turned toward the door and opened it. | lookeafiMorgan with his juice box to Molly with
her shotgun. “You two play nice.”

Chapter Thirteen

Wizards and technology don't get on so well, and thakes travel sort of complicated. Some
wizards seemed to be more of a bad influence dmt#ogy than others, and if any of them were



harder on machinery than me, | hadn’'t met themRebeen on a jet a couple of times and had
one bad experience—just one. After the plane’s aderp and guidance system went bad, and
we had to make an emergency landing on a tiny cacialairfield, | wasn’t eager to repeat the
experience.

Buses were better, especially if you sat towardbek, but even they had problems. | hadn’t
been on a bus trip longer than three or four huhdrges without winding up broken down next
to the highway in the middle of nowhere. Cars comtitk out, especially if they were fairly old
models—the fewer electronics involved, the betteren those machines, though, tended to
provide you with chronic problems. I'd never owraedar that ran more than maybe nine days in
ten—and most of them were worse than that.

Trains and ships were the ideal, especially if gould keep yourself a good way from the
engines. Most wizards, when they traveled, stucth wghips and trains. Either that or they
cheated—Iike | was about to do.

Back at the beginning of the war with the Vampi@u@s, the White Council, with the help of

a certain wizard private investigator from Chicaguo shall remain nameless, negotiated the use
of Ways through the near reaches of the Nevernewstrolled by the Unseelie Court. The
Nevernever, the world of ghosts and spirits andafstic beings of every description, exists
alongside our own mortal reality—but it isn’t thanse shape. That meant that in places, the
mortal world touched upon the Nevernever at twanisoihat could be very close together, while
in the mortal realm, they were very far apart. hor$, use of the Ways meant that anyone who
could open a path between worlds could use a nsantcut.

In this case, it meant | could make the trip frofmdago, lllinois, to Edinburgh, Scotland, in
about half an hour.

The closest entry point to where | wanted to gthim Nevernever was a dark alley behind a
building that had once been used for meat pacldngt of things had died in that building, not
all of them cleanly and not all of them cows. The®e dark sense of finality to the place, a sort
of ephemeral quality of dread that hangs so ligbtlythe air that the unobservant might not
notice it at all. In the middle of the alley, a cogte staircase led down to a door that was held
shut with both boards and chains—talk about ovierkil

| walked down the steps to the bottom of the staitssed my eyes for a moment, and
extended my otherworldly senses, not toward the,dnd toward the section of concrete beside
it. | could feel the thinness of the world therdvere energy pulsed and hummed just beneath the
seemingly rigid surface of reality.

It was a hot night in Chicago, but it wouldn’t be the Ways. | wore a long-sleeved shirt and
jeans, and a couple of pairs of socks beneath kigghshoes. My heavy leather duster had me
sweating. | gathered up my will, reached out mydhaand with a whisper dfAparturum,” |
opened a Way between worlds.

Honestly, it sounds quite a bit more dramatic thitdnoks. The surface of the concrete wall
rippled with a quick flickering of color and begém put out a soft glow. | took a deep breath,
gripped my staff in both hands, and stepped dydotlward into the concrete.



My flesh passed through what should have been stmtkl emerged in a dark wood that lay
covered in frost and a thin layer of snow. At lghst time the ground in Chicago had been more
or less level with the ground in the Neverneverstliame, I'd had a three-inch drop | hadn’t
expected, and I'd fallen on my ass into the snow.Hdrm done, | suppose, but this part of the
Nevernever was just chock-full of things you didt want to think you were clumsy or
vulnerable.

| took my bearings with a quick look around. Theods were the same, all three times I'd
been through them. A hillside sank down ahead gfand climbed steadily into the night behind
me. At the top of the small mountain | stood upbwas told, was a narrow and bitterly cold
pass that led into the interior of the Unseelie Nains, to Mab’s stronghold of Arctis Tor.
Below me, the land sank into foothills and theroiptains, where Mab’s authority ended and
that of Titania the Summer Queen began.

| stood at a crossroads—which was only sensibheesli’d arrived from Chicago, one of the
great crossroads of the world. One trail led upslapd down. The other crossed it at almost
perfect right angles, and ran along the face ohiliside. | took a left, following the face of the
hillside in a counterclockwise direction, also kmoas widdershins, in the parlance of the locals.
The trail ran between frozen trees, their brantioeged beneath their burden of frost and snow.

| moved quickly, but not quickly enough to slip abldw out an ankle or brain myself on a
low-hanging branch. The White Council had Mab’snpission to move through the woods, but
they were by no means safe.

| found that out for myself about fifteen minutesa my walk, when snow suddenly fell softly
from the trees all around, and silent black shajgssended to encircle me. It happened quickly,
and in perfect silence—maybe a dozen spiders #eediponies alit upon the frozen ground or
clung to the trunks and branches of the surrountliegs. They were smooth-surfaced, sharp-
edged creatures, like orbweavers, long-limbed aradejul and deadly-looking. They moved
with an almost delicate precision, their bodies@olor of grey and blue and white that blended
flawlessly with the snowy night.

The spider who had come down onto the trail diyeictifront of me raised its two forelegs in
warning, and revealed fangs longer than my foredripping with milky-white venom.

“Halt, man-thing,” said the creature.

That was actually scarier than the mere appearaheeonomy-sized arachnids. Between its
fangs, | could see a mouth moving—a mouth that édod#tisturbingly human. Its multiple eyes
gleamed like beads of obsidian. Its voice was gaig, buzzing thing. “Halt, he whose blood
will warm us. Halt, intruder upon the Wood of therntér Queen.”

| stopped and looked around the circle of spidBiane of them seemed to be particularly
larger or smaller than the others. If | had to figty way clear, there wasn’'t any obvious weak
link to exploit. “Greetings,” | said, as | did. dm no intruder, honored hunters. | am a Wizard of
the White Council, and | and my folk have the Que@ermission to tread these paths.”

The air around me shivered with chitters and hisseisclicks.



“Man-things speak often with false tongues,” sdud kead spider, its forelimbs thrashing the
air in agitation.

| held up my staff. “I guess they always have ohthese, too, huh?”

The spider hissed, and venom bubbled from thedfp$s fangs. “Many a man-thing bears
such a long stick, mortal.”

“Careful, legs,” | said. “I'm on speaking terms WwiQueen Mab herself. | don’t think you want
to play it like this.”

The spider’s legs shifted in an undulating motiand the spider rippled two or three feet
closer to me. The other spiders all shifted, tooyimg a bit nearer. | didn’t like that, not even a
little. If one of them jumped, they'd be all oveeerrand there were just too many of the damn
big things to defend myself against them effectivel

The spider laughed, the sound hollow and mockiiMprtals do not speak to the Queen and
live to tell the tale.”

“It lies,” hissed the other spiders, the phraseow buzzing around me. “And its blood is
warm.”

| eyed all those enormous fangs and had an acutetpmfortable flashback to Morgan
driving his straw through the top of that damn ¢ubox.

The spider in front of me flowed a little to thdtland a little to the right, the graceful motion
intended to distract me from the fact that it hadten about a foot closer to me. “Man-thing,
how are we to know what you truly are?”

In my professional opinion, you rarely get handedraight line that good.

| thrust the tip of my staff forward, along with ngy@thered will, focusing it into an area the
size of my own clenched fist as | shoutd€hrzare!”

An invisible force hammered into the lead spideghtrin its disturbing mouth. It lifted the
huge beast off all eight of its feet, drove itdéh feet backward through the air, and ended at the
trunk of an enormous old oak. The spider smackeaiidike an enormous water bottle, making
a hideous splattering sound upon impact. It bourndkthe tree and landed on the frozen ground,
its legs all quivering and jerking spasmodicallyapie three hundred pounds of snow shaken
loose by the impact came plummeting down from thk tvee’s branches and half buried the
body.

Everything went still and silent.

| narrowed my eyes and swept my gaze around thlebecaf monstrous arachnids. | said
nothing.



The spider nearest its dead companion shifted eigw warily from leg to leg. Then, in a
much quieter voice, it trilled, “Let the wizard gas

“Damn right let him pass,” | muttered under my hheal'hen | strode forward as though |
intended to smash anything else that got in my way.

The spiders scattered. | kept walking without slayyibreaking stride, or looking back. They
didn’t know how fast my heart was beating or how Iegs were trembling with fear. And as
long as they didn’t, | would be just fine.

After a hundred yards or so, | did look back—ormlysee the spiders gathered over the body of
their dead companion. They were wrapping it up ilk, gheir fangs twitching and jerking
hungrily. | shuddered and my stomach twisted otstelfi

One thing you can count on when visiting the Negeen: you don’t ever get bored.

| turned off the forest path onto a foot trail &tee whose trunk had been carved with a pentacle.
The trees turned into evergreens and crowded tboee trail. Things moved out of sight among
the trees making small scuttling noises, and | ¢dadrely hear high-pitched whispers and
sibilant voices coming from the forest around medpy, but par for the course.

The path led up to a clearing in the woods. Cedtamnethe clearing was a mound of earth
about a dozen yards across and almost as high,iiic stones and vines. Massive slabs of rock
formed the posts and lintel of a black doorway.ofd figure in a grey cloak stood beside the
doorway, a lean and fit-looking young man with dtimmes sharp enough to slice bread and
eyes of cobalt blue. Beneath the grey cloak, hesvaorexpensive dark blue cashmere suit, with
a cream-colored shirt and a metallic copper-coldieedA black bowler topped off the ensemble,
and instead of a staff or a blasting rod, he bas#var-headed walking cane in his right hand.

He was also holding the cane at full extensionnteai directly at me with narrowed, serious
eyes as | came down the trail.

| stopped and waved a hand. “Easy there, Steed.”

The young man lowered the cane, and his face blosganto a smile that made him look
maybe ten years younger. “Ah,” he said. “Not toeiobs a look, one hopes?”

“It's a classic,” | said. “How you doing, Chandlér?

“I am freezing off my well-tailored ass,” Chandkeid cheerily, in an elegant accent straight
from Oxford. “But | endure thanks to excellent kg, a background in preparatory academies,
and metric tons of British fortitude.” Those intenklue eyes took a second look at me, and
though his expression never changed, his voiceedam touch of concern. “How are you,
Harry?”

“Been a long night,” | said, walking forward. “Arénthere supposed to be five of you
watching the door?”



“Five of me guarding the door? Are you mad? The sheer powdéneotoncentrated fashion
sense would obliterate visitors on sight.”

| burst out in a short laugh. “You must use youwvpcs only for good?”

“Precisely, and | shall.” He tilted his head thotfghy. “I can’t remember the last time | saw
you here.”

“I only visited once,” | said. “And that was a feygars ago, right after they drafted me.”
Chandler nodded soberly. “What brings you out oic@&ho?”
“I heard about Morgan.”

The young Warden’s expression darkened. “Yes,” did quietly. “It's . . . hard to believe.
You're here to help find him?”

“I've found murderers before,” | said. “I figuredan do it again.” | paused. For whatever
reason, Chandler was almost always to be found im@rikear the Senior Council. If anyone
would know the scuttlebutt, he would. “Who do ybink | should talk to about it?”

“Wizard Liberty is coordinating the search,” he lreg. “Wizard Listens-to-Wind is
investigating the scene of the murder. Ancient Magetting the word out to the rest of the
Council to convene an emergency session.”

| nodded. “What about Wizard McCoy?”

“Standing by with a strike team, when last | heaehandler replied. “He’s one of the few
who can reasonably expect to overpower Morgan.”

“Yeah,” | said. “Morgan’s a pain in the ass, afiiii.” | shivered and stamped my feet against
the cold. “I've got some information they’re goitgwant. Where do | find them?”

Chandler considered. “Ancient Mai should be in @rgstalline Hall, Wizard Liberty is in the
Offices, Wizard McCoy should be somewhere neaitae Room and Wizard Listens-to-Wind
and the Merlin are in LaFortier's chambers.”

“How about the Gatekeeper?” | asked.

Chandler shrugged. “Gatekeeping, | daresay. The widard | see less frequently than he is
you.”

| nodded. “Thanks, Chandler.” | faced him soberg @ut a formal solemnity in my voice as |
adhered to security protocols more than five ceesuold. “I seek entry to the Hidden Halls, O
Warden. May | pass?”

He eyed me for a moment and gave me a slow, reghlhms eyes twinkling. “Be welcome to
the seat of the White Council. Enter in peace amhd in peace.”



| nodded to him and walked forward through the ah

I'd come in peace, sure. But if the killer was arduand caught onto what | was doing, |
wouldn’t depart in peace.

Just in pieces.

Chapter Fourteen

The Hidden Halls of Edinburgh were the redoubt anttdss of the White Council of Wizardry
from time immemorial. Well, actually, that last lsin’t true. It's been our headquarters for a
little under five hundred years.

The White Council has existed since pre-Roman tinmesone form or another, and its
headquarters has shifted from time to time, andepta place. Alexandria, Carthage, Rome—we
were in the Vatican in the early days of the Chuighlieve it or not—Constantinople and
Madrid have all been home to the Council’s leadprahone time or another—but since the end
of the Middle Ages, they’'ve been located in thenels and catacombs hewn from the unyielding
stone of Scotland.

Edinburgh’s tunnel network is even more extenshantthose beneath the city of Chicago,
and infinitely more stable and sturdy. The maindugerters of the complex is located deep
beneath the Auld Rock itself—Castle Edinburgh, \ehdangs and queens, lords and ladies, have
defied, besieged, betrayed and slaughtered onbergihce pre-Christian times.

There’s a reason a fortress has been there famgsas mankind can remember—it is one of
the world’s largest convergences of ley lines. liegs are the natural currents of magical energy
running through the world. They are the most poulenieans of employing magic known to
man—and the lines that intersect in the earth dextpw the Auld Rock represent a staggering
amount of raw power waiting to be tapped by somesileed or foolish enough.

| walked over a ley line about three steps aftentered the Hidden Halls, and | could feel its
shuddering energy beneath my feet, rushing by dikeenormous, silent subterranean river. |
walked a bit faster for a few paces, irrationalgrvous about being swept off of my feet by it,
until 1 could only sense it as a dim and recediifigation in the ground.

| didn’t need to call up a light. Crystals set Iretwalls glowed in a rainbow of gentle colors,
bathing the whole place in soft, ambient illumioati The tunnel was ancient, worn, chilly, and
damp. Water always seemed ready to condense mt-&ozen dew the instant it was given the
opportunity by an exhaled breath or a warm body.

The tunnel was about as wide as my spread armsmnaglte eight feet high. The walls were
lined with bas-relief carvings in the stone. Somé¢hem were renditions of scenes of what I'd
been told were the historical high points of theiM/ICouncil. Since | didn’t recognize anyone in
the images, | didn’t have much context for them tlsgy mostly just looked like the crudely
drawn cast of thousands you see on the Bayeux Trgp@&bke rest of the carvings were wards—



seriously world-class heavyweight wards. | didritolv what they did, but | could sense the
deadly power behind them, and | tread carefully@assed deeper into the complex.

The entry tunnel from the Nevernever was more thauoarter of a mile long, sloping gently
downward the whole way. There were metal gatesyesauple of hundred yards, each of them
manned by a Warden backed up by a pair of AnciesitdMemple-dog statues.

The things were three feet high at the shoulded, lanked like escapees from a Godzilla
movie. Carved from stone, the blocky figures sattiand immobile—but | knew that they could
come to dangerous life at an instant’s noticeieldtto think about what it might be like to be
facing a pair of aggressive temple-dog statuekerr¢latively narrow hallway. | decided that I'd
rather wrestle an oncoming subway locomotive. Astehen it would be over quickly.

| exchanged polite greetings with the Wardens aardyuntil | passed the last checkpoint and
entered the headquarters proper. Then | took &dotdap from my duster pocket, squinted at it,
and got my bearings. The layout of the tunnels ezasplex, and it would be easy to get lost.

Where to begin?

If the Gatekeeper had been around, | would havglgooim out first. Rashid had been my
supporter and ally on more than one occasion, Geavkwhy. | wasn’'t on what anyone would
call good terms with the Merlin. | barely knew Maat Liberty or Listens-to-Wind. | found
Ancient Mai to be a very scary little person. Tledt Ebenezar.

| headed for the War Room.

It took me the better part of half an hour to dgegré. Like | said, the tunnel complex is
enormous—and after the way the war had reducedatties of the Council, it seemed lonelier
and emptier than ever. My footsteps echoed holldvdgk from stone walls for minutes at a
time, unaccompanied by any other sound.

| felt intensely uncomfortable as | paced the HidéHalls. | think it was the smell that did it.
When I'd been a young man, hauled before the Cotmdie tried as a violator of the First Law
of Magic, they had brought me to Edinburgh. The tyyuset, mineral smell of the place had
been almost all | knew while | had waited, hooded Bound, in a cell for a full day. | remember
being horribly cold and tortured by the knots myselas worked themselves into after so many
hours tied hand and foot. | remember feeling mdoaeathan ever in my life, while | awaited
whatever was going to happen.

| had been scared. So scared. | was sixteen.

It was the same smell, and that scent had the ptavanimate the corpses of some of my
darkest memories and bring them lurching back th# front of my thoughts. Psychological
necromancy.

“Brains,” | moaned to myself, drawing the word out.



If you can’t stop the bad thoughts from coming tsity at least you can make fun of them
while they're hanging around.

In a stroke of improbable logic, the War Room wasated between the central chambers of
the Senior Council and the barracks rooms of thedéfes, which included a small kitchen. The
smell of baking bread cut through the musty damprafsthe tunnel, and | felt my steps
quickening.

| passed the barracks, which would doubtless betyenipr the most part. Most of the
Wardens would be out hunting Morgan, as evidencedthe skeleton guard I'd seen at
Chandler’s post. | took the next left, nodded t® ¥ery young Warden on guard, opened a door,
and passed into the War Room of the White Council.

It was a spacious vault, about a hundred feet sgumart the heavy arches and pillars that
supported the ceiling took away a lot of that rodiaminating crystals glowed more brightly
here, to make reading easier. Bulletin boards dimgoframes took up spaces between pillars,
and were covered by maps and pins and tiny notest Bf them had one or more chalkboards
next to them, which were covered in diagrams, acypbrief notation, and cruder maps.
Completely ordinary office furniture occupied theck half of the vault, broken up into cubicles.

Typewriters clacked and dinged. Men and women ef ddministrative staff, wizards all,
moved back and forth through the room, speakingtbyjiwriting, typing, and filing. A row of
counters on the front wall of the room supportefiegpots warmed by propane flames, and
several well-worn couches and chairs rested nearby.

Half a dozen veteran Wardens lay sprawled on caunbeping, sat in chairs reading books,
or played chess with an old set upon a coffee taliteir staves and cloaks were all at hand,
ready to be taken up at an instant’s notice. Thegevdangerous, hard men and women, the Old
Guard, survivors of the deadly days of the earlyngame War. | wouldn’t have wanted to cross
any of them.

Sitting in a chair slightly apart from them, stayiat the flames crackling in a rough stone
fireplace, sat my old mentor, Ebenezar McCoy. Hkl lzecup of coffee in his thick, work-
scarred fingers. A lot of the more senior wizamlghe Council had a sense of propriety they
took way too seriously, always dressed to the niakgays immaculate and proper. Ebenezar
wore an old pair of denim overalls with a flannbirsand leather work boots that could have
been thirty or forty years old. His silver hair, atthe had left of it, was in disarray, as if haidtj
woken from a restless sleep. He was aging, evemizgrd standards, but his shoulders were still
wide, and the muscles in his forearms were tautwasille beneath age-spotted skin. He stared
at the fire through wire-rimmed spectacles, hikdares unfocused, one foot slowly tapping the
floor.

| leaned my staff against a handy wall, got myseltfup of coffee, and settled down in the
chair beside Ebenezar’s. | sipped coffee, let thenwth of the fire drive some of the wet chill out
of my bones, and waited.

“They always have good coffee here,” Ebenezar ad@&v moments later.



“And they don’t call it funny names,” | said. “Itjsist coffee. Not frappalattegrandechino.”
Ebenezar snorted and sipped from his cup. “Nigeit?”
“Got tripped up by someone’s thugs on the Wintait.tr

He grimaced. “Aye. We’ve had our people harassedraétimes, the past few months. How
are you, Hoss?”

“Uninformed, sir,” | said.

He eyed me obliquely. “Mmmm. | did as | thoughtthé®y. | won’t apologize for it.”
“Don’t expect you to,” | said.

He nodded. “What are you doing here?”

“What do you think?”

He shook his head. “l won't take you on the stig@m, Hoss.”

“You think | can’t pull my weight?”

He turned his eyes to me. “You have too much hysteith Morgan. This has got to be
dispassionate, and you're just about the leasadspnate person | know.”

| grunted. “You're sure it was Morgan who did Later?”

His eyes returned to the fire. “I would never hawpected it. But too many things are in
place.”

“No chance it's a frame?”
Ebenezar blinked and shot me a look. “Why do yd&?'as

“Because if the ass is finally getting his comeupea | want to make sure it's on the level,” |
said.

He nodded a couple of times. Then he said, “I de@& how it could have been done. It looks
like a duck, walks like a duck, quacks like a ducllds are it's a damn duck. Occam’s razor,
Hoss.”

“Someone could have gotten into his head,” | said.
“At his age?” Ebenezar asked. “Ain’t likely.”

| frowned. “What do you mean?”



“As a mind grows older, it gets established,” higl samore set in its ways. Like a willow tree.
Supple when it's young, but gets more brittle asgés. Once you've been around a century or
so, it generally ain’t possible to bend a mind withbreaking it.”

“Generally?”

“You can’t push it that far,” Ebenezar said. “Puslhoyal man into betraying everything he
believes in? You’d drive him insane before you éardim into that. Which means that Morgan
made a choice.”

“If he did it.” I shook my head. “I just keep askimyself who profits most if we axe Morgan
ourselves.”

Ebenezar grimaced. “It's ugly all the way arount¢ said, “but there it is. | reckon you
'gazed him, Hoss, but it ain’t a lie detector. Y\awow that, too.”

| fell silent for a while and sipped coffee. Theadked, “Just curious. Who holds the sword
when you catch him? It's usually Morgan who doeshbad chopping.”

“Captain Luccio, | reckon,” Ebenezar said. “Or same she appoints. But she ain’t the kind
to foist something like that off on a subordinate.”

| got treated to the mental image of Anastasia pitaiang her old apprentice. Then of me,
taking Molly’s head. | shuddered. “That sucks.”

Ebenezar kept staring at the fire, and his eyeseddo sink into his head, as if he had aged
twenty years right in front of me. “Aye.”

The door to the War Room opened and a slendery rkitié wizard in a tan tweed suit
entered, lugging a large portfolio. His short whiter was curled tightly against his head and his
fingers were stained with ink. There was a penakéd behind one ear, and a fountain pen
behind the other. He stopped and peered arouncbtme for a moment, spotted Ebenezar, and
bustled right on over.

“Pardon, Wizard McCoy,” he said. “If you have a mamty | need you to sign off on a few
papers.”

Ebenezar put his coffee on the floor and acceptethaila folder from the little guy, along
with the fountain pen. “What this time, Peabody?”

“First, power of attorney for the office in Jakattapurchase the building for the new safe
house,” Wizard Peabody said, opening the foldertaniing a page. Ebenezar scanned it, then
signed it. Peabody turned more pages. “Very god@nTan approval on the revision of wages
for Wardens—initial there, please, thank you. Ahd last one is approval for ensuring Wizard
LaFortier's holdings are transferred to his heirs.”

“Only three?” Ebenezar asked.



“The others are eyes-only, sir.”
Ebenezar sighed. “I'll drop by my office when I'meé to sign them.”

“Sooner is better, sir,” Peabody said. He blinked aeemed to notice me for the first time.
“Ah. Warden Dresden. What brings you here?”

“I thought I'd come see if someone wanted helprtgkviorgan down,” | drawled.
Peabody gulped. “I. . . see.”
“Has Injun Joe found anything?” Ebenezar asked.

Peabody’s voice became laced with diffident disaparas he answered. “Wizard Listens-to-
Wind is deep in preparations for investigative dation, sir.”

“So, no,” | said.

Peabody sniffed. “Not yet. Between him and the Metlm sure they’ll turn up precisely how
Warden Morgan managed to bypass Senior CouncilrisgtiHe glanced at me and said, in a
perfectly polite tone, “They are both wizards ohsmlerable experience and skill, after all.”

| glowered at Peabody, but | couldn’t think of aodadig before he had accepted the papers
and pen back from Ebenezar. Peabody nodded tormsad, “Thank you, sir.”

Ebenezar nodded absently as he picked up his coffgeand Peabody bustled out again.
“Paper-pushing twit,” | muttered under my breath.

“Invaluable paper-pushing twit,” Ebenezar correateel “What he does isn’t dramatic, but his
organizational skills have been a critical assatesihe outbreak of the war.”

| snorted. “Bureaucromancer.”

Ebenezar smiled faintly as he finished his cup,fits¢ couple of fingertips of his right hand
stained with blue ink. Then he rose and stretctielying several faint popping sounds from his
joints. “Can’t fight a war without clerks, Hoss.”

| stared down at my half cup of coffee. “Sir,” idgguietly. “Speaking hypothetically. What if
Morgan is innocent?”

He frowned down at me for a long moment. “I thoughti wanted a piece of him.”
“I've got this weird tic where | don’t want to wdtavrongly accused men beheaded.”

“Well, naturally you do. But, Hoss, you've got toderst—" Ebenezar froze abruptly and his
eyes widened. They went distant with thought fomament, and | could all but hear gears
turning in his head.



His eyes snapped back to mine and he drew in alsleath, speaking in a murmur. “So that’s
it. You're sure?”

| nodded my head once.

“Hell's bells,” the old man sighed. “You'd best gtasking your questions a lot more careful
than that, Hoss.” He lowered his chin and lookednatover the rims of his spectacles. “Two
heads fall as fast as one. You understand?”

| nodded slowly. “Yeah.”

“Don’t know what | can do for you,” he said. “I'vgot my foot nailed to the floor here until
Morgan’s located.”

“Assuming it's not a duck,” | said, “where do | dtéboking?”

He pursed his lips for a moment. Then he noddedlgland said, “Injun Joe.”

Chapter Fifteen
The Senior Council members, as it turned out, ddivetike paupers.

After | passed through still more security checkpsithe stone hallway yielded to a hall the
size of a ballroom that looked like something ouYVersailles. A white marble floor with swirls
of gold in it was matched in color to elegant whitarble columns. A waterfall fell from the far
wall, into a pool around which grew a plethora ¢dnps, from grass to roses to small trees,
forming a surprisingly complex little garden. Treent sound of wind chimes drifted through the
air, and the golden light that poured down fromstais in the ceiling was indistinguishable from
sunlight. Birds sang in the garden, and | saw thieky darting black shape of a nightingale
slalom between the pillars and settle in one ofttées.

A number of expensive, comfortable-looking setsfushiture were spaced in and near the
garden, like the sets you sometimes see at thepphotels. A small table against one wall was
covered with an eclectic buffet of foods, everythiinom cold cuts to what looked like the
sautéed tentacles of an octopus, and a wet batt std to it, ready to protect the Senior Council
members from the looming threat of dehydration.

A balcony ran around the entire chamber, ten fgetamd doors opened onto the Senior
Council members’ private chambers. | paced throtigh enormous, grandiose space of the
Ostentatiatory to a set of stairs that swept gsangl one wall. | looked around until | spotted
which door had a pair of temple-dog statues standumard along with a sleepy-looking young
man in a Warden’s cape and a walking cast. | walkedind the balcony and waved a hand at
him.

| was just about to speak when both temple-dogtoacts abruptly moved, turning their heads
toward me with a grating sound of stone slidingiegjastone.

| stopped in my tracks, and held my hands upla.litNice doggy.”



The young Warden peered at me and said somethiaglamguage | didn’t recognize. He
looked like someone from eastern Asia, though ldmwtihave guessed at his nation of origin.
He stared at me for a second, and | recognizedabiptly as one of the young men on Ancient
Mai’'s personal staff. The last time I'd seen hirma;chbeen frozen half to death, trying to bear a
message to Queen Mab. Now a broken ankle had peddyrkept him from joining the search
for Morgan.

Some people are just born lucky, | guess.

“Good evening,” | said to him, in Latin, the offaditongue of the White Council. “How are
you?”

Lucky stared at me for another moment before he, sVe are in Scotland. It is morning,
sir.”

Right. My half hour walk had taken me six time zerahead. “| need to speak with Wizard
Listens-to-Wind.”

“He is occupied,” Lucky told me. “He is not to bistiirbed.”
“Wizard McCoy sent me to speak to him,” | counteréde felt it was important.”

Lucky narrowed his eyes until they were almost @tbsThen he said, “Wait here, please. Do
not move.”

The temple dogs continued staring at me. Okaygehkthey weren’t reallgtaring They were
just rock. But for essentially mindless construtitey had an intense gaze.

“That will not be a problem,” I told him.

He nodded and vanished through the door. | waibedein uncomfortable minutes before he
returned, touched each dog lightly on the head nanidied to me. “Go in.”

| took a wary step, watching the constructs, betyttidn’t react. | nodded and went on by
them, trying not to look like a nervous cat as $g&d from the Ostentatiatory into LaFortier’s
chambers.

The first room | came to was a study, or an offieepossibly a curio shop. There was a
massive desk carved out of some kind of unstaineadwthough use and age had darkened the
front edge, the handles of the drawers, and the ianenediately in front of the modern office
chair. A blotter lay precisely centered on the d&gkh a set of four matching pens laid in a neat
row. Shelves groaned with books, drums, maskss,pall weaponry, and dozens of other tokens
that looked as though they came from exotic lafite wall spaces between the shelves were
occupied by shields fronted with two crossed weapea Norman kite shield with crossed
broadswords, a Zulu buffalo-hide shield with crasassegais, a Persian round shield with a long
spike in its center with crossed scimitars, and yrahers. | knew museums that would declare
Mardi Gras in the galleries if they could get theands on a collection half that rich and varied.



A door at the far end of the study led into whasweaidently a bedroom. | could see a dresser
and the foot of a covered bed approximately the sfza railroad car.

| could also see red-black droplets of blood onviiaés.

“Come on, Harry Dresden,” called a quiet, weatherete from the bedroom. “We’re at a
stopping point and waiting on you.”

| walked into the bedroom and found myself standiing crime scene.

The stench hit me first. LaFortier had been deaddfays, and the second | crossed the
threshold into the room, the odor of decay andhldé@abded my nose and mouth. He lay on the
floor near the bed. Blood was sprinkled everywhefis. throat gaped wide-open, and he was
covered in a black-brown crust of dried blood. Eherere defensive wounds on his hands,
miniature versions of the slash on his throat. €rarght have been stab wounds on his torso,
under the mess, but | couldn’t be sure.

| closed my eyes for a second, swallowed down ngge to throw up, and looked around the
rest of the room.

A perfect circle of gold paint had been inscribedtbe floor around the body, with white
candles burning at five equidistant points. Incelmsmed at five more points halfway between
the candles, and take it from me—the scent of dewod@ doesn’t complement that of a rotting
corpse. It just makes it more unpleasant.

| stood staring down at LaFortier. He had beenld ben, a little over average height, and
cadaverously skinny. He didn’t look skinny now. Tdwepse had begun to bloat. The front of his
shirt was stretched tight against its buttons. Ibéisk was arched and his hands had locked into
claws. His teeth were bared in a grimace.

“He died hard,” said the weathered voice, and ‘finjloe” Listens-to-Wind stepped out of a
doorway that led to a bathroom, drying his hands éowel. His long hair was grey-white, with
a few threads of black in it. His leathery skin wae ruddy bronze of a Native American
complexion exposed to plenty of sunshine, and s evere dark and glittering beneath white
brows. He wore faded blue jeans, moccasin bootd, aanold Aerosmith T-shirt. A fringed
leather bag hung from a belt that ran slantwisesschis body, and a smaller, similar bag hung
from a thong around his neck. “Hello, Harry Dresden

| bowed my head to him respectfully. Injun Joe waserally regarded as the most skilled
healer on the White Council, and maybe in the woHe& had earned doctoral degrees in
medicine from twenty universities over the years] &e went back to school every decade or
two to help him stay current with modern practit&ent down fighting,” | agreed, nodding to
LaFortier.

Injun Joe studied the body for a moment, his eyes $hen he said, “I'd rather go in my
sleep, | think.” He glanced back at me. “What abgut?”



“I want to be stepped on by an elephant while hgugiex with identical triplet cheerleaders,” |
said.

He gave me a grin that briefly stripped a centurtwa of care and worry from his face. “I've
known a lot of kids who wanted to live forever.”&@bmile faded as he looked back to the dead
man. “Maybe someday that will happen. But maybe Dging is part of being alive.”

There wasn’t much | could say to that. | was q@ieeta minute. “What are you setting up
here?”

“His death left a mark,” the old wizard replied. 8xe going to reassemble the psychic
residue into an image.”

| arched an eyebrow. “Is . . . that even possible?”

“Normally, no,” Injun Joe said. “But this room isrsounded on all sides by wards. We know
what they're all supposed to look like. That meamscan extrapolate where the energy came
from by what impact it had on the wards. It's aldoy we haven’'t moved the body.”

| thought about it for a minute. What Injun Joe veescribing was possible, | decided, but
only barely. It would be something like trying tesemble an image illuminated by a single flash
of light by backtracking how the light in the flablad all bounced around the room. The amount
of focus, concentration, and the sheer mental goteat would be involved in imagining the
spell that could reassemble that image were stagger

“I thought this was open and shut already,” | said.
“The evidence is conclusive,” Injun Joe said.

“Then why are you bothering with this . . . this. thing?”
Injun Joe looked at me steadily and didn’t say limgj.
“The Merlin,” | said. “He doesn’t think Morgan ditl”

“Whether he did it or not,” Injun Joe said, “Morgaas the Merlin’s right hand. If he is tried
and found guilty, the Merlin’s influence, credilyli and power will wane.”

| shook my head. “Gotta love politics.”

“Don’'t be a child,” Injun Joe said quietly. “The rcent balance of power was largely
established by the Merlin. If he is undone as #daalér of the Council, it will cause chaos and
instability across the supernatural world.”

| thought about that for a minute. Then | askedpuYthink he’s going to try to fake
something?”

Injun Joe didn’t react for a moment, and then reokhis head slowly and firmly. “I won't let
him.”



“Why not?”
“Because LaFortier's death has changed everything.”
“Why?”

Injun Joe nodded toward the study. “LaFortier was member of the Council with the most
contacts outside of the Western nations,” he sddny, many members of the Council come
from Asia, Africa, South America—most of them framall, less powerful nations. They feel
that the White Council ignores their needs, thgimmns. LaFortier was their ally, the only
member of the Senior Council who they felt treatezn fairly.”

| folded my arms. “And the Merlin’s right-hand méilled him.” “Whether Morgan is guilty
or not, theythink he did it, possibly on the Merlin’s orders,” Injuloe said. “If he is found
innocent and set free, matters could turn ugly y\ely.”

My stomach turned again. “Civil war.”
Injun Joe sighed and nodded.
Fantastic.

“Where do you stand?” | asked him.

“I would like to say that | stood with the truthiie said, “but | cannot. The Council could
survive the loss of Morgan without falling to pisceven if it means a period of chaos while
things settle out.” He shook his head. “A civil waould certainly destroy us.”

“So Morgan did it, and that’s all there is to it,5aid quietly.

“If the White Council falls, who will stand betwed&umanity and those who would prey upon
it?” He shook his head, and his long braid gentiynped his back. “I respect Morgan, but |
cannot permit that to happen. He is one man bathageainst mankind.”

“So it's going to be Morgan, when you're finishetlSaid. “No matter who it really is.”
Injun Joe bowed his head. “I . . . doubt that it work. Even with the Merlin’s expertise.”

“What if it does? What if it shows you another &if? You start picking who lives and who
dies, and to hell with the truth?”

Injun Joe turned his dark eyes to me, and his Vosmame quiet and harder than stone. “Once,
| watched the tribe | was expected to guide andeptdbe destroyed, Harry Dresden. | did so
because my principles held that it was wrong fer @ouncil or its members to involve itself in
manipulating the politics of mortals. | watched agdtrained myself, until it was too late for me
to make a difference. When | did that, | chose wioald live and who would die. My people
died for my principles.” He shook his head. “I wilbt make that mistake again.”

| looked away from him, and remained silent.



“If you would excuse me,” he said, and walked fribra room.
Hell's bells.

| had been hoping to enlist Injun Joe’s aid—butdiit counted on the additional political
factors. | didn’t think he’'d try to stop me if hadw what | was up to, but he certainly wasn’t
going to help. The more | dug, the messier thiaghtept getting. If Morgan was vindicated,
doom. If hewasn’'tvindicated, doom.

Doom, doom, and doom.
Damn.

| couldn’t even be angry at Injun Joe. | understbasl position. Hell, if it was me on the
Senior Council and | was the one making the callagn’t completely confident that | wouldn’t
react the same way.

My headache started coming on again.

How the hell was | supposed to do the right thingerewasn’ta right thing?

Chapter Sixteen

| stared at LaFortier's corpse for a moment longleook my head, and then pulled one of those
disposable cameras you can get from a vending maabut of my duster pocket. | walked
around the room snapping pictures of the body, tloed splatters, and the broken bits of
furniture. I ran through the entire role of filmaking the most complete record of the scene that
| could, and then pocketed the camera again aneduo leave LaFortier's chambers.

Back in the Ostentatiatory, | heard voices driftimg from below. | nodded pleasantly to
Lucky, who gave me an inscrutable look, and walketthe balcony railing.

Listens-to-Wind and the Merlin were standing by thdfet table, speaking quietly. Peabody
hovered in the background, carrying a differentddolders, ledgers, and pens.

| paused for a moment to Listen. It's a trick Iy®d up somewhere along the line—not really
magic, per se, as much as it is turning my mewotis completely to my sense of hearing.

“. .. to find out the truth,” the Merlin was sagimas he loaded up a plate with tiny sandwiches
and wedges of cheese and fresh green grapes. ySorehave no objection to that.”

“l think the truth is already well established,”stens-to-Wind replied quietly. “We’re just
wasting time here. We should be focusing on coliigothe fallout.”

The Merlin was a tall man, regal of bearing, witloag white beard and long white hair to go
with it—every inch the wizard’s wizard. He wore laid robe and a silver circlet about his brow,
and his staff was an elegant length of pure whit®dy completely free of any marking. He



paused in loading his plate and regarded Injun Wik a level gaze. “I'll take it under
advisement.”

Injun Joe Listens-to-Wind sighed and held up hiadsapalms forward in a conciliatory
gesture. “We’'re ready to begin.”

“Let me get some food in me and I'll be right in.”

“Ahem,” Peabody said diffidently. “Actually, Wizaldstens-to-Wind, if you could sign a few
papers for me while the Merlin eats, it would beaily appreciated. There are two files on your
desk that need your approval and | have threeHe paused and began to juggle the load in his
arms until he could peer into a folder. “No fowuf others here with me.”

Injun Joe sighed. “Okay,” he said. “Come on.” Theotof them walked toward the stairs
leading up to the balcony, turned the opposite Wagd when they reached the top, and entered
a chamber on the far side of the room.

| waited until they were gone to descend the stagdo the ground level.

The Merlin had seated himself in the nearest gmiughairs and was eating his sandwiches.
He froze for a second as he saw me, and then siyagedumed his meal. Funny. | didn't like
the Merlin much more than | would a case of flamgugorrhea, but | had never seen him in this
context before. I'd always seen him at the head obnvened Council, and as this remote and
unapproachable figure of unyielding authority aoevpr.

I'd never even considered the notion that he magtitsandwiches.
| was about to go on past him, but instead sweargtlcame to a stop standing over him.

He continued eating, apparently unconcerned, Un&idl finished the sandwich. “Come to
gloat, have you, Dresden?” he asked.

“No,” | said quietly. “I'm here to help you.”

He dropped the bit of cheese he’d been about éoimio. It fell to the floor, unnoticed, as his
eyes narrowed, regarding me suspiciously. “Excus@’m

| bared my teeth in a cold little smile. “I know'sllike having a cheese grater shoved against
my gums, just saying it.”

He stared at me for a silent minute before taking slow breath, settling back into the chair,
and regarding me with steady blue eyes. “Why shobklieve you would do any such thing?”

“Because your balls are in a vise and I'm the arig who can pull them out,” | said.
He arched an elegant silver eyebrow.

“Okay,” | said. “That came out a little more homote than | intended.”



“Indeed,” said the Merlin.

“But Morgan can't stay hidden forever and you knibwThey’ll find him. His trial will last
about two seconds. Then he falls down and breaksrdown and your political career comes
tumbling after.”

The Merlin seemed to consider that for a momenenThe shrugged a shoulder. “I think it's
far more likely that you will work very, very hatd make sure he dies.”

“I like to think I work smarter, not harder,” | shi“If | want him dead, all | need to do is stand
around and applaud. It isn’'t as though | can makedse any worse.”

“Oh,” said the Merlin. “I'm not so certain. You hawvast talents in that particular venue.”

“He’s already being hunted. Half the Council is tiog for his blood. From what | hear, all
the evidence is against him—and anything | findahaut him is going to be tainted against him
by our antagonistic past.” | shrugged. “At thismtoil can’t do any more damage. So what have
you got to lose?”

A small smile touched the corners of his mouth.t'f.@ssume, for a moment, that | agree.
What do you want from me?”

“A copy of his file,” | said. “Everything you've fand out about LaFortier's death, and how
Morgan pulled it off. All of it.”

“And what do you intend to do with it?” the Merlasked.

“I thought I'd use the information to find out wikdled LaFortier,” | said.
“Just like that.”

| paused to think for a minute. “Yeah. Pretty much.

The Merlin took another bite of cheese and cheweliberately. “If my own investigations
yield fruit,” he said, “l won't need your help.”

“The hell you won't,” | said. “Everyone knows youmterests are going to lie in protecting
Morgan. Anything you turn up to clear him is gotogoe viewed with suspicion.”

“Whereas your antagonism with Morgan is well-kndithe Merlin mused. “Anything you
find in his favor will be viewed as the next bdshg to divine testimony.” He tilted his head and
stared at me. “Why would you do such a thing?”

“Maybe | don’t think he did it.”

His eyebrows lifted in amusement that never quiealme a smile. “And the fact that the man
who died was one of those whose hand was set agaoswhen you were yourself held in
suspicion has nothing to do with it.”



“Right,” | said, rolling my eyes. “There you go. die’'s my self-centered, petty, vengeful
motivation for wanting to help Morgan out. Becaiisgerves that dead bastard LaFortier right.”

The Merlin considered me for another long moment] then shook his head. “There is a
condition.”

“A condition,” | said. “Before you will agree totiene help you get your ass out of the fire.”

He gave me a bleak smile. “My ass is reasonablyfadable where it is. This is hardly my
first crisis, Warden.”

“And yet you haven’t told me to buzz off.”

He lifted a finger, a gesture reminiscent of a &fecsalute. “Touché. | acknowledge that it is,
technically, possible for you to prove useful.”

“Gosh, I'm glad | decided to be gracious and offgraid. In fact, I'm feeling so gracious, I'm
even willing to listen to your condition.”

He shook his head slowly. “It simply isn’'t suffiaeto prove that Morgan is innocent. The
traitor within our ranks is real. Haustbe found. Someone must be held accountable fot wha
happened to LaFortier—and not just for the sakeéhef Council’s membership. Our enemies
must know that there are consequences to suchmactio

| nodded. “So not only prove Morgan innocent, bodfthe guy who did it, too. Maybe | can
set the whole thing to music and do a little dambéde I'm at it.”

“| feel obligated to point out that you approachmed, Dresden.” He gave me his brittle smile
again. “The situation must be dealt with cleanlyl atecisively if we are to avoid chaos.” He
spread his hands. “If you can’t present that sdrtresolution to the problem, then this
conversation never happened.” His eyes hardened TAvill expect your discretion.”

“You'd hang your own man out to dry. Even thoughi ymow he’s innocent.”

His eyes glittered with a sudden cold fire, ancdl ho work not to flinch. “I will do whatever
is necessary. Bear that in mind as you ‘help’ me.”

A door opened upstairs, and in a few seconds Pgdimhn a precarious descent of the stairs,
balancing his ledgers and folders as he did.

“Samuel,” the Merlin said, his eyes never leaving. fBe so good as to provide Warden
Dresden with a complete copy of the file on LaFestsi murder.”

Peabody stopped before the Merlin, blinking. “Ahesy of course, sir. Right away.” He
glanced at me. “If you would come this way, Warden?

“Dresden,” the Merlin said in a pleasant tone.thiils is some sort of ruse, you would be well-
advised to be sure | never learn of it. My patiewdé you wears thin.”



The Merlin was generally considered to be the roaptible wizard on the planet. The simple
words with their implied threat were almost chigjin

Almost.

“I'm sure you’ll last long enough for me to helpwout of this mess, Merlin.” | smiled at him
and held up my hand, palm up, fingers spread, bslding an orange in them. “Balls,” | said.
“Vise. Come on, Peabody.”

Peabody blinked at me as | swept past him on the tawahe door, his mouth opening and
closing silently several times. Then he made avague, sputtering sounds and hurried to catch
up with me.

| glanced back at the Merlin as | reached the door.

| could clearly see his cold, flat blue eyes bugnivith fury while he sat in apparent relaxation
and calm. The fingers of his right hand twitchedainiolent little spasm that did not seem to
touch the rest of his body. For an instant, | haadvonder just how desperate he had to be to
accept my help. I had to wonder how smart it wagaad him like that.

And | had to wonder if that apparent calm and eeséd exterior was simply a masterful
control of his emotions—or if, under the pressuréiad become some kind of quiet, deadly
madness.

Damn Morgan, for showing up at my door.

And damn me, for being fool enough to open it.

Chapter Seventeen

Peabody went into an immaculate office lined witlelsks bearing books arranged with flawless
precision, grouped by height and color. Many of stelves were loaded with binders
presumably full of files and documents, similarkganized, in a dazzling array of hues. | files
and documents, similarly organized, in a dazzlingyaof hues. | guess it takes all kinds of
colors to make a bureaucratic rainbow.

| started to follow him inside, but he turned on mith a ferocious glare. “My office is a
bastion of order, Warden Dresden. You have no plade

| looked down at him for a second. “If | was a sews guy, that would hurt my feelings.”

He gave me a severe look over his spectacles ashdasaf he thought the words were deadly
venom and might kill me, “You are an untidy person.

| put my hand over my heart, grinning at him. “Ow.”

The tips of his ears turned red. He turned arotifitysand walked into the office. He opened
a drawer and started jerking binders out of it withre force than was strictly necessary.



“I read your book, by the way,” | said.

He looked up at me and then back down. He slapxeader open.

“The one about the Erlking?” | said. “The collecfgokms and essays?”
He took a folder out of the binder, his back stiff.

“The Warden from Bremen said you got the Germanngron the title,” | continued. “That
must have been kind of embarrassing, huh? | m&arheen published for like a hundred years
or something. Must eat at you.”

“German,” said Peabody severely, “is also untidy€ walked over to me with the folder, a
pad of paper, an inkwell, and a quill. “Sign here.”

| reached out for the quill with my right hand, aselzed the folder with my left. “Sorry. No
autographs.”

Peabody nearly dropped the inkwell, and scowladat‘Now seénere Warden Dresden—"

“Now, now, Simon,” | said, taking vengeance on beb&the German-speaking peoples of
the world. “We wouldn’t want to screw up anyonelaysible deniability, would we?”

“My given name is Samuel,” he said stiffly. “You, allen Dresden, may address me as
Wizard Peabody.”

| opened the file and skimmed over it. It was medehfter modern police reports, including
testimony, photographs, and on-site reports fromestigating Wardens. The militant arm of the
White Council, at least, seemed to be less belhadimes than the rest of us dinosaurs. That
was largely Anastasia’s doing. “Is this the whale,fSam?”

He gritted his teeth. “It is.”
| slapped it shut. “Thanks.”

“That file is official property of the Senior Couht Peabody protested, waving the paper and
the ink. “I must insist that you sign for it at ant

“Stop!” | called. “Stop, thief!” | put a hand to ngar, listened solemnly for a few seconds and
shook my head. “Never a Warden around when you aeedis there, Sam?”

Then | walked off and left the little wizard sputte) behind me.
| get vicious under pressure.
The trip back was quieter than the one in. No B-imm@scapees tried to frighten me to death—

though there were a few unidentifiable bits wrappedin spider silk, hanging from the trees
where I'd established the pecking order, apparaitithat was left of the bug I'd smashed.



| came out of the Nevernever and back into theyddkhind the old meatpacking plant without
encountering anything worse than spooky ambienaek Bh Chicago, it was the darkest hour of
night, between three and four in the morning. Mgichevas killing me, and between the psychic
trauma the skinwalker had given me, the power #d to expend during the previous day, and a
pair of winter wonderland hikes, | was bone-weary.

| walked another five blocks to the nearest hotghwa taxi stand, flagged down a cab, and
returned to my apartment. When | first got into blusiness, | didn’t think anything of sacrificing
my sleeping time to the urgency of my cases. | viaskid in my twenties anymore, though. I'd
learned to pace myself. | wouldn’t help anyone iidh myself ragged and made a critical error
because | was too tired to think straight.

Mister, my bobtailed grey tomcat, came flying ofittee darkened apartment as | opened the
door. He slammed his shoulder into my legs, sthmhe half to death, and nearly put me on my
ass. He’s the next best thing to thirty poundsatf and when he hits me with his shoulder block
of greeting | know it.

| leaned down to grab him and prevent him from ilegvand wearily let myself into the
house. It felt a lot quieter and emptier withoutide in it. Don’t get me wrong: me and Mister
were roommates for years before the pooch camegalBut it had taken considerable
adjustments for both of us to get used to sharungtioy place with a monstrous, friendly dust
mop, and the sudden lack of his presence was able@and uncomfortable.

But Mister idly sauntered over to Mouse’s bowl, atpiece of kibble, and then calmly turned
the entire bowl over so that kibble rolled all otee floor of the kitchen alcove. Then he went to
Mouse’s usual spot on the floor and lay down, sprgauxuriously. So maybe it was just me.

| sat down on the couch, made a call, left a messagd then found myself lacking sufficient
ambition to walk all the way into my bedroom, sttige sheets Morgan had bloodied, and put
fresh ones on before | slept.

So instead | just stretched out on the couch amskd my eyes. Sleep was instantaneous.

| didn’t so much as stir until the front door opdnand Murphy came in, holding the amulet
that let her in past my wards. It was morning, enéerful summer sunlight was shining through
my well windows.

“Harry,” she said. “I got your message.”

Or at least, that's what | think she said. It too& a couple of tries to get my eyes open and sit
up. “Hang on,” | said. “Hang on.” | shambled intoetbathroom and sorted things out, then
splashed some cold water on my face and came b&zkhe living room. “Right. | think | can
sort of understand English now.”

She gave me a lopsided smile. “You look like craghie morning.”

“l always look like this before | put on my makeupmuttered.



“Why didn’t you call my cell? I'd have shown up higaway.”

“Needed sleep,” | said. “Morning was good enough.”

“I figured.” Murphy drew a paper bag from behind back. She put it down on the table.
| opened it. Coffee and donuts.

“Cop chicks aresohot,” | mumbled. | pushed Peabody’s file acrossttble to her and started
stuffing my face and guzzling.

Murphy went through it, frowning, and a few minutater asked, “What's this?”
“Warden case file,” | said. “Which you are not lowog at.”
“The worm has turned,” she said bemusedly. “Whyl aot looking at it?”

“Because it's everything the Council has about L#Eds death,” | said. “I'm hoping
something in here will point me toward the real bagt. Two heads are better than one.”

“Got it,” she said. She took a pen and a notepaih fner hip pocket and set them down within
easy reach. “What should | be looking for?”

“Anything that stands out.”

She held up a page. “Here’s something,” she sa&ldry tone. “The vic was two hundred and
seventy-nine years old when he died.”

| sighed. “Just look for inconsistencies.”
“Ah,” she said wisely.
Then we both fell quiet and started reading theudwents in the file.

Morgan had given it to me straight. A few days bef@a Warden on duty in Edinburgh heard
a commotion in LaFortier's chambers. She summorazkup, and when they broke in, they
found Morgan standing over LaFortier's still-warmrpse holding the murder weapon. He
professed confusion and claimed he did not knowtvidaal happened. The weapon had been
matched to LaFortier's wounds, and the blood hatthea as well. Morgan was imprisoned and
a rigorous investigation had turned up a hiddenkbaccount that had just received a cash
deposit of a hell of a lot of money. Once confrantgth that fact, Morgan managed to escape,
badly wounding three Wardens in the process.

“Can | ask you something?” Murphy said.
“Sure.”

“One of the things that make folks leery of pullitige trigger on a wizard is his death curse,
right?”



“Uh-huh,” | said. “If you're willing to kill yoursé# to do it, you can lay out some serious harm
on your killer.”

She nodded. “Is it an instantaneous kind of thing?”
| pursed my lips. “Not really.”
“Then how long does it take? Minutes? Seconds?”

“About as long as it takes to pull a gun and plagmebody,” | said. “Some would be quicker
than others.”

“A second or three, then.”

“Yeah.”

“Did Morgan get blasted by LaFortier’s death cuitsen?”

| lifted an eyebrow. “Um. It's sort of hard to sdyisn’t always an immediate effect.”

“Best guess?”

| sipped at the last of the coffee. “LaFortier veamnember of the Senior Council. You don’t
get there without some serious chops. A violentidearse from someone like that could turn a
city block to glass. So if | had to guess, I'd say LaFortier didn’t throw it.”

“Why not?”
| frowned some more.
“He had time enough,” Murphy said. “There was olngiy a struggle. The vic has defensive

wounds all over his arms—and he bled to death. @basn’t take long, but it's plenty of time to
do the curse thing.”

“For that matter,” | mused, “why didn’t either dfédm use magic? This was a strictly physical
struggle.”

“Could their powers have canceled each other out?”

“Technically, | guess,” | said. “But that sort d¢fing needs serious synchronization. It doesn’t
often happen by accident.”

“Well. That's something, then,” she said. “Both meither chose not to use magic or else
were unableto use magic. Ditto the curse. Either LaFortieossh not to use it, or he was
incapable of using it. The question is, why?”

| nodded. “Sound logic. So how does that help uclgpser to the killer?”

She shrugged, unfazed. “No clue.”



That’s how investigation works, most of the timeopS, detectives, and quixotic wizards
hardly ever know which information is pertinentilmte’ve actually got a pretty good handle on
what’s happening. All you can do is accumulate whet data you can, and hope that it falls into
a recognizable pattern.

“Good thought, but it doesn’t help yet,” | said. hat else have we got?”

Murphy shook her head. “Nothing that | can see Bat.do you want a suggestion?”

“Sure.”

She held up the page with the details on the inoating bank account. “Follow the money.”
“The money?”

“Witnesses can be mistaken—or bought. Theoriesdaaictions can throw you completely
off target.” She tossed the page back onto theeeoféble. “But the money always tells you
something. Assuming you can find it.”

| picked up the page and scanned it again. “A gprdiank. Amsterdam. Can you get them to
show you where the payment came from?”

“You're kidding,” Murphy said. “It would take me ga, weeks, maybe months to go through
channels and get that kind of information from anekican bank, if | could get it at all. From a
foreign bank specializing in confidentiality? I'got a better chance of winning a slam-dunk
contest against Michael Jordan.”

| grunted. | got the disposable camera out of mstelupocket and passed it over to Murphy.
“I snapped some shots of the scene—a lot moreeoh ttihan are in the Wardens'’ file. I'd like to
get your take on them.”

She took the camera and nodded. “Okay. | can takm by a photo center and—"

My old rotary telephone rang, interrupting herelchup a hand to her and answered it.
“Harry,” Thomas said, his voice tight. “We need yoere. Now.”

| felt my body thrum into a state of tension. “Whkdtappening?”

“Hurry!” my brother snapped. “I can’t take them on by m—"

The line went dead.

Oh, God.

| looked up at Murphy, who took one look at my fag®l rose to her feet, car keys in hand,
already moving toward the door. “Trouble?”

“Trouble.”



“Where?”
| rose, seizing my staff and blasting rod. “Storag@al park off Deerfield Square.”

“I know it,” Murphy said. “Let’s go.”

Chapter Eighteen

The handy part about riding with a cop was thattsmethe cool toys to make it simpler to get
places quickly, even on a busy Chicago morning. ddrewvas still bouncing from sweeping into
the street from the little parking lot next to myaatment when she slapped a whirling blue light
on the roof and started a siren. That part wasypneiat.

The rest of the ride wasn’t nearly as fun. Movirigst” through a crowded city is a relative
term, and in Chicago it meant a lot of rapid ac@len and sudden braking. We went through
half a dozen alleys, hopped one bad intersectiodrisyng up over the curb through a parking
lot, and swerved through traffic at such a rateé thg freshly imbibed coffee and donuts started
swirling and sloshing around in a distinctly ungaat fashion.

“Kill the noise and light,” | said a couple of bkefrom the storage park.
She did it, asking, “Why?”

“Because whatever is there, there are severakoh ttnd Thomas didn’t think he could handle
them.” | drew my .44 out of my duster pocket anéatted it. “Nothing’s on fire. So let’'s hope
that nothing’s gone down yet and we’ll be all snebke until we know what's happening.”

“Still with the revolvers,” Murphy said, shakingmieead. She drove past the street leading to
the storage units and went one block past it inlsbedore she turned and parked. “When are you
going to get a serious gun?”

“Look,” | said, “just because you’'ve got twice aamy bullets as me—"
“Three times as many,” Murphy said. “The SIG hdidsnty.”
“Twenty!? Look the point is that—"

“And it reloads a lot faster. You've just got sohoese rounds at the bottom of your pocket,
right? No speed loader?”

| stuck the gun back in my pocket and tried to msike none of the bullets fell out as we got
out of the car. “That’s not the point.”

Murphy shook her head. “Damn, Dresden.”

“I know the revolver is going to work,” | said, sfiag toward the storage park. “I've seen
automatics jam before.”



“New ones?”
“Well, no...”

Murphy had placed her own gun in the pocket of llght sports jacket. “It's a good thing
you’ve got options. That's all I'm saying.”

“If a revolver was good enough for Indiana JonésAid, “it's good enough for me.”

“He was afictional character, Harry.” Her mouth curved up in a smsalile. “And he had a
whip.”

| eyed her.
Her eyes sparkled. “Dgou have a whip, Dresden?”
| eyed her even more. “Murphy . . . are you conongo me?”

She laughed, her smile white and fierce, as wededra corner and found the white rental
van where Thomas had left it, across the streeat the storage park.

Two men in similar grey suits and grey fedoras watending nonchalantly in the summer-
morning sunshine on the sidewalk next to the van.

On second glance, they were wearing the exact gagyesuit, and the exact same grey hat, in
fact.

“Feds?” | asked Murphy quietly as we turned dowadhdewalk.
“Even feds shop at different stores,” she saidn“tjetting a weird vibe here, Harry.”

| turned my head and checked out the storage padugh the ten-foot-high black metal
fencing that surrounded it.

| saw another pair of men in grey suits going dame row of storage units. Two more pairs
were on the next. And two more on the one aftelr tha

“That makes twelve,” Murphy murmured to me. Shertiaelven turned her head. Murphy has
cop powers of observation. “All in the same suit.”

“Yeah, they're from out of town,” | said. “Lot ofmhes when beings from the Nevernever want
to blend in, they pick a look and go with it.” laiaght about it for a couple of steps. “The fact
that they all picked the same look might mean tthey't have much going for them in the way
of individuality.”

“Meaning I'd only have to go on a date with onetloém to know about the rest?” Murphy
asked.

“Meaning that you need a senseseffto have a sense sélf-preservatiori



Murphy exhaled slowly. “That’s just great.” She medva hand toward her other pocket, where
| knew she kept her cell. “More manpower might kielp

“Might set them off, too,” | said. “I'm just sayingf the music starts, don’t get soft and shoot
somebody in the leg or something.”

“You've seen too many movies, Harry,” she said.ctips pull the trigger, it's because they
intend to kill someone. We leave the trick shotSWAT snipers and Indiana Jones.”

| looked at the booth beside the entrance to thiagé park. There was normally an attendant
there, during the day. But there was no one irbtieh—or in sight on the street, for that matter.

“Where is your unit?” Murphy asked.

| waggled my eyebrows at her. “Right where it's ay& been, dollface.”
She made a noise that sounded like someone abtiubte up.

“First row past the middle,” | said. “Down at tharfend of the park.”
“We have to walk past those two jokers by the vagete it.”

“Yeah,” | said. “But | don’t think these suits hateund it yet. They're still here, and still
looking. If they had located Morgan, they'd be gaheady.” As we approached, | noticed that
the two tires next to the curb on the white reah were flat. “They’re worried about a
getaway.”

“Are you sure they aren’t human?” Murphy asked.

“Um. Reasonably?”

She shook her head. “Not good enough. Are they frarspirit world or not?”

“Might not be able to tell until we get closer,54&id. “Might even need to touch one of them.”

She took a slow, deep breath. “As soon as you'raicg’ she said, “tell me. Shake your head
if you're sure they aren’t human. Nod if you catell or if they are.”

We were less than twenty feet away from the van thiede was no time to argue or ask
guestions. “Okay.”

| took a few more steps and ran smack into a cqudfhauseating energy so thick and heavy
that it made my hair stand on end—a dead giveawag hostile supernatural presence. |
twitched my head in a quick shake, as the two megrey suits spun around at precisely the
same time at precisely the same speed to face atle.dBthem opened their mouths.

Before any sound could come out, Murphy produceadsigearm and shot them both in the
head.



Twice.

Double-tapping the target like that is a profesaiddller’'s policy. There’s a small chance that
a bullet to the head might strike a target at digob angle and carom off of the skull. It isn’'t a
huge possibility—but a double tap drops the oddmftvery unlikely” to “virtually impossible.”

Murphy was a cop and a competition shooter, ansl thegn five feet away from her targets.
She did the whole thing in one smooth move, thésshoming as a single pulsing hammer of
sound.

The men in grey suits didn't have time to so mushregister her presence, much less do
anything to avoid their fate. Clear liquid explodeom the backs of their skulls, and both men
dropped to the sidewalk like rag dolls, their bedaad outfits deforming like a snowman in the
spring, leaving behind nothing but ectoplasm, taedlucent, gooey gel that was the matter of
the Nevernever.

“Hell’s bells,” | choked, as my adrenaline spikdteathe fact.

Murphy kept the gun on the two until it was obvidhat they weren't going to take up a
second career as headless horsemen. Then she lgpked down the street, her cold blue eyes
scanning for more threats as she popped the alimbstip from the SIG and slapped a fully
loaded one back in.

She may look like somebody’s favorite aunt, but ptucan play hardball.

A couple of seconds later, what sounded like thel®of a gang of rabid band saws filled the
air. There were a lot more than twelve of them.

“Come on!” | shouted, and sprinted forward.

The grey suits weren’t individualists. It wasn’tthimkable that they would possess some kind
of shared consciousness. Whacking the look-outsdiatbusly both alerted and enraged the
others, and | figured that they would respond tlag any colony-consciousness does when one
of its members gets attacked.

The grey suits were coming to Kill us.

We couldn’t afford to run, not when they were tbligse to Morgan and Molly, but if the grey
suits caught us on the open street, we were h@sadonly chance was to move forward, fast, to
get into the storage park whiteey went screaming out of it, looking for us. If we neequick
enough, we might have time to get to the storagg collect Morgan and company, and make a
quick escape through the portal in the floor anid the Nevernever.

| pounded across the street and through the emtranth Murphy on my heels. | threw myself
forward as the howls grew louder, and made it tht® center row just as maybe twenty or
twenty-five grey suits came rushing out of the ottosvs. Some of them saw us and slammed on
the brakes, throwing up gravel with their expenstees, putting up a new tone of howl. The



others belatedly began to turn as well, and thenweee all the way into the center row of
storage units, still moving at a dead run.

The grey suits rushed after us, but Murphy andd &aood forty-yard lead, and they didn’t
appear to be superhumanly light on their feet. Véesvgoing to make it.

Then | remembered that the door to the storageMaayiocked shut.

| fumbled for the key as | ran, trying to pull itioof the front pocket of my jeans so that it
would be ready. | figured that if | didn’t get tdeor unlocked and open on the first try, the grey
suits would catch up to us and kill us both.

So naturally | dropped the damn key.

| cursed and slid to a stop, slipping on the gravieloked around wildly for the dropped key,
horribly aware of the mob of grey suits rushing &oglvus, now in eerie silence.

“Harry!” Murphy said.

“I know!”

She appeared beside me in a shooting stance, aahthg nearest grey suit. “Harry!”
“I know!”

Metal gleamed amongst the gravel and | swooped donvit as Murphy opened fire with
precise, measured shots, sending the nearest gitemt® a tumbling sprawl. The others just
vaulted over him and kept coming.

I'd found the key, but it was already too late.

Neither of us was going to make it to the shelfeng hideaway.

Chapter Nineteen

“Stay close!” | shouted. | thrust the end of my stato the gravel and dragged it through,
drawing a line in the dust and stones. | swiftlgdnbed a quick, rough circle maybe four feet
across around Murphy and me, actually getting betwesr gun and the grey suits for a second.

“Dammit, Harry, get down!” she shouted.

| did so, reaching out to touch the line in thevgtaslamming a quick effort of will into the
simple design. Murphy’s gun barked twice. | fel #nergy gather in the circle and coalesce in a
rush, snapping into place in a sudden and invisuali.

The nearest of the grey suits staggered, and tleg ftself into a forward dive. Murphy
flinched back, and | grabbed her, hard, beforecsh#d cross the circle and disrupt it.



The grey suit slammed into the circle as if strikansolid wall, rebounding from its surface in
a flash of blue-white light that described a phamtwylinder in the air. An instant later, more of
the grey suits did exactly the same thing, maykentwof them, each of them bouncing off the
circle’s field.

“Easy!” | said to Murphy, still holding her againste. “Easy, easy!” | felt her relax a little,
ceasing to struggle against being held in plad&s tkay,” | said. “As long as we don't break the
circle, they can't get through.”

We were both shaking. Murphy took a pair of gulpiogaths. We just stood there for a
moment, while the grey suits spread out arounctitede, reaching out with their hands to find
its edges. | had time to get a better look at thdte they did.

They were all the same height and weight. Theitutes were unremarkable and similar, if
not quite identical. They looked as if they coul/é all been from the same family. Their eyes
were all the same color, an odd grey-green, anck thas no expression, none whatsoever, on
their faces.

One of them reached out as if to try to touch nmel his open hand flattened against the
circle’s field. As it did, a freakinghnouthopened on his palm, parallel to his fingers. IsWaed
with serrated sharklike teeth, and a slitheringliragp purple-black tongue emerged to lash
randomly against the circle, as if seeking a wagugh. Yellowish mucus dripped thickly from
the tongue as it did.

“Okay,” Murphy said in a small, toneless voice. &Ilis somewhat disturbing.”
“And it's gonna get better,” | muttered.

Sure enough, the other grey suits started doingsémee thing. Within seconds, we were
completely surrounded by eerie hand-mouths, wigthamgues, and dripping slime.

Murphy shook her head and sighed. “Eckgh.”

“Tell me about it.”

“How long will this thing keep them off?”

“They’re spirit beings,” | said. “As long as thedge’s here, they're staying outside it.”
“Couldn’t they just scuff dirt on it or something?”

| shook my head. “Breaking the circle isn’t jusplysical process. It's an act of choice, of
will—and these things don’t have that.”

Murphy frowned. “Then why are they doing anythigt®?”



| had to restrain myself from smacking my foreheath the heel of my hand. “Because
someone summoned them from the Nevernever,” | $&itkir summoner, wherever he is, is
giving them orders.”

“Could hebreak the circle?” Murphy asked.
“Yeah,” | said. “Easily.”

“Which is an excellent note upon which to begin oanversation,” said a man’s voice with a
heavy Cockney accent. “Make a hole, lads.”

The suits on one side of the circle lowered theinds and stood back, revealing a blocky
bulldog of a man in a cheap maroon suit. He wasagee height, but heavy and solid with
muscle, and he wore a few too many extra beersdrbis middle. His features were blunt and
rounded, like water-worn stone. His hair was grgyand cut into the shortest buzz you could get
without going bald, and his eyes were small and-hand the exact same color as those of the
grey suits, a distinctive grey-green.

“Ah, love,” said the man, grinning. “I think it'suite fine to see couples who aren’t afraid to
express their affection for each other.”

| blinked at him, then down at Murphy, and realizedas still holding her loosely against me.
By the expression on her face, Murph hadn’t re@ken note of the fact, either. She cleared her
throat and took a small step back from me, beimgfabnot to step on the circle in the gravel.

He nodded at us, still grinning. “ 'Allo, Dresdeihy not make this easy for all of us and tell
me which unit Donald Morgan is hiding in?”

| suddenly realized that | recognized this jerknifrahe profile the Wardens had on him.
“Binder,” | said. “That’s what they call you, isnt?”

Binder’s smile widened and he bowed slightly atwzast. “The same.”
Murphy frowned at Binder and said, “Who is thistade?”

“One of the guys the Wardens wish they could juase,” | said.

“He’s a wizard?”

“I do have some skills in that direction, love, n8ier said.

“He’s a one-trick hack,” | said, looking directly laim. “Got a talent for calling up things from
the Nevernever and binding them to his will.”

“So, Binder,” Murphy said, nodding.

“Yeah. He’s scum who sells his talent to the higheedder, but he’s careful not to break any
of the Laws of Magic, so the Wardens haven'’t eearbable to take him down.”



“I know,” Binder said cheerfully. “And that's whydm positively savoring the exquisite irony
of me being the one to take down the famous Waberald Morgan. The self-righteous prig.”

“You haven't got him yet,” | said.

“Matter of time, my lad,” Binder said, winking. H#ooped and picked up a single piece of
gravel. He bounced it thoughtfully on his palm a&yed us. “See, there’s a bit of competition for
this contract, and it's a fair bit of quid. So I'milling to give you a chance to make my job
easier in exchange for considerations.”

“What considerations?” | asked.

He held up the pebble between his thumb and fagefin‘l won't pitch this into your circle
and break it. That way, my lads won’t need to kil both—and won’t that be nice?”

Behind Binder, down at the end of the row of steragits, the dust stirred. Something unseen
moved across the gravel. Given how my life had lggeng, odds were good that it couldn’t be a
good thing. Unless . . .

“Come on, Binder,” | said. “Don’t be a simp. Whaakes you think | won't ask the lady here
to put a bullet through that empty spot in yourchediere your brain’s supposed to go?”

“She does that, she lowers the circle, and mytealsyou apart,” Binder replied.
“That won't be your problem, by then,” | said.

Binder grinned at me. “All of us go down in a bladegory, is it?”

Murphy calmly raised her gun and settled it on Birsiface.

Binder faced her, his grin never fading. “Now,ldittady. Don’t you be doing nothing you’ll
regret. Without my, ah, personal guidance, my lagie will tear this good gentleman’s throat
out right quick. But they’re considerably less, pfofessional with ladies.” His grin faded. “And
you, miss, do not want to know what they’re likeemtthey're not professional.”

Fingers and slimy tongues and fangs continued ioiggsgyainst the outer edge of the circle’s
protective field.

Murphy didn't let it show on her face, but | saw kaudder.

“Decision time, miss,” Binder said. “Either pullahtrigger, right now, and live with what
happens—or put it down like a proper lady and warkugh this politely.”

Murphy’s eyes narrowed at his comments. “For &hdw, you’re about to toss that rock at us.
| think I'll keep the gun right where it is.”

“Bear something else in mind, Binder,” | said. ‘idw that you think you can just have your
pets step in front of you and throw the rock froghimd a wall of them, but think about what
happens to you if you kill me.”



“Your death curse, is it?” he asked. Binder raissdhands and flattened his palms against his
cheek in mock horror. “Oh no. A death curse. Whatehall | do?”

| faced him with a chilly little smile. “You'll spad the rest of your life unable to use magic, |
think,” | said in a quiet, hopefully confident-saling voice. “When 1 die, | take away your
power. Forever. No more summoning. No more binding.

Binder’s expression began to flatten out into reditjr.

“You ever had a job that you liked, Binder?” | adk@m. “I'm betting you haven't. I've read
your file. You're the kind who likes to sleep latgpend a lot of money impressing people.
Always buys room service, always with the champadmel you like the women the money gets
you.” | shook my head. “How many bottles of champagou think you’ll be able to afford
when a paper hat becomes part of your professiwral? You've got enough talent to live a
nice, long life, man. As a nobody.”

He stared at me in silence for a second. “You cda’that,” Binder said. “Take away my
talent. That isn’t possible.”

“I'm a wizard of the White Council, Binder. Not senstupid hack who spent his life using his
gift to hurt people. Do you think we go around atigeng everything we can do? If you knew
half the things I've done that you think are impbks you'd already be running.”

Binder faced me, beads of sweat suddenly standibgrohis jowls.

“So I'd think real careful before | threw that rod&inder. Real careful.”

A police siren sounded, from fairly nearby.

| smiled, showing teeth. “Hey, cops. This’ll getaresting.”

“You?” he asked, incredulously. “You’'d bring thepsointo a private matter?”

| pointed a finger sideways at Murphy, who produbted badge and tucked the back of its
folder into her belt, so that the shield faced Rind

“Already did,” Murphy said.

“Besides, the whole reason | picked this joint waswnv heavily the neighborhood was
policed,” | said. “One gunshot and nobody repomgytlaing. Half a dozen and people get
nervous.”

Binder’s eyes narrowed, and he looked from us tdwiae front of the park.

“Tick-tock,” | said, applying the pressure as hasll could. “It's just a matter of time, my
lad.”

Binder looked around him again, then shook his headl sighed. “Balls. It's always messy
when | have to deal with the cops. Idiots dyinglg truckload. Buckets of blood.” He gestured



at his men. “Ildentical suspects fleeing in all direns. Everyone out chasing them, and more
people dying when they manage to catch them.” ldeedthard at me. “How about it, wizard?
Cop? Maybe you've got stones enough to take it whireaten you. | can admire that.”

My stomach got a little sinking feeling. | had beewsunting out seconds, hoping that my
nerves didn’t make me rush. There should have breugh time by now.

“How about those policemen? You willing to haveithgeaths on your conscience?” He
rolled his neck a little, like a prizefighter wamgi up. “Because I'll tell you right now that they
aren’t going to stop me.”

| put my hand out and touched Murphy’s wrist. Skeged aside at me, and then lowered the
gun.

“That’s better,” Binder said. There was no hinfjadularity in his manner now. “All | want is
the Warden. He’s a dead man already, and you khdWhat does it matter who takes him?”

Something stirred at the end of the row, behinddBinand | started smiling.

“I've got no quarrel with you or with this town,”iBder continued. “Tell me where he is, I'll
leave peaceful, and Bob’s your uncle.”

Murphy drew in a sharp breath.
“Okay,” | said. “He’s right behind you.”

Binder’'s smile, this time, was positively vulpin®resden. We have a bit of banter going
between us. We're both here in a moment where ereg¢hus wants to act rashly. And that’s all
good fun. It's one of the little things that makeday more enjoyable.” His voice hardened. “But
don’t do me the incredibly insulting disserviceagsuming that I'm a bloody moron.”

“I'm not,” | told him. “He’s about forty feet behthyou. In a wheelchair.”

Binder gave me a gimlet stare. Then he rolled msseand shot a brief glance over his
shoulder—then did a double take as his mouth drbppen.

Morgan sat in his wheelchair about forty feet avilamyn Binder, my shotgun in his hands.
Mouse stood beside the chair, focused intently piader and his minions, his body tensed and
ready to spring forward.

“Hello, Binder,” Morgan said in a flat, mercilesse of voice. “Now, Miss Carpenter.”

Molly appeared out of literally nowhere as she gexp the veil she’d been holding over
herself since I'd first seen her moving at the hagig of the conversation with Binder. She was
holding my spare blasting rod in her hand, itsefiad covered with pale dust from being dragged
through the gravel. She knelt beside the long, Ezyof the circle she’d drawn in the dust and
touched her hand to it, frowning in concentration.



Circles of power are basic stuff, really. Practicainyone can make one if they know how to
do it, and learning how to properly establish aleitis the first thing any apprentice is taught.
Circles create boundaries that isolate the aredansom the magical energies of the world
outside. That's why Binder's minions couldn’t cras® plane of the circle I'd drawn on the
ground—their bodies were made up of ectoplasm, imtda solid form by magical energy. The
circle cut off that energy when they tried to criss

As it sprang to life at my apprentice’s will, Malycircle did the same thing as mine—only
this time the grey suits werssideit. As the energy field rose up, it cut off theegrsuits from
the flow of energy they needed to maintain thelidsorms.

And suddenly the next best thing to forty demohiags collapsed into splatters of transparent
gook.

Binder let out a cry as it happened, spinning adodasperately, mumbling some kind of
incantation under his breath—but he should haveddmself the effort. If he wanted them
back, he would have to get out of the isolatinddfief the enormous circle first, and then he
would have to start from scratch.

“Ow, Binder,” | said in patently false empathy. “Ditlsee that one coming, did ya?”

“Ernest Armand Tinwhistle,” Morgan thundered inané of absolute authority, raising the
shotgun to his shoulder. “Surrender yourself oefdestruction, you worthless little weasel.”

Binder’s intense grey-green eyes went from Morgathé two of us. Then he seemed to reach
some kind of conclusion and charged us like a iglhead down, his arms pumping.

Murphy’s gun tracked to him, but with a curse str&ed the barrel up and away from Binder.
He slammed a shoulder into her chest, knockingdoem, even as | received a stiff arm in the
belly.

| threw a leg at his as he went by, but | was atbhce from the shove, and although | wound
up on my ass, | forced him to stumble for a stephoee. Murphy took the impact with fluid
grace, tumbled onto her back, rolled smoothly @rex shoulder, and came back up on her feet.

“Get them out of here,” she snarled as she spuraoidoff at a sprint after Binder.

Mouse came pounding up to my side, staring afterpkiy with worried doggy eyes, then
glancing at me.

“No,” | told him. “Watch this.”

Binder was running as hard as he could, but | dalibe had been all that light on his feet
when he was young, much less twenty years and fooiynds later. Murphy worked out
practically every day.



She caught him about ten feet before the end afavetimed her steps for a second, and then
sharply kicked his rearmost leg just as he lifted itake his next step. His foot got caught on the
back of his own calf as a result, and he went dowansprawl.

Binder came to his feet with an explosive snartagfe and whirled on Murphy. He flung a
handful of gravel at her face, and then waded th Wweavy, looping punches.

Murph ducked her head down and kept the gravelobuter eyes, slipped aside from one
punch, and then seized his wrist on the second.tWheof them whirled in a brief half circle,
Binder let out a yelp, and then his bald head slathinto the steel door of a storage unit. | had
to give the guy credit for physical toughness. Eeounded from the door a little woozily, but
drove an elbow back at Murphy’s head.

Murphy caught that arm and continued the motiomgisier own body as a fulcrum in a
classic hip throw—except that Binder was facinghe opposite direction than usual for that
technique.

You could hear his arm come out of its socket fiétgt away.
And thenhe hit the gravel face-first.

Binder got extra points for brains in my book, afteat: he lay still and didn’t put up a
struggle as Murphy dragged his wrists behind heklzand cuffed him.

| traded a glance with Mouse and said, wisely, tHeore.”

The police sirens were getting louder. Murphy labkg at them, and then down the row at
me. She made an exasperated shooing motion.

“Come on,” | said to Mouse. The two of us hurrienhwth the row to Morgan’s chair.

“I couldn’t shoot him with this scatter pipe withe two of you standing there,” Morgan
complained as | approached. “Why didn’t you do it?”

“That’s why,” | said, nodding to the park entranadnere a patrol car was screeching to a halt,
its blue bubbles flashing. “They get all funny abeaorpses with gunshot wounds in them.” |
turned to scowl at Molly. “I told you to bug outthee first sign of danger.”

She took the handles of Morgan’s wheelchair andalivetarted back toward the storage unit
and its portal. “We didn’'t know what was going omtibwe heard them all start shrieking,” she
protested. “And then Mouse went nuts, and stargdd to dig his way through a metal door. |
thought you might be in trouble. And you were.”

“That isn’'t the point,” | said. | glanced at therade drawn in the gravel as we crossed it,
breaking it and releasing its power. “Whose idea tis@ circle?”

“Mine,” Morgan said calmly. “Circle traps are a mtiard tactic for dealing with rogue
summoners.”



“I'm sorry it took so long to draw,” Molly said. “& | had to make it big enough to get them
all.”

“Not a problem. He was happy to kill time running mouth.” We all entered the storage bay,
and | rolled the door closed behind us. “You diddograsshopper.”

Molly beamed.

| looked around us and said, “Hey. Where’s Thomas?”
“The vampire?” Morgan asked.

“I had him watching the outside of the park, justase,” | said.

Morgan gave me a disgusted look and rolled himfeelfard toward the prepared portal into
the Nevernever. “The vampire goes missing just feeobounty hunter who couldn’t possibly
know my location turns up. And you’re actually suspd, Dresden?”

“Thomas called me and told me there was troublsdid, my voice tight. “If he hadn’t, you'd
have been drowning in grey suits by now.”

Molly chewed her lip worriedly and shook her heddarry . . . | haven’t seen him since he
dropped us off.”

| glanced back toward the entrance of the parkatismg my teeth.
Where was he?

If he’d been able to do otherwise, Thomas wouldendave let Murphy and me fight alone
against Binder’s minions. He would have been righthere beside us. Except he hadn’t been.

Why not? Had circumstances forced him to leave reefaarrived? Or worse, had someone
else involved in the current crisis decided to taed@asures against him? Psycho bitch Madeline
came uncomfortably to mind. And the skinwalker ar@ady demonstrated that it was happy to
murder my allies instead of striking directly at.me

Or maybe he’d simply been overwhelmed by a crowgdref/-suited demons. Maybe his body
was already cooling in some nook or cranny of ttegagle park. My mouth went dry at the
thought.

Hell's bells.
What had happened to my brother?

Morgan spoke a quiet word and opened a shimmegotamgular portal in the floor. Molly
walked over to it and stared down, impressed.

“Dresden,” Morgan said. “We can’t afford to becoergangled with the local authorities.”



| wanted to scream at him, but he was right. Marens had closed in on the park. We had to
leave. | grabbed the handles to Morgan’s chaintesfafor the portal, and said, “Let's go,
people.”

Dammit, Thomad, snarled to myseliwhere the hell are you?

Chapter Twenty

The portal in my hideaway opened three steps fraantrthil in the Nevernever, all right, but
those three steps weren’t handicapped-accessibddly Mnd | each had to get under one of
Morgan’s arms and half carry him to the trail. ft Ilolly and Mouse with him, went back half
carry him to the trail. | left Molly and Mouse witiim, went back and got the wheelchair, and
dragged it up the frozen slope to a path that Wdsiaiidentical to the one I'd been on earlier.

We loaded Morgan into the wheelchair again. He pals and shaking by the time we were
finished. | laid a hand against his forehead. I Wwat with fever.

Morgan jerked his head away from my fingers, scogyli

“What is it?” Molly asked. She had thought to grhatth coats I'd had waiting, and had
already put one of them on.

“He’s burning up,” | said quietly. “Butters saidathcould mean the wound had been infected.”
“I'm fine,” Morgan said, shivering.

Molly helped him into the second coat, looking arduat the frozen, haunted wood with
nervous eyes. “Shouldn’t we get him out of the ¢ctién?”

“Yeah,” | said, buttoning my duster shut. “It's nieyten minutes from here to the downtown
portal.”

“Does the vampire know about that, too?” Morganxgeal.
“What's that supposed to mean?”
“That you'd be walking into an obvious trap, Dresde

“All right, that's it,” | snapped. “One more commteabout Thomas and you're going body
sledding.”

“Thomas?” Morgan’s pale face turned a little darker as hised his voice. “How many
corpses is it going to take to make you come ta geases, Dresden?”

Molly swallowed. “Harry, um, excuse me.”

Both of us glared at her.



She flushed and avoided eye contact. “Isn’t thesNlevernever?”
“Yeah,” | said.

“Obviously,” Morgan said at the same time.

We faced each other again, all but snarling.

“Okay,” Molly said. “Haven’t you told me that it'sort of dangerous?” She took a deep breath
and hurried her speech. “I mean, you know. Isn&oitt of dumb to be standing here arguing in
loud voices? All things considered?”

| suddenly felt somewhat foolish.
Morgan'’s glower waned. He bowed his head weardlgihg his arms across his belly.
“Yeah,” | said, reining in my own temper. “Yeahppably so.”

“Not least because anyone who comes through thes\Wasn Edinburgh to Chicago is going
to walk right over us,” Morgan added.

Molly nodded. “Which would be sort of . . . awkward

| snorted quietly. | nodded my head in the propezation, and started pushing the wheelchair
down the trail. “This way.”

Molly followed, her eyes darting left and righttae sounds of movement in the faerie wood
around us. Mouse fell into pace beside her, andreaehed down to lay a hand on the dog’s
back as she walked, an entirely unconscious gesture

We moved at a steady pace and in almost complietecsi for maybe five minutes before |
said, “We need to know how they found out about¥ou

“The vampire is the best explanation,” Morgan reglihis tone carefully neutral.

“I have information about him that you don’t,” lida“Suppose it isn’t him. How did they do
it?”

Morgan pondered that for a time. “Not with magic.”
“You certain?”

“Yes.”

He sounded like it.

“Your countermeasures atieat good?” | asked.

“Yes.”



| thought about that for a minute. Then it dawnednoe what Morgan had done to protect
himself from supernatural discovery. “You calledyiour marker. The silver oak leaf. The one
Titan—" | forced myself to stop, glancing uneasdyound the faerie forest. “The one the
Summer Queen awarded you.”

Morgan turned his head slightly to glance at me tne shoulder.

| whistled. I'd seen Queen Titania with my Sightcen The tableau of Titania and her
counterpart, Mab, preparing to do battle with eattter still ranked as the most humbling and
awe-inspiring display of pure power | had ever w#sed. “That's why you're so certain no one
is going to find you. She’s the one shielding you.”

“I admit,” Morgan said with another withering lockt’s no donut.”
| scowled. “How’'d you know about that?”
“Titania’s retainer told me. The entire Summer Gdwas been laughing about it for months.”

Molly made a choking sound behind me. | didn’t taround. It would just force her to put her
hand over her mouth to hide the smile.

“How long did she give you?” | asked.
“Sundown tomorrow.”

Thirty-six hours, give or take. A few hours moraithl’d believed | had, but not much. “Do
you have the oak leaf on you?”

“Of course,” he said.
“May | see it?”

Morgan shrugged and drew a leather cord from arduseheck. A small leather pouch hung
from the cord. He opened it, felt around insided aame out with it—a small, exquisitely
detailed replica of an oak leaf, backed with a $&ngin. He held it out to me.

| took it and pitched it into the haunted wood.
Morgan actuallydid growl, this time. “Why?”

“Because the Summer Queen bugged them. Last yeragoon squad was using mine to track
me down all over Chicago.”

Morgan frowned at me, and glanced out toward whagel thrown it. Then he shook his head
and rubbed tiredly at his eyes with one hand. “Muesgetting senile. Never even considered it.”

“I don’t get it,” Molly said. “Isn’t he still proteted, anyway?”



“He is,” | said. “But that leaf isn’t. So if the Sumer Queen wants him found, or if someone
realizes what she’s doing and makes her a dealcaméeep her word to Morgan to hide him,
and give him away. All she has to do is make sure sorae&knows to look for the spell on the
oak leaf.”

“The Sidhe are only bound to the letter of theireggnents,” Morgan said, nodding. “Which is
why one avoids striking bargains with them unlé®se are no options.”

“So Binder could have been following the oak lea¥®lly asked.

| shrugged. “Maybe.”

“It is still entirely possible that the Summer Quoege dealing in good faith,” Morgan said.
| nodded. “Which brings us back to the original spien: how did Binder find you?”
“Well,” Molly said, “not to mince words, but he cidt.”

“He would have found us in a matter of moments, riyém said.

“That’s not what | mean,” she said. “He knew yourgvén the storage park, but he didn’t
know which unit, exactly. | mean, wouldn’t trackingagic have led him straight to you? And if
Thomas sold you out, wouldn’t he have told Bindeaaly which storage bay we were in?”

Morgan started to reply, then frowned and shut rhisuth. “Hngh.” | glanced over my
shoulder at the grasshopper and gave her a nqupob\aal.

Molly beamed at me.

“Someone on the ground following us?” Morgan askédtailing car wouldn't have been
able to enter the storage park without a key.”

| thought of how I'd been shadowed by the skinwatke previous evening. “If they're good
enough, it would be possible,” | admitted. “Notdll, but possible.”

“So?” Morgan said. “Where does that leave us?”
“Baffled,” | said.
Morgan bared his teeth in a humorless smile. “Whermext, then?”

“If | take you back to my place, they'll pick us @gain,” | said. “If someone’s using strictly
mortal methods of keeping track of our movemetisy'tl have someone watching it.”

Morgan looked back and up at me. “I assume you'@ajest going to push me in circles
around Chicago while we wait for the Council todfins.”

“No,” | said. “I'm taking you to my place.”



Morgan thought about that one for a second, theld®d sharply. “Right.”

“Where the bad guys will see us and send someaeetelkill us,” Molly said. “No wonder
I’'m the apprentice; because I'm so ignorant thedr’'t see why that isn’t a silly idea.”

“Watch and learn, grasshopper. Watch and learn.”

Chapter Twenty-one

We left the trail again, and for the second tima iday | emerged from the Nevernever into the
alley behind the old meatpacking plant. We madestops and then walked until we could flag
down another cab. The cabbie didn’t seem to beytiilled with Mouse, or the wheelchair, or
how we filled up his car, but maybe he just didspieak enough English to ably convey his
enthusiasm. You never know.

“These really aren’t good for you,” Molly said thugh a mouthful of donut, as we unloaded
the cab.

“It's Morgan’s fault. He started talking about ddsyi | said. “And besides—you’re eating
them.”

“I have the metabolic rate of youth,” Molly saiagmiing sweetly. “You're the one who needs
to start being health-conscious, O venerable metiliobe invincible for another year or two at
least.”

We wrestled Morgan into his chair, and | paid &i¢ ttabbie. We rolled Morgan over to the
steps leading down to my apartment, and betweetwth®f us managed to turn his chair around
and get him down the stairs and into the apartmathiout dropping him. After that, | grabbed
Mouse’s lead, and the two of us went up to getrita@l from my mailbox, and then ambled
around to the boardinghouse’s small backyard aag#tch of sandy earth set aside for Mouse’s
use.

But instead of loitering around waiting for Moudeled him into the far corner of the
backyard, which is a miniature jungle of old lilabsit hadn’t been trimmed or pruned since Mr.
Spunkelcrief died. They were in bloom, and theergdilled the air. Bees buzzed busily about
the bushy plants, and as | stepped closer to thieencorner of the building cut off the traffic
sounds.

It was the only place on the property’s exteriatttvas not readily visible from most of the
rest of the buildings on the street.

| pressed past the outer branches of the lilacsf@amd a small and relatively open space in
the middle. Then | waited. Within seconds, theresv@abuzzing sound, like the wings of a
particularly large dragonfly, and then a tiny widgaerie darted through the lilacs to come to a
halt in front of me.

He was simply enormous for a pixie, one of the Wekk, and stood no less than a towering
twelve inches high. He looked like an athleticdilyilt youth dressed in an odd assortment of



armor made from discarded objects and loose englsl tdplaced his plastic bottle-cap helmet
with one made of most of the shell of a hollowed-gaif ball. It was too large for his head, but

that didn’'t seem to concern him. His cuirass hast Been service as a bottle of Pepto-Bismal,
and hanging at his hip was what looked like thel®lim a jigsaw, with one end wrapped in string
to serve as a grip. Wings like those of a dragobtlgzed in a translucent cloud of motion at his
back.

The little faerie came to attention in midair, speg off a crisp salute, and said, “Mission
accomplished, my lord of pizza!”

“That fast?” | asked. It hadn’t been twenty minusasce I'd first summoned him, after we'd
gotten donuts and before we’d gotten into the t@hick work, Toot-toot, even for you.”

The praise seemed to please the little guy immgnstd beamed and buzzed in a couple of
quick circles. “He’s in the building across theestr from this one, two buildings toward the
lake.”

| grunted, thinking. If | was remembering rightatiwas another boardinghouse converted into
apartments, like mine. “The white one with greeuattrs?”

“Yes, that's where the rapscallion has made hid”l&lis hand flashed to his waist and he
drew his saw-toothed sword from its transparendtgdascabbard, scowling fiercely. “Shall | slay
him for you, my lord?”

| very carefully kept the smile off of my face. dbn’t know if things have escalated to that
level just yet,” | said. “How do you know this gis/watching my apartment?”

“Oh, oh! Don't tell me this one!” Toot jittered bla@and forth in place, bobbing in excitement.
“Because he has curtains on the windows so you sar’in, and then there’s a big black plastic
box with a really long nose poking through them anglass eye on the end of the nose! And he
looks at the back of it all the time, and when éesssomeone going into your house, he pushes a
button and the box beeps!”

“Camera, huh?” | asked. “Yeah, that probably makies our snoop.” | squinted up at the
summer sunshine and adjusted the uncomfortably weathmer duster. | wasn’t taking it off,
though. There was too much hostility flying arouodthat. “How many of your kin are about,
Toot?”

“Hundreds!” Toot-toot declared, brandishing his stvdThousands!”
| arched an eyebrow. “You've been splitting thezagia thousand ways?”
“Well, lord,” he amended. “Several dozen, at artg.fa

The Wee Folk are a fractious, fickle bunch, buellearned a couple of things about them that
I’'m not sure anyone else knows. First, that theyust about everywhere, and anywhere they
aren’t, they can usuallget They don’'t have much of an attention span, butsfoort, simple
tasks, they are hell on wheels.



Second—they have a lust for pizza that is withaytat in this world. I've been bribing the
Wee Folk with pizza on a regular basis for yeanmsg & return they've given me their
(admittedly erratic) loyalty. They call me the Zarll, and the little fair folk who take my pizza
also serve in the Za-Lord's Guard—which means, ipo#itat the Wee Folk hang around my
house hoping for extra pizza and protecting it fnoge threats.

Toot-toot was their leader, and he and his folks ialled off some very helpful tasks for me
in the past. They had saved my life on more tham @ccasion. No one in the supernatural
community ever expected everything of which theyemeapable. As a result, Toot and his kin
are generally ignored. | tried to take that agealésson: never underestimate the little people.

This was a job that was right up Toot-toot’s all&imost literally.
“Do you know which car is his?” | asked.

Toot threw back his head, Yul Brynner style. “Oficee! The blue one witthis on the hood.”
He threw his arms out and up at an angle and stoadbd straight in a Y shape.

“Blue Mercedes, eh?” | asked. “Okay. Here’s whaiaht you to do. . . .”

Five minutes later, | walked back around the siflehe house to the front opposite the street.
Then | turned to face the house where the snoopsetasp and put on my most ferocious scowl.
| pointed directly at the curtained second-floongows, then turned my hand over and crooked
my finger, beckoning. Then I pointed to the grouigtht in front of me.

One of the curtains might have twitched. | gave islow count of five, and then started
walking briskly toward the other boardinghouse ssing the busy street in the process.

A young man in his twenties wearing khaki shortd argreen T-shirt came rushing out of the
converted boardinghouse and ran toward a blue Mescg@arked on the street, an expensive
camera hanging around his neck.

| kept walking, not changing my pace.

He rushed around to the driver’s door, pointing sdimd of handheld device at the car. Then
he clawed at the door but it stayed closed. He ahother glance at me, and then tried to insert
his key into the lock. Then he blinked and starekiskey as he pulled it back trailing streamers
of a rubbery pink substance—bubble gum.

“I wouldn’t bother,” | said as | got closer. “Loak the tires.”

The young man glanced from me to his Mercedes taréds some more. All four tires were
completely flat.

“Oh,” he said. He looked at his gum-covered key sigtied. “Well. Shit.”



| stopped across the car from him and smiled fairibon’t feel too bad about it, man. I've
been doing this longer than you.”

He gave me a sour look. Then he held up his keyblBe gum?”

“Coulda been superglue. Take it as a professionattesy.” | nodded toward his car. “Let’s
talk. Turn the air-conditioning on, for crying doud.”

He eyed me for a moment and sighed. “Yeah. Okay.”

We both got in the car. He scraped the gum offi@kiey and put it in the ignition, but when
he turned it, nothing happened.

“Oh. Pop the hood,” | said.

He eyed me and did. | went around to the fronthef ¢ar and reconnected the loose battery
cable. | said, “Okay,” and he started the enginedathly.

Like | said, give Toot-toot and his kin the righb} and they are formidable as hell.
| got back in the car and said, “You licensed?”

The young man shrugged and turned his AC up tog'die=ze.” “Yeah.”

| nodded. “How long?”

“Not long.”

“Cop?”

“In Joliet,” he said.

“‘But not now.”

“Didn’t fit.”

“Why are you watching my place?”

He shrugged. “I got a mortgage.”

| nodded and held out my hand. “Harry Dresden.”

He frowned at the name. “You the one used to worlNiick Christian at Ragged Angel?”
“Yeah.”

“Nick has a good reputation.” He seemed to comsaime kind of conclusion and took my
hand with a certain amount of resignation. “Vince¢er.”



“You got hired to snoop on me?”
He shrugged.
“You tail me last night?”

“You know the score, man,” Graver said. “You takengone’s money, you keep your mouth
shut.”

| lifted my eyebrows. A lot of Pls wouldn’t haveetibelly to be nearly so reticent, under the
circumstances. It made me take a second look atTm, built like someone who ran or rode a
bicycle on his weekends. Clean-cut without beingi@alarly memorable. Medium brown hair,
medium height, medium brown eyes. The only exceptithing about his appearance was that
there was nothing exceptional about his appearance.

“You keep your mouth shut,” | agreed. “Until peopdtart getting hurt. Then it gets
complicated.”

Graver frowned. “Hurt?”

“There have been two attempts on my life in thet pagnty-four hours,” | said. “Do the
math.”

He focused his eyes down the street, into thertistaand pursed his lips. “Damn.”
‘Damn?”

He nodded morosely. “There go the rest of my fewsexpenses.”

| arched an eyebrow at him. “You’re bailing on yalient? Just like that?”
“*Accomplice’ is an ugly word. So is ‘penitentiaty

Smart kid. Smarter than | had been when | first mgt Pl license. “I need to know who
backed you.”

Graver thought about that one for a minute. Thesdw, “No.”

“Why not?”

“I make it a personal policy not to turn on clientspiss off people who are into murder.”
“You lost the work,” | said. “What if | made it up you?”

“Maybe you didn’'t read that part of the book. THein PI stands for ‘investigator.” Not
‘informer.””

“Maybe | call the cops. Maybe I tell them you'revatved in the attacks.”



“Maybe you can’t prove a damned thing.” Graver $hbis head. “You don’t get ahead in this
business if you can’'t keep your teeth together.”

| leaned back in my seat and crossed my arms, istyidiym for a moment. “You're right,” |
said. “I can’t make you. So I'm asking you. Please.

He kept on staring out the windshield. “Why theteafou?”

“I'm protecting a client.”

“Old guy in the wheelchair.”

“Yeah.”

Graver squinted. “He looks like a hard case.”

“You have no idea.”

We sat in the air-conditioning for a moment. Therngkanced at me and shook his head.

“You seem like a reasonable guy,” Graver said. “élgu don’'t get dead. Conversation
over.”

| thought about pushing things, but I've been amlong enough to recognize someone who
was genuinely tough-minded when | see him. “Youabtsiness card?”

He reached into his shirt pocket and produced ia ptaite business card with his name and a
phone number. He passed it over to me. “Why?”

“Sometimes | need a subcontractor.”
He lifted both eyebrows.

“One who knows how to keep his teeth together.bdiged to him and got out of the car. |
leaned down and looked in the door before | ldfkkriow a mechanic. I'll give him a call and
he’ll come on out. He’s got a compressor on hiskrand he can fill up your tires. I'll pay for
it.”

Graver studied me with calm, intelligent eyes dmhtsmiled a little. “Thanks.”

| closed the door and thumped on the roof with ey Then | walked back to my apartment.
Mouse, who had waited patiently in the yard, cahesbling up to greet me as | stepped out of
the street, and he walked alongside me as | wekt toethe apartment.

Morgan was lying on my bed again when | came backMolly was just finishing up
changing his bandages. Mister watched the entwegss from the back of the couch, his ears
tilted forward, evidently fascinated.

Morgan nodded to me and rasped, “Did you catch him?



“Yeah,” | said. “A local PIl had been hired to kedegck of me. But there was a problem.”
“What's that?”

| shrugged. “He had integrity.”

Morgan inhaled through his nose and nodded. “Pratgy problem.”

“Yeah. Impressive young man. What are the odds?”

Molly looked back and forth between us. “I don’tdenstand.”

“He’s quitting the job, but he won't tell us whaewvant to know about his client, because he
doesn’t think it would be right,” | said. “He’s naiilling to sell the information, either.”

Molly frowned. “Then how are we going to find ouhwis behind all of this?”

| shrugged. “Not sure. But | told him I'd get someadto come by and put the air back in his
tires. Excuse me.”

“Wait. He’s still out there?”

“Yeah,” | said. “Blue Mercedes.”

“And he’s a young man.”

“Sure,” | said. “A little older than you. Name’s Mie Graver.”

Molly beamed. “Well, then, I'll go get him to tethe.” She walked over to my icebox, opened
pulled out a dark brown bottle of micro-brewdrger, and walked toward the door.

—

“How you gonna do that?” | asked her.
“Trust me, Harry. I'll change his mind.”

“No,” Morgan said fiercely. He coughed a couple of timiB®. | would rather be dead—do
you hear me? Bdeadthan have you use black magic on my behalf.”

Molly set the beer down on the shelf by the doat blinked at Morgan. “You're right,” she
said to me. “Hes kind of a drama queen. Who said anything aboutic?ag

She pulled one arm into her T-shirt, and wrigglesbad a little. A few seconds later, she was
tugging her bra out of the arm hole of her shilte Siropped it on the shelf, picked up the bottle,
and held it against each breast in turn. Thenwwimed to face me, took a deep breath, and arched
her back a little. The tips of her breasts presgett noticeably against the rather strained fabric
of her shirt.

“What do you think?” she asked, giving me a wicketlle.



| thought Vince was doomed.
“I think your mother would scream bloody murdergdid.

Molly smirked. “Call the mechanic. I'll just keepnn company until the truck gets there.” She
turned with a little extra hip action and left @#ugartment.

Morgan made a low, appreciative sound as the dosed.
| eyed him.

Morgan looked from the door to me. “I'm not deadt,yBresden.” He closed his eyes.
“Doesn’t hurt to admire a woman’s beauty once whae.”

“Maybe. But that was just . . . juatrong”

Morgan smiled, though it was strained with discomftshe’s right, though. Especially with a
young man. A woman can make a man see everythiaglifierent light.”

“Wrong,” | muttered. “Justvrong”

| went to call Mike the mechanic.

Molly came back about forty-five minutes later, traag.

Morgan had been forced to take more pain medicatimh was tossing in a restless sleep. |
closed the door carefully so that we wouldn’t waka.

“Well?” | asked.

“His car has really good air-conditioning,” Mollyaisl smugly. “He never had a chance.”
Between two fingers, she held up a business degdhie one I'd gotten.

| did the same thing with mine, mirroring her.

She flipped hers over, showing me a handwritter ot the other side. “I'm worried about
my job as your assistant.” She put the back ofhiaerd against her forehead melodramatically.
“If something happens to you, whatever will | doh&ever shall | go?”

“And?”

She held out the card to me. “And Vince suggedtat itmight consider work as a paralegal.
He even suggested a law firm. Smith Cohen Mackléroy

“His job-hunting suggestion, eh?” | asked.

She smirked. “Well, obviously he couldn’t just tele who hired him. That would be wrong.”



“You are a cruel and devious young woman.” | tob& tard from her and read it. It said:
Smith Cohen Mackleroy, listed a phone number, adlthe name “Evelyn Derek” printed under
that.

| looked up to meet Molly’s smiling eyes. Her gvitdened. “Damn, I’'m good.”
“No argument here,” | told her. “Now we have a naméead. One might even call it a clue.”
“Not only that,” Molly said. “I have a date.”

“Good work, grasshopper,” | said, grinning as lledlmy eyes. “Way to take one for the
team.”

Chapter Twenty-two

Smith Cohen and Mackleroy, as it turned out, wasipscale law firm in downtown Chicago.
The building their offices occupied stood in thadbw of the Sears Tower, and must have had a
fantastic view of the lake. Having plucked out #r/eemy’s eyes, so to speak, | thought that |
might have bought us some breathing space. Witkioute on our tail, | hoped that Morgan
could get a few hours of rest in relative safety.

I'd figure out somewhere else to move him—just@snsas | leaned on Ms. Evelyn Derek and
found out to whom she reported Vince’s findings.

| guess | looked sort of mussed and scraggly, tscthe building’s security guard gave me a
wary look as | entered solidly in the middle of éhnhour. | could practically see him deciding
whether or not to stop me.

| gave him my friendliest smile—which my wearinesw stress probably reduced to merely
polite—and said, “Excuse me, sir. | have an appoant with an attorney at Smith Cohen and
Mackleroy. They’re on the twenty-second floor, tigjh

He relaxed, which was good. Beneath his suit, bkdd like he had enough muscle to bounce
me handily out the door. “Twenty-four, sir.”

“Right, thanks.” 1 smiled at him and strode confidg past. Confidence is critical to
convincing people that you really are supposecetedimewhere—especially when you aren't.

“Sir,” said the guard from behind me. “I'd apprdeidt if you left your club here.”
| paused and looked over my shoulder.

He had a gun. His hand wasn’'t exactly resting pbut he’'d tucked his thumb into his belt
about half an inch away.

“Itisn’t a club,” | said calmly. “It's a walkingtgck.”

“Six feet long.”



“It's traditional Ozark folk art.”

“With dents and nicks all over it.”

| thought about it for a second. “I'm insecure?”

“Get a blanket.” He held out his hand.

| sighed and passed my staff over to him. “Do layetceipt?”

He took a notepad from his pocket and wrote offlien he passed it over to me. It read:
Received, one six foot traditional Ozark walkingibcfrom Mr. Smart-ass.

“That’s Doctor Smart-ass,” | said. “I didn’'t spemight years in insult college to be called
Mister.”

He leaned the staff against the wall behind hi& @esl sat back down at his chair.

| went to the elevator and rode up. It was onehoké express contraptions that goes fast
enough to compress your spine and make your egrslpopened on the twenty-fourth floor
facing a reception desk. The law office, apparentgk up the entire floor.

The receptionist was, inevitably, a young womarm jaist as unavoidably attractive. She went
with the solid-oak furnishings, the actual oil gaigs, and the handcrafted furniture in the
reception area, and the faint scent of lemon woaldsip in the air—variations on a theme of
beautiful practicality.

She looked up at me with a polite smile, her daak long and appealing, her shirt cut just
low enough to make you notice, but not so low amaédke you think less of her. | liked the smile.
Maybe | didn’t look like a beaten-up bum. Maybera it just looked ruggedly determined.

“I'm sorry, sir,” she said, “but the addiction-caeling center is on twenty-six.”
Sigh.

“'m actually here to see someone,” | said. “Assogiithat this is Smith Cohen and
Mackleroy?”

She glanced rather pointedly—but still politely—tia¢ front of her desk, where a plaque bore
the firm’s name in simple sans serif letteringsék, sir. Who are you looking for?”

“Ms. Evelyn Derek, please.”
“Do you have an appointment?”
“No,” | said. “But she’ll want to talk to me.”

The receptionist looked at me as though she hacdt dand of bitter, unpleasant taste in her
mouth. I'd timed my arrival correctly, then. Theww lady clearly would have been much more



comfortable handing me off to a secretary, or eiteelassistant, or whatever you're supposed to
call them now, and letting someone else decident$ supposed to be there. And Ms. Evelyn
Derek’s assistant was just as clearly out to luwghich was the point of showing up during
lunch hour. “Who shall | say is here?”

| produced Vincent Graver’s business card and plaisse her. “Please tell her that Vince has
acquired some unexpected information and that sedsito hear about it.”

She pushed a button, adjusted her headset, arfdligutassed on the message to whoever
was on the other end. She listened and noddedaig&trback down the hall, sir, the second door
on the left.”

| nodded to her and walked through the door behigrd The carpet got even thicker and the
decor more expensive. A nook in the wall showcasenall rock fountain between a pair of
two-thousand-dollar leather chairs. | shook my hasd walked through a hall that absolutely
reeked of success, power, and the desire for emerygmknow about it.

| bet they would have been seethingly jealous ef@istentatiatory in Edinburgh.

| opened the second door on the left, went in, @oded it behind me, to find a secretary’s
desk, currently unoccupied, and an open door tot wdoauld doubtless be an executive office
appropriate to the status of Evelyn Derek, attortegaw.

“Come in, Mr. Graver,” said an impatient woman’sceofrom inside the office.

| walked in and shut the door behind me. The offiees big, but not monstrous. She probably
wasn’t a full partner in the firm. The furnishing®re sleek and ultramodern, with a lot of glass
and space-age metal. There was only one smaly fdabinet in the room, a shelf with a row of
legal texts, a slender and fragile-looking laptopmputer, and a framed sheepskin from
somewhere expensive on the wall. She had a wintoivjt had been frosted over into bare
translucency. The glass desk and sitting tableligndr cabinet all shone, without a smudge or a
fingerprint to be seen anywhere. It had all themtarof an operating theater.

The woman typing on the laptop might have come whth office as part of a complete set.
She wore rimless glasses in front of the deepesirgeyes | had ever seen. Her hair was raven
black, and cut close to her head, showcasing heowaelegant features and the slender line of
her neck. She wore a dark silk suit jacket withaahing skirt and a white blouse. She had long
legs, ending in shoes that must have cost more i@t mortgage payments, but she wore no
rings, no earrings, and no necklace. There was thangecold and reserved about her posture,
and her fingers struck the keys at a rapid, deeisadence, like a military drummer.

She said nothing for two full minutes, focusingemifly on whatever she was typing.
Obviously, she had something to prove to Vincediaming to intrude upon her day.

“I hope you don’t think you can convince me to rehyou, Mr. Graver,” she said, eventually,
without looking up. “What is it that you think i® $mportant?”

Ah. Vince had quit already. He didn’t let much grgsow under his feet, did he?



This woman was evidently used to being taken verioasly. | debated several answers and
decided to start things off by annoying her.

| know. Me. Shocking, right?

| stood there treating her the same way she hatettene, saying nothing, until Evelyn Derek
exhaled impatiently through her nose and turnedch&nd disapproving stare toward me.

“Hi, cuddles,” | said.

I'll give the lady this much—she had a great poieee. The disapproval turned into a neutral
mask. She straightened slightly in her chair, ttosige looked more attentive than nervous, and
put her palms flat on the desktop.

“You’re going to leave smudges,” | said.

She stared at me for a few more seconds beforsastig*Get out of my office.”

“I don’t see any Windex in here,” | mused, lookiagund.

“Did you hear me?” she said, her voice growing kartiGet. Out.”

| scratched my chin. “Maybe it's in your secretargesk. You want me to get it for you?”
Spots of color appeared on her cheeks. She redohtdwe phone on her desk.

| pointed a finger at it, sent out an effort of wénd hissed;Hexus.”

Fouling up technology is a fairly simple thing farwizard to do. But it isn’t surgical in its
precision. Sparks erupted from the phone, fromcberputer, from the overhead lights, and from
something inside her coat pocket, accompanied vgraksharp popping sounds.

Ms. Derek let out a small shriek and tried to flino three directions at once. Her chair rolled
backward without her, and she wound up sprawletheriloor behind her glass-topped desk in a
most undignified manner. Her delicate-looking gésskung from one ear, and her deep green
eyes were wide, the whites showing all around them.

Purely for effect, | walked a couple of steps ctamed stood looking down at her in silence for
a long moment. There was not a sound in that r@m,it was a lot darker in there without the
lights.

| spoke very, very quietly. “There are two shut dobetween you and the rest of this office—
which is mostly empty anyway. You've got great @sp solid-oak paneling, and a burbling
water feature out in the hallway.” | smiled slighttNobody heard what just happened. Or they
would have come running by now.”

She swallowed, and didn’'t move.

“I want you to tell me who had you hire a detectivesnoop on me.”



She made a visible effort to gather herself togettiedl don’'t know what you're talking
about.”

| shook my head, lifted my hand, and made a beckpgesture at the liquor cabinet as |
murmured,‘Forzare,” and made a gentle effort of will. The door to tadinet swung open. |
picked a bottle of what looked like bourbon andeaged the gesture, causing it to flit from the
opened cabinet across the room to my hand. | uwsdr¢he cap and took a swig. It tasted rich
and burned my throat pleasantly on the way down.

Evelyn Derek stared at me in pure shock, her mop#n, her face whiter than rural Maine.
| looked at her steadily. “Are you sure?”
“Oh, God,” she whispered.

“Evelyn,” | said in a chiding voice. “Focus. Youréd Vince Graver to follow me around and
report on my movements. Someone told you to do Wab was it?”

“M-my clients,” she stammered. “Confidential.”

| felt bad scaring the poor woman. Her reactiorthi® use of magic had been typical of a
straight who had never encountered the superndiafate—which meant that she probably had
no idea of the nature of whoever she was protecghg was terrified. | mean, | knew | wasn’t
going to hurt her.

But | was the only one in the room who did.

The thing about playing a bluff is that you haveptay it all the way out, even when it gets
uncomfortable.

“I really didn’t want this to get ugly,” | said shd

| took a step closer and put the bottle down ondiesk. Then | slowly, dramatically, raised
my left hand. It had been badly burned severalsybafore, and while my ability to recover from
such things was more intense than other human featdeast in the long term, my hand still
wasn’t pretty. It wasn’'t quite horror-movie specieffects anymore, but the molten scars
covering my fingers, wrist, and most of my palm evstill startling and unpleasant, if you hadn’t
ever seen them before.

“No, wait,” Evelyn squeaked. She backed acrosdltiwe on her buttocks, pressed her back to
the wall and lifted her hands. “Don't.”

“You helped your client try to kill people, Evelyr,said in a calm voice. “Tell me who.”
Her eyes widened even more. “What? No. No, | di@naw anyone would get hurt.”
| stepped closer and snarled, “Talk.”

“All right, all right!” she stammered. “She—"



She stopped speaking as suddenly as if someoneelgaith strangling her.
| eased up on the intimidation throttle. “Tell mégsaid, more quietly.

Evelyn Derek shook her head at me, fear and carriusiripping away the reserve I'd seen in
her only moments before. She started shaking. Ireavwopen her mouth several times, but only
small choked sounds emerged. Her eyes lost focdsstarted flicking randomly around the
room like a trapped animal looking for an escape.

That wasn’'t normal. Not even a little. Someone likeelyn Derek might panic, might be
cowed, might be backed into a corner—but she woalcer be at a loss for words.

“Oh,” | said, mostly to myself. “hatethis crap.”

| sighed, and walked around the desk to stand thwecowering lawyer. “Hell, if I'd known
that someone had . . .” | shook my head. She wasally listening very hard to me, and she’d
started crying.

It was one of about a thousand possible reactidrenveomeone’s free will has been directly
abrogated by some kind of psychic interdiction.jlidt created a situation in which every part of
her logical, rational mind had been completely andr of telling me who had hired her. Her
emotions had been lined up right behind her reaktmaights, too.

Only | was betting that someone had gotten intoheaxd. Someone had left something inside
her that refused to let Ms. Derek speak about hgsl@yer. Hell, she might not evdravea
conscious memory of who hired her—despite the tfaat she wouldn’t just hire some detective
to spy on somebody for no reason.

Everyone always thinks that such obvious logicabmsistencies wouldn’t hold up, that the
mind would somehow tear free of the bonds placaethupusing those flaws. But the fact is that
the human mind isn’t a terribly logical or considtplace. Most people, given the choice to face
a hideous or terrifying truth or to convenientlyoaV it, choose the convenience and peace of
normality. That doesn’'t make them strong or weabpbes or good or bad people. It just makes
them people.

It's our nature. There’s plenty to distract us frtme nastier truths of our lives, if we want to
avoid them.

“Evelyn Derek,” | said in a firm, authoritative \a@. “Look at me.”
She flinched closer to the wall, shaking her head.

| knelt in front of her. Then | reached out to thueer chin, and gently lifted her face to mine.
“Evelyn Derek,” | said in a gentler voice. “Look mie.”

The woman lifted her dark green eyes to mine aheéld her gaze for the space of a long
breath before the soulgaze began.



If the eyes are the windows to the soul, then wigare the souls’ voyeurs. When a wizard
looks into another person’s eyes, we get to seeong of that person, a vision of the very core
of their being. We each go through the experient#la differently, but it amounts to the same
thing—a look into another person’s eyes gives yoingight into the most vital portions of their
character.

Evelyn Derek’s deep green eyes almost seemed endx@round me, and then | found myself
staring at a room that was, if anything, almoshtaal to the woman'’s office. The furniture was
beautiful and minimalistic. Ms. Derek, it seemea@swmot the kind of person to overly burden her
soul with the care and mementos most people colleet the course of a lifetime. She had
devoted her life to her mind, to the order andigiste of her thoughts, and she had never left
herself much room for personal entanglements.

But as | stared at the room, | saw Ms. Derek herkselould have expected her in her business
clothing, or perhaps in student’s attire. Instesda was wearing . . .

Well. She was wearing very expensive, very ministaliblack lingerie. Stockings, garters,
panties, and bra, all black. She wore them, ahemy, well. She was kneeling on the floor, her
knees apart, her hands held behind the small ob&ek. She faced me with her lips parted, her
breath coming in quickened pants. | was able toxgaamy viewpoint slightly, as if walking
around her, and those green eyes followed me, pupile with desire, her hips shifting in little
yearning rolls with every tiny correction of herdace.

Her wrists were bound behind her back with a I@hgnder ribbon of white silk.

| caught a motion in the corner of my eye, and apgred my gaze up, to see a slender,
feminine form vanish into the corridors of Evelyriek’'s memory, showing me nothing more
than a flash of pale skin—

—and a gleam of silver eyes.
Son of a bitch.

Someone had bound up Ms. Derek’s thoughts, alk,rigihd woven those restraints together
with her natural sexual desire, to give them peenare and strength. The method and the
glimpses I'd seen of the perpetrator, flashes omory that had managed to remain in her
thoughts, perhaps, gave strong indicators as towdsoresponsible.

A vampire of the White Court.

And then there was a wrenching sensation and Ikmasling over Evelyn Derek. Her eyes
were wide, her expression a mixture of terror and as she stared up at me.

Oh, yeah. That was the thing about a soulgaze. Wdnogu look at gets a look back at you.
They get to see you in just as much detail as yautlsem. I've never had anyone soulgaze me
who didn’t seem . . . disconcerted by the expegenc

Evelyn Derek stared at me and whispered, “Who at@¥y



| said, “Harry Dresden.”

She blinked slowly and said, her voice dazed, “Bimefrom you.” Tears started forming in
her eyes. “What is happening to me?”

Magic that invades the thoughts of another humangbis just about as black as it gets, a
direct violation of the Laws of Magic that the Wang uphold. But there are grey areas, like in
any set of laws, and there are accepted customasvésat was or was not allowed in practice.

There wasn’t much | could do for Evelyn. It wouliké a hand lighter and more skilled than
mine to undo the harm that had been done to hed,rfiit could be undone at all. But there was
one thing | could do for her, a bit of grey madiatteven the White Council acknowledged as an
aid and a mercy, especially for those who had sedif¢éhe kind of psychic trauma Evelyn had.

| called up my will as gently as | could, and resatlout with my right hand. | passed my
fingertips gently over her eyes, causing her tselthem, and as | passed my palm from her
forehead down to her chin, | released that willvas much care as | possibly could, murmuring,
“Dorme, dormiusEvelyn.Dorme, dormius.

She let out a little whimpering sound of reliefdamer body sagged to the floor in sudden and
complete relaxation. She breathed in deeply onkkaled, and then passed into simple and
dreamless slumber.

| made her as comfortable as | could. With luckewlshe woke, she would pass most of our
confrontation off as a bad dream. Then | turned leftdthe law office behind me, quiet anger
growing inside me with every step. | went by thewsiy guard at the door as the anger started
nudging over into fury. | slapped the receipt dawnhis desk, and with a gesture and a muttered
word caused my staff to leap from where it leangairsst the wall and into my hand.

The guard fell out of his chair, and | left withdabking back.

The White Court was involved. They were trying &t §lorgan killed—andne with him—
and what's more, they were preying on peoplemiy town, ripping into their psyches and
inflicting harm that could blossom into madnessegivhe right circumstances. There was a
broad difference between their usual predationveimat had been done to Evelyn Derek.

Someone was going to answer for it.

Chapter Twenty-three

| got back to my apartment, shouldered open my dowt found a bizarre tableau.
Again.

Morgan lay on the floor about five feet from thedbmom door. He'd apparently seized my
walking cane from the old popcorn tin by the domhere | keep things like Ozark folk art
carved quarter staves, blasting rods, umbrellag, sanon. The cane is an old Victorian-style
sword-cane. You twist the handle and pull, and gan draw a slender thirty-inch spring steel



blade from the wooden cane. Morgan had. He layisile on the floor, his arm extended up at
about a forty-five-degree angle, holding the sword.

Its tip rested against Molly’s carotid artery, jusider her left ear.

Molly, for her part, leaned back against one of mopkcases, her knees bent a little, her arms
spread out to either side, as if she’'d stumbled seenething and flung out her hands to brace
herself against the bookcase as she fell back.

To the left of the door, Mouse crouched with hisgs bared and resting lightly against
Anastasia Luccio’s throat. She lay on her back, la&dgun lay on the rug-covered floor about
two feet beyond the reach of her hand. She appdarbd quite relaxed, though | couldn’t see
much of her face from where | stood.

Mouse’s deep brown eyes were focused steadily orgdfo Morgan’s steely gaze was locked
on Mouse’s jaws.

| stared at them aghast for a minute. No one mogdept Mouse. When | looked at him, his
tail wagged hopefully once or twice.

| blew out a heavy breath, set my staff aside, pluflded to the icebox, stepping over
Anastasia’s leg on the way. | opened it, considénedcontents for a moment, and then pulled
out a cold Coke. | opened it and took a long driftken | picked up a dry kitchen towel, went to
the couch, and sat down.

“I would ask what the hell happened,” | said to them at large. “Except that the only one
with any sense who witnessed it can’t actutdli.” | eyed the dog and said, “This had better be
good.”

Mouse wagged his tail tentatively again.
“Okay,” | said. “Let her go.”

Mouse opened his jaws and sat up and away fromtAsiasat once. He immediately padded
over to me, and leaned against me as his gazedifrbm Anastasia to Morgan and back.

“Morgan,” | said. “Ease off the psycho throttleitilé and put down the sword.”

“No,” Morgan said in a voice half strangled withryu“Not until this little witch is bound and
wearing a gag and a blindfold.”

“Molly’s already done duty as a beer-calendar maddhy,” | said. “We’re not dressing her
up for a BDSM shoot next.” | put the Coke down d@hdught about it for a second. Threats
weren’t going to have any effect on Morgan, exdephake him more determined. It was one of
the charming side effects of having such a rigatsithool personality.

“Morgan,” | said quietly. “You are a guest in myrhe.”



He flashed me a quick, guilty glance.

“You came to me for help and I'm doing my best. IH#ie kid has put herself into harm’s
way, trying to protect you. I've done everything fgou that | would have for blood family,
because you are my guest. There are monsters flttomw would expect better behavior, once
they had accepted my hospitality. What’s more, ‘thgye it to me.”

Morgan let out a pained sound. Then he turned dasl Isharply away from Molly and dropped
the sword at the same time. The steel of the ltadred as it bounced off the thin rug.

Morgan settled into a limp heap on the floor, andlliisagged, lifting her hand and covering
the vulnerable skin of her throat for a moment.

| waited until Anastasia sat up to toss her theeldid brought from the kitchen. She caught it,
her expression neutral, and lifted it to begin dgyher neck. Mouse is a great dog, but he has to
work hard to control his slobber issues.

“So | take it things almost devolved into violermgain,” | said to them. “And Mouse had to
get involved.”

“She just came walking in here,” Molly proteste@he saw him.”
| blinked and looked at her. “And you did . . . whexactly?”

“She blinded me,” Anastasia said calmly. “And th&re hit me.” She lifted the towel and
wiped at her nose. Some blood came away, though ofasstayed crusted and brown below
one nostril. So they hadn’t been in the standafidag. Anastasia gave Molly a steady gaze and
said, “She hit me like a girl. For goodness’ salteld, have you had no combat training at all?”

“There’s been a lot of material to cover,” | grodléBlinded you?”

“Not permanently,” Molly said, more sullenly nowh& rubbed at the knuckles of her right
hand with her left. “I just .. . . kind of veiled erything that wasn't her.”

“An unnecessarily complicated way to go aboutAtiastasia said primly.

“For you, maybe,” Molly said defensively. “Besidegho was the one on the ground getting
pounded?”

“Yes. You're forty pounds heavier than me,” Anagiasid calmly.

“Bitch, | know you didn’t say just say that,” Molllristled, stepping forward with her hands
clenched.

Mouse sighed and heaved himself back to his feet.
Molly stopped, eyeing the big dog warily.

“Good dog,” | said, and scratched Mouse’s ears.



He wagged his tail without taking his serious braayes from Molly.

“I had to stop her,” Molly said. “She was goingréport Morgan to the Wardens.”
“So you physically and magically assaulted hegaid.

“What choice did | have?”

| eyed Morgan. “And you staggered up out of the lged’re supposed to be staying in,
grabbed the first pointy thing you could reach, forded her off of Anastasia.”

Morgan eyed me wearily. “Obviously.”

| sighed and looked at Anastasia. “And you thoutpet only solution you had was to take
them both down and sort everything out later, arai$é stopped you.”

Anastasia sighed. “There was a blade out, Harrg. sSituation had to be controlled.”

| eyed Mouse. “And you wound up holding Anastasasthge so Morgan wouldn’t hurt
Molly.”

Mouse ducked his head.

“I can’t believe I'm about to say this,” | said. 88hink real careful about where this is coming
from. Have you people ever considetaliking when you've got a problem?”

That didn’t please anybody, and they gave me laakis varying degrees of irritation mixed
with chagrin.

Except for Mouse, who sighed and said somethirey likh-woof.”
“Sorry,” | told him at once. “Four-footed nonvocahg company excepted.”

“She was going to get the Wardens,” Molly said. that happened before we proved who
really killed LaFortier, all of us would be up theeek.”

“Actually,” Anastasia said, “that’s true.”

| turned my gaze to her. She rose and stretchedking slightly. “I assumed,” she said
quietly, “that Morgan had recruited your apprenticessist him in his escape scheme. And that
they had done away with you.”

| made a small frustrated sound. “Why the hell wiogdu assume something like that?”

She narrowed her eyes as she stared at me. “Whidwargan flee to the home of the one
wizard in the Council who had the most reason stikdi him?” she asked. “I believe your words
were: ‘that would be crazy.’”

| winced. Ouch. “Uh,” | said. “Yeah. | ...”



“You lied to me,” she said in a level tone. Mosopke probably wouldn’t have noticed the
undertone of anger and pain in her voice, or theoat imperceptible pause between each word. |
could see bricks being mortared into place behardelyes and | looked away from her.

The room was completely silent, until Morgan saida small and broken voice, “What?”

| looked up at him. His hard sour face had gong.gtis expression was twisted up in shock
and surprise, like that of a small child discovgrthe painful consequences of gravity for the
first time.

“Ana,” he said, almost choking on the words. “You..you think that I . . . How could you
think that lwould . . . ?”

He turned his face away. It couldn’t have beenaa. tdot from Morgan. He wouldn’t shed
tears if he had to execute his own mother.

But for a fraction of a second, something shonerma of his cheeks.

Anastasia rose and walked over to Morgan. She kimin by him and put her hand on his
head. “Donald,” she said gently, “we’ve been betthipy those we trusted before. It wouldn’t be
the first time.”

“That was them,” he said unsteadily, not looking ‘tphis is me.”

She stroked his hair once. “I never thought you taxe it of your own free will, Donald,”
she whispered quietly. “I thought someone had goitéo your mind. Held a hostage against
your cooperation. Something.”

“Who could they have held hostage?” Morgan said bitter voice. “There’s no one. For that
very reason. And you know it.”

She sighed and closed her eyes.

“You knew his wards,” Morgan went on. “You've beémough them before. Often. You
opened them in under a second when you came inh¥oe a key to his apartment.”

She said nothing.
His voice turned heavy and hollow. “You're involvalfith Dresden.”
Anastasia blinked her eyes several times. “Donalde’ began.

He looked up at her, his eyes empty of tears an paianything but weariness. “Don’t,” he
said. “Don’t you dare.”

She met his eyes. I'd never seen such gentle paihen face. “You're running a fever.
Donald, please. You should be in bed.”

He laid his head on the rug and closed his eyedo#sn’t matter.”



“Donald—"
“It doesn’t matter,” he repeated dully.

Anastasia started crying in silence. She stayed teeMorgan, stroking her hand over his
mottled silver-and-brown hair.

An hour later, Morgan was unconscious in bed agdily was down in the lab, pretending to
work on potions with the trapdoor closed. | wasirgtin the same spot with an empty can of
Coke.

Anastasia came out of the bedroom and shut the sitemtly behind her. Then she leaned
back against it. “When | saw him,” she said, “l uight he had come here to hurt you. That he
had learned about the two of us and wanted toyourf’

“You,” | asked, “and Morgan?”

She was quiet for a moment before she said, “I nallewed it to happen. It wasn't fair to
him.”

“But he wanted it anyway,” | said.
She nodded.
“Hell’s bells,” I sighed.

She folded her arms over her stomach, never lookmg“Was it any different with your
apprentice, Harry?”

Molly hadn’t always been the grasshopper she wadaytoWhen I'd first begun teaching her,
she’d assumed that | would be teaching her alssafrthings that had nothing to do with magic
and everything to do with her being naked. And tteat been more than all right with her.

Just not with me.
“Not much,” | acknowledged. “But he hasn’t been yapprentice for a long, long time.”

“I have always been of the opinion that romantiolmement was a vulnerability | could not
afford. Not in my position.”

“Not always,” | said, “apparently.”

She exhaled slowly. “It was a much easier opinmhdld in my previous body. It was older.
Less proneto..."

“Life?” | suggested.

She shrugged. “Desire. Loneliness. Joy. Pain.”



“Life,” | said.

“Perhaps.” She closed her eyes for a moment. “Wihvegts young, | reveled in love, Harry. In
passion. In discovery and in new experiences atiteit She gestured down at herself. “I never
realized how much of it | had forgotten until Castaker left me like this.” She opened her
pained eyes and looked at me. “I didn’t realize hawch | missed it until you reminded me.
And by then, Morgan wasn'’t . . . He was like | Heen. Detached.”

“In other words,” | said, “he’d made himself morkel you. Patterned himself after you. And
because he’'d done that, after your change he weapéble of giving you what you wanted.”

She nodded.

| shook my head. “A hundred years is a long timeday a torch,” | said. “That one must
burn like hell.”

“I know. And | never wanted to hurt him. You mustieve me.”
“Here’s where you say, ‘The heart wants what thertheants,” ” | said.

“Trite,” she said, “but true all the same.” Shenedl until her right shoulder leaned on the
door, facing me. “We should talk about where teasvies us.”

| toyed with the can of Coke. “Before we can datthiasaid, “we have to talk about Morgan
and LaFortier.”

She exhaled slowly. “Yes.”
“What do you intend to do?” | asked.

“He’s wanted by the Council, Harry,” she said irgentle voice. “I don’t know how he’s
managed to avoid being located by magical meartssdmner or later, in hours or days,vad
be found. And when that happens, you and Molly ballimplicated as well. You'll both die with
him.” She took a deep breath. “And if | don’t gottee Council with what | know, I'll be right
there beside you.”

“Yeah,” | said.

“You really think he’s innocent?” she asked.

“Of LaFortier's murder,” | said. “Yes.”

“Do you have proof?”

“I've found out enough to make me think I'm rightot enough to clear him—yet.”
“If it wasn’t Morgan,” she said quietly, “then theitor is still running around loose.”

“Yeah.”



“You're asking me to discard the pursuit of a su$péth strong evidence supporting his guilt
in favor of chasing a damn ghost, Harry. SomeongemMearely been able to prove exists, much
less identify. Not only that, you're asking me @ngble your life, your apprentice’s life, and my
own against finding this ghost in time.”

“Yes. | am.”

She shook her head. “Everything I've ever learnechaVarden tells me that it's far more
likely that Morgan is guilty.”

“Which brings us back to the question,” | said. “Si¥lare you going to do?”
Silence yawned.
She pushed off the door and came to sit down ochhe& facing my seat on the couch.

“All right,” she said. “Tell me everything.”

Chapter Twenty-four
“T his is not how diplomacy is done,” Anastasia sai@va approached the Chateau Raith.

“You're in America now,” | said. “Our idea of dipteacy is showing up with a gun in one
hand and a sandwich in the other and asking wtocidyprefer.”

Anastasia’s mouth curved up at one corner. “Yowdght a sandwich?”
“Who do I look like, Kissinger?”

I'd been to Chateau Raith before, but it had alwagsn at night, or at least twilight. It was an
enormous estate most of an hour away from Chicagpep, a holding of House Raith, the
current ruling house of the White Court. The Chatéself was surrounded by at least half a
mile of old-growth forest that had been convertecn idyllic, even gardenlike, state, like you
sometimes see on centuries-old European propektiege trees and smooth grass beneath them
dominated, with the occasional, suspiciously symnicedt outgrowth of flowering plants, often
located in the center of golden shafts of sunlitjat came down through the green-shadowed
trees at regular intervals.

The grounds were surrounded by a high fence, topgiidrazor wire that couldn’t be readily
seen from the outside. The fence was electricafigrged, too, and the latest surveillance
cameras—seemingly little more than glass beads witbs running out of them—monitored
every inch of the exterior.

At night, it made for one extremely creepy piece@fperty. On a bright summer afternoon, it
just looked . . . pretty. Very, very wealthy andwevery pretty. Like the Raiths themselves, the
grounds were only scary when seen at the right. time



A polite security guard with the general bearingrfmilitary had watched us get out of a cab,
called ahead, and let us in with hardly a pausedWalked past the gate and up the drive
through Little Sherwood until we reached the Chatg@per.

“How good are her people?” Anastasia asked.
“I'm sure you've read the file.”
“Yes,” she said, as we started up the steps. “Buytrefer your personal assessment.”

“Since Lara’s taken over the hiring,” | said, “they improved significantly. | don’t think
they're fed upon to keep them under control anyniore

“And you base that assessment on what?”

| shrugged. “The before and after. The last batichired muscle was . . . just out of touch.
Willing to die at a moment’s notice, but not exgdthe sharpest tacks in the box. Pretty and
vacant. And pretty vacant.” | gestured back at #émerance. “That guy back there had a
newspaper nearby. And he was eating lunch wherhewed up. Before, they just stood around
like mannequins with muscle. I'm betting that mosthem are ex-military. The hard-core kind,
not the get-my-college-funded kind.”

“Officially,” she said, as we reached the top & 8teps, “they remain untested.”

“Or maybe Lara’s just smart enough not to show tleéhuntil it's necessary to use them,” |
said.

“Officially,” Anastasia said dryly, “she remains tested.”

“You didn’'t see her killing super ghouls with a @bel of knives the way | did during the
White Court coup,” | said. | rapped on the doorhwity staff and adjusted the hang of my grey
cloak. “I know my word isn’t exactly respected argahe old guard Wardens, but take it from
me. Lara Raith is one smart and scary bitch.”

Anastasia shook her head with a faint smile. “Aetlyou’re here to hold a gun to her head.”

“I'm hoping that if we apply some pressure, weitggomething out of her,” | said. “I'm low
on options. And | don’t have time to be anything twect.”

“Well,” she said, “at least you're playing to yastrengths.”

A square-jawed, flat-topped man in his thirties rigme the door. He was wearing a casual
beige sports suit accessorized by a gun in a seohluster and what was probably a Kevlar vest
beneath his white tee. If that wasn’'t enough, hd same kind of dangerous-looking little
machine gun hanging from a nylon strap over oneilsleo.

“Sir,” he said with a polite nod. “Ma’am. May | takyour cloaks?”



“Thank you,” Anastasia said. “But they're part betuniform. If you could convey us directly
to Ms. Raith, that would be most helpful.”

The security man nodded his head. “Before you acitephospitality of the house, | would
ask you both to give me your personal word that el here in good faith and will offer no
violence while you are a guest.”

Anastasia opened her mouth, as if she intendeelattily agree, but | stepped slightly in front
of her and said, “Hell, no.”

The security man narrowed his eyes and lookedla lEss relaxed. “Excuse me?”

“Go tell Lara that whether or not we rip this hotsesplinters and broken glass is still up for
debate,” | said. “Tell her there’s already blood the floor, and | think some of it is on her
hands. Tell her if she wants a chance to cleaatheshe talks to me. Tell her if she doesn’t that
it is answer enough, and that she accepts the goesees.”

The guard stared at me for several seconds. Theaide“You've got a real high opinion of
yourself. Do you know what's around you? Do youdiany idea where you're standing?”

“Yeah,” | said. “Ground zero.”
More silence stretched, and he blinked before I‘diditell her. Wait here, please.”
| nodded to him, and he walked deeper into the éous

“Ground zero?” Anastasia muttered out of the comwfeher mouth. “A trifle melodramatic,
don’t you think?”

| answered her in a similar fashion. “I was goiogyb with ‘three feet from where they’ll find
your body,’ but I figured that would have madeoib fpersonal. He’s just doing his job.”

She shook her head. “Is there some reason this loa@ civil visit?”

“Lara’s at her most dangerous when everyone’s beind}” | said. “She knows it. | don’t
want her feeling comfortable. It'll be easier ta gaswers out of her if she’s worried about all
hell breaking loose.”

“It might also be easier to question hewi aren’t worried about it,” Anastasia pointed out.
“She does hold the advantage here. One noteshbe is fairly fresh plaster on the walls on
either side of us, for instance.”

| checked. She was right. “So?”

“So, if | was the one preparing to defend this elat think I might line the walls with
antipersonnel mines wired to a simple charge amércthem in plaster until | needed them to
remove a threat too dangerous to engage directly.”



I'd personally seen what an AP mine could do to &nrbodies. It wasn’t pretty. Imagine
what's left of a squirrel when it gets hit with ¢g@ rounds from a heavy-gauge shotgun. There’s
not much there but scraps and stains. It's esdigritie same when a human gets hit with a load
of ball bearings the size of gumballs that spewnfiem AP mine. | glanced at either wall again.
“At least | was right,” | said. “Ground zero.”

Anastasia smiled faintly. “I just thought I'd memi the possibility. There’'s a fine line
between audacity and idiocy.”

“And if she thinks she’s in danger, Lara might jdstonate them now,” | said. “Preemptive
self-defense.”

“Mmmm. Generally the favored method for dealing hwipractitioners. The customs of
hospitality would have protected us from her as mas her from us.”

| thought about that for a second and then shookhead. “If we were all calm and polite,
she’d never give away anything. And she won’t kgl Not until she finds out what we know.”

She shrugged. “You could be right. You've dealthwiihe smart, scary bitch more often than
me.”

“I guess we’ll know in a minute.”

A minute later, we were still there, and the sdguguy reappeared. “This way, please,” he
said.

We followed him through the wealthy splendor of bmeise. Hardwood floors. Custom carved
woodworking. Statues. Fountains. Suits of armoigi@al paintings, one of them a van Gogh.
Stained-glass windows. Household staff in formafarm. | kept expecting to come across a
flock of peacocks roaming the halls, or maybe acpettah in a diamond-studded collar.

After a goodly hike, the guard led us to a wingtleé house that had, apparently, been
converted to corporate office space. There werkahdbzen efficient-looking people working in
cubicles. A phone with a digital ring tone chirrdpe the background. Copiers wheezed. In the
background, a radio played soft rock.

We went past the office, down a short hall pastemlb room that smelled of fresh coffee, and
to the double doors at the end of the hallway. ghard held open one of the doors for us, and
we went inside, to an outer office complete witbearetary’s desk manned by a stunning young
woman.

By Justine, in fact, her white hair held back itad wearing a conservative grey pantsuit.

As we entered, she rose with a polite, impersoméllesthat could have taken any number of
competitive pageants. “Sir, ma’am. If you'll contast way, please, Ms. Raith is ready to see
you.”



She went over to the door on the wall behind hekgdenocked once, and opened it enough to
say, “Ms. Raith? The Wardens are here.” A very $efhinine voice answered her. Justine
opened the door all the way and held it for usjiagi“Coffee, sir, ma’am? Another beverage?”

“No, thank you,” Anastasia said, as we enteredideishut the door carefully behind us.

Lara Raith’s office had a few things in common wikelyn Derek’s. It had the same rich
furnishings—though her style was more rich, darkdiv@od than glass—the same clarity of
function and purpose. The resemblance ended thara's office was a working office. Malil
was stacked neatly on a corner of the desk. Fihekemvelopes each had their own specific
positions upon her desk and the worktable againstveall. A pen and ink set was in evidence
on the desktop. Paperwork anarchy threatened tra,rbut order had been strongly imposed,
guided by an obvious will.

Lara Raith, de facto ruler of the White Court, Isahind the desk. She wore a silk business suit
of purest white, cut close to the flawless linesef body. The cut of the suit elegantly displayed
her figure, and contrasted sharply with the longelblack hair, which hung in waves past her
shoulders. Her features had the classically immdrtauty of Greek statues, balancing sheer
beauty with strength, intelligence, and perceptlder eyes were a deep, warm grey, framed by
thick sooty lashes, and just looking at her fuft soouth made my lips twitch and tingle as they
demanded an introduction to Lara’s.

“Warden Dresden,” she murmured, her voice soothimgd) musical. “Warden Luccio. Please,
be seated.”

| didn’t need to check with Anastasia. Both of ustjstood there, staff in hand, regarding her
quietly.

She leaned back in her chair and a wicked littldesplayed over that mouth without ever
getting as far as her eyes. “l see. I'm being irdated. Are you going to tell me why, or do | get
three guesses?”

“Stop being cute, Lara,” | said. “Your lawyer, EyelDerek, hired a private eye to tail me and
report on my movements—and every time | turn arpsodhething nasty has shown up to make
arun at me.”

The smile remained in place. “Lawyer?”

“l took a look at her head,” | said. “And found thsarks of the White Court all over it—
including a compulsion not to reveal who she wasking for.”

“And you think it was my doing?” she asked.
“In these parts?” | asked. “Why not?”

“I'm hardly the only member of the White Court ihet region, Dresden,” Lara said. “And
while I'm flattered that you think so highly of m#he others of my kind do not love me so well
as to consult with me before every action they take



Anastasia stepped in. “But they wouldn't engage \Wiate Council in this sort of business
without your approval.” She smiled. “Such a thinguMd be seen as a challenge to your—to the
authority of the White King.”

Lara studied Luccio for a while, grey eyes probifi@aptain Luccio,” she said, “I saw you
dance in Naples.”

Anastasia frowned.

“It would have been . . . what? Two centuries agee or take a few decades?” Lara smiled.
“You were exquisitely gifted. Granted, that wasdrsefyour . . . current condition.”

“Ms. Raith,” Anastasia said, “that is hardly germada the subject at hand.”

“It could be,” Lara murmured. “You and | attenddgk tsame party after your performance. |
know the sort of appetites you indulged, back theter lips curled into a hungry little smile,
and it was suddenly all | could do to keep my knieesh buckling in sheer, sudden, irrational
sexual desire. “Perhaps you'd care to revisit ofges,” Lara purred.

And, as quickly as that, the desire was gone.

Anastasia took a slow, deep breath. “I'm too oldbéoamused by such antics, Ms. Raith,” she
replied calmly. “Just as I'm too intelligent to mle that you don’t know something of what'’s
been happening in Chicago.”

It took me a couple of seconds to pull my mind bfrokn the places Lara had just sent it, but |
managed. “We know you’re working with someone ieside Council,” | said quietly. “I want
you to tell us who it is. And | want you to releddgomas.”

Lara’s eyes snapped to me on that last. “Thomas?”

| leaned on my staff and watched her face clos&lyomas managed to warn me about the hit
man Evelyn Derek had directed to me, but he disagpebefore he could get involved. He's not
answering either of his phones and no one at tlba $&s seen him, either.”

Lara’s eyes went distant for a moment, and a fromenmarred the perfection of her brow. “Is
that all you have, Dresden? A fading psychic imgis that one of my kind manipulated this
lawyer and the apparent disappearance of my hitk¢her? Is that the basis of reasoning that
brought you here?”

“At the moment,” | said. Now that I'd laid down atlof truth, I threw in the little lie. “But by
the time we finish tracing the money back to itsirse, we’ll know for certain that you're
involved. And after that, there won’t be any gobragk.”

Lara narrowed her eyes at that. “You won't find thiyg,” she said in a firm cold tone.
“Because nothing of the sort is going on.”



Aha. That had touched a nerve. | applied press@eme on, Lara. You know and | know
how you and your folk do business—from behind pesxand cat’s-paws. You can’t possibly
expect me to believe you when you say that youtdwave a hand in what's going on.”

Lara’s eyes flickered in color, changing from degpy to a far paler, more metallic shade,
and she rose to her feet. “Frankly, | don’'t careatwou believe, Dresden. | have no idea what
kind of evidence you think you've discovered, baim not involved iranyinternal affairs of the
White Council.” She lifted her chin as she sneeaxeds. “Contrary to your own perceptions, the
world is a great deal larger than the White Coun€iWizardry. You aren’t a vital body in
today's world. You're a sad little collection oflkdeluded has-beens whose self-righteous
prattle has always taken second place to its hyjeadrpractice.”

Well. | couldn’t argue with that, but the words meafinastasia’s eyes narrow dangerously.

Lara leaned the heels of her hands on her deskaamed me, her words clipped and precise.
“You think you can simply walk into my home andusscommands and threats as it pleases
you? The world is changing, Wardens. The Counailt ishanging with it. It's only a matter of
time before it collapses under its own obsoleseaxight. This kind of high-handed arrogance
will only—"

She broke off suddenly, turning toward the windber, head tilted slightly to one side.
| blinked and traded a glance with Anastasia.
An instant later, the lights went out.

Red emergency lights snapped on immediately, thabhgi weren’t needed in the office. A
few seconds after that, a rapid, steady chimingn@dilled the room, coming from speakers on
the wall.

| looked down from the speaker to find Lara statimgntly at me.

“What's happening?” | asked her.

Her eyes widened slightly. “You don’t know?”

“How the hell should know?” | demanded, exasperated. “It's your stugdatm system!”
“Then this isn’t your doing.” She gritted her te€tBloody hell.”

Her head whipped toward the window again and ftinie tl heard it—the sound of a man
screaming in high-pitched, shameless agony.

And then | felt it: a nauseating quiverwfongnessn the air, a hideous sense of the presence
of something ancient and vile.

The skinwalker.

“We're under attack,” Lara snarled. “Come with me.”



Chapter Twenty-five

Justine knocked and entered the room, her eyes WMs. Raith?” “Security status?” Lara
asked in a calm voice.

“Unknown,” Justine said. She was breathing a liible fast. “The alarm went off and | called
Mr. Jones, but the radios cut out.”

“Most of your electronics are probably gone. Youbeen hexed,” | said. “It's a skinwalker.”
Lara turned and stared hard at me. “Are you sure?”

Anastasia nodded and drew the sword from her hifeel it, too.”

Lara nodded. “What can it do?”

“Everything | can, only better,” | said. “And it® shapeshifter. Very fast, very strong.”
“Can it be killed?”

“Yeah,” | said. “But it's probably smarter to run.”

Lara narrowed her eyes. “This thing has invadechome and hurt my people. Like hell.” She
turned, drove her fist with moderate force into @oaen wall panel and dislodged it completely.
In the empty space behind the panel was a rack kitiga belt bearing two wavy-bladed
swords and a machine pistol, like a baby Uzi. Skkekl out of her expensive shoes, shrugged
out of her coat, and began strapping on weaponstihk, how many of the blood are in the
house?”

“Four, counting you,” Justine replied immediatelyour sisters, Elisa and Natalia, and your
cousin Madeline.”

She nodded. “Wardens,” she said. “If you would matd delaying our argument for a time, |
would take it as a personal favor.”

“Hell with that,” | said. “This thing killed one ahy friends.”

Lara glanced at the two of us. “l propose a tempoaliance against this invader.”
“Concur,” Anastasia said sharply.

“Doesn’t look like there’s any way to get out qf ik said.

Gunfire erupted somewhere in the halls—multipleométic weapons all going off at the
same time.

Then there were more screams.



“Justine,” | said, holding out my hand. “Get behimé.”
The young woman hurried to comply, her expressimirseed but controlled.

Anastasia took up position on my right and Lard slp next to me on the left. Her perfume
was exquisite, and the surge of lust that hit mé la®athed it nearly had me turning to take a
bite out of her, she smelled so good.

“Its fast and tough,” | said. “And smart. But natvulnerable. We hit it from several
directions at once and ran it off.”

A shotgun boomed, much closer to us than the eajliafire had been. It was immediately
followed by the sounds of something heavy beingnel@d several times into the walls and
floor.

The psychic stench of the skinwalker abruptly teioéd and | said, “Here it comes!”

By the time | got to “it,” the skinwalker was alddathrough the door to the outer office,
seemingly moving faster than the splinters that ftéf the door when the creature shattered it.
Covered in a vell, it was just a flickering blurtime air.

| brought my shield up, focused far forward, fifithe doorway to Lara'’s office with invisible
force. The skinwalker hit the barrier with all ¢6 strength and speed. The shield held—barely—
but so much energy had gone into the impact thapsvof smoke began curling up from the
bracelet, and the skin on my wrist got singed. Sahmforce surged into my shield that it
physically drove me back across a foot of carpet.

As it hit, the energies of the skinwalker’s veihwainto conflict with those in my shield, each
canceling out the other, and for a second the wreavas visible as an immensely tall, lean,
shaggy, vaguely humanoitding with matted yellow hair and overlong forelimbsptgal in long,
almost delicate claws.

As the shield fell, Anastasia pointed a fingerha thing and hissed a word, and a blindingly
bright beam of light no thicker than a hair flashma from her finger. It was fire magic not
unlike my own, but infinitely more intense and feed and far more energy efficient. The beam
swept past the skinwalker, intersecting with itpempleft arm, and where it touched fur burned
away and flesh boiled and bubbled and blackened.

The skinwalker flashed to one side of the doorway @anished, leaving nothing behind but a
view of the smoking pinprick hole in the expenspaneling of the outer office.

| pointed my staff at the door and Lara did the sdning with the gun.
For maybe ten seconds, everything was silent.
“Where is it?” Lara hissed.

“Gone?” Justine suggested. “Maybe it got scarednwifarden Luccio hurt it.”



“No, it didn’t,” | said. “It's smart. Right now I8 looking for a better way to get to us.”

| looked around the office, trying to think likeetlenemy. “Let's see,” | said. “If was a
shapeshifting killing machine, how would | get iarg?”

The options were limited. There was the door imffrof us and the window behind us. |
turned to face the window, still looking. Silenceigned, except for the sigh of the air-
conditioning, billowing steadily into the officedm the—

From thevents

| turned and thrust my staff toward a large airtyarovered with the usual slatted steel
contraption, drew forth my will, and scream&éulminos!”

Blue-white lightning suddenly filled the air wittidkering fire, while a spear of blinding heat
and force crackled forth from my staff and slamnmd the metal vent. The metal absorbed the
electricity, and | knew it would carry it back tlugh the vent itself—and into anything inside.

There was a weird, chirping scream and then the wewer flew outward, followed by a
python-shaped blur in the air. Even as it arcedatovus, that shape flowed and changed into that
of something low-slung, stocky, and viciously pofugrike maybe a badger or a wolverine.

It hit Anastasia high on the chest and slammeddtre floor.
And on the way down, | caught a flash of golderlexgleyes dancing with sadistic glee.

| turned to kick the thing off of Anastasia, butrbdeat me to the metaphorical punch. She
slammed the barrel of her machine pistol intoldasK as if driving a beer tap into a wooden keg
with her bare hands, and pulled the trigger onithg.

Fire and noise filled the room, and the skinwalkent bouncing to one side. It hit the ground
once, twisted itself in midair and raked its claagsoss Justine’s midsection. Using the reaction
to control its momentum, it landed on its feet dmualled itself out of the room by way of the
window behind Lara’s desk.

Justine staggered and let out a small cry of pain.
Lara stared at the window for a second, her eyds vihen breathed, “Empty night.”

| turned to Anastasia but she waved me off withriangce. It didn’t look like she was
bleeding. | turned to Justine and tried to asses#ljuries. There were six horizontal lines sliced
into the soft flesh of her abdomen, as neatly agthi a scalpel. Blood was welling readily from
them—>but | didn’t think any of them had been deepugh to open the abdominal cavity or
reach an artery.

| seized Lara’s discarded coat, folded it hastlyd pressed it against Justine’s belly. “Hold it
here,” | snapped to Justine. “You've got to conthd bleeding. Hold it here.”



Her teeth were bared in pain, but she nodded aaspgd at the improvised pad with both
hands as | helped her up.

Lara looked from Justine to the window, her eyédttla wide. “Empty night,” she said again.
“I've never seen anything that fast.”

Given that | had once seen her cover ground inaa derint at maybe fifty miles an hour, |
figured she knew what she was talking about. Weewewver going to get that thing to hold still
long enough to kill it.

| went to the window, hoping to spot it, and foumgself staring into an oncoming comet of
purple flame, presumably courtesy of the skinwalkkeiell back, hurling my left arm and its
shield bracelet in an instinctive gesture, andfibiy hammer of the explosion flung me supine
to the floor.

That otherworldly shriek sounded again, mocking faridof spite, and then there was a crash
from somewhere below us.

“It's back inside the house,” | said. | offered m&nd to Anastasia to help her up. She took it,
but as | began to pull, she clenched her teeth @geream, and | eased her back onto the floor at
once.

“Can’t,” she panted, breathing hard. “It's my coliane.”

| spat out a curse. Of every kind of simple fraettirere is, a fractured collarbone is one of the
most agonizing and debilitating injuries you can. gghe wasn’'t going to be doing any more
fighting today. Hell, she wasn’t going to be doargy morestanding

The floor beneath my feet abruptly exploded. | &ekteel cable wrap my ankle and pull, and
then | was falling with a hideous stench filling mgse. | crashed down onto something that
slowed my fall but gave way, and | went farther dastill. The noise was hideous. Then the fall
stopped abruptly, though | wasn’'t quite sure whway was up. About a hundred objects
slammed into me all at the same time, poundinguving out of my lungs.

| lay there stunned for a few seconds, strugglongetmember how to breathe. The floor. The
skinwalker had smashed its way up to me througtldoe. It had pulled me down—but all the
falling debris must have crashed through the ftberskinwalker had been standing on in turn.

I'd just fallen two stories amidst maybe a ton ebds, and managed to survive it. Talk about
lucky.

And then, beneath my lower back, something moved.
The rubble shifted and a low growl began to revieteeup through it.

In a panic, | tried to force my dazed body to fleet before | could figure out how it worked,
a yellow-furred, too-long forearm exploded up olthe rubble. Quicker than you could say “the



late Harry Dresden,” its long, clawed fingers chbsdath terrible strength on my throat and shut
off my air.

Chapter Twenty-six
Here’s something a lot of people don’t know: beihgled unconsciousurts

There’s this horrible, crushing pain on your nefithlowed by an almost instant surge of
terrible pressure that feels like it's going towlgour head to tiny pieces from the inside. That's
the blood that's being trapped in your brain. Th@npsurges and ebbs in time with your
heartbeat, which is probably racing.

It doesn’t matter if you're a waifish supermodel aisteroid-popping professional wrestler,
because it isn’'t an issue of strength or willpowéts—simple physiology. If you're human and
you need to breathe, you're going down. A propepplied choke will take you from feisty to
unconscious in four or five seconds.

Of course, if the choker wants to make the victianthmore, they can be sloppy about the
choke, make it take longer.

I'll let you guess which the skinwalker preferred.

| struggled, but | might as well have saved mys®df effort. | couldn’t break the grip on my
neck. The pile of rubble shifted and surged, amah tthe skinwalker sat up out of the wreckage,
sloughing it off as easily as an arctic wolf emeggifrom a bed beneath the snow. The
skinwalker’s nightmarishly long arms hung below kisees, so as it began moving down the
hallway, | was able to get my hands and knees wmedth me, at least part of the time,
preventing my neck from snapping under the strasupporting my own weight.

| heard boots hitting hardwood. The skinwalkerdat a chuckling little growl and casually
slammed my head against the wall. Stars and fragh fijpoded my perceptions. Then | felt
myself falling through the air and landing in a tmof arms and legs that only seemed to be
connected to me in the technical sense.

| lifted dazed eyes to see the security guy fromeahtrance hall come around the corner, that
little machine gun held to his shoulder, his cheesting against the stock so that the barrel
pointed wherever his eyes were focused. When hetlsawkinwalker, uncovered from its vell,
he stopped in his tracks. To his credit, he coultiave hesitated for more than a fraction of a
second before he opened fire.

Bullets zipped down the hall, so close that | cchdde reached out a hand and touched them.
The skinwalker flung itself to one side, a golderd blur, and rebounded off the wall toward
the gunman, its form changing. Then it leapt it &ir, flipping its body as it did, and suddenly
a spider the size of a subcompact car was racorgahe ceiling toward the security guy.

At that point, he impressed me again. He turnedrand sprinting around a corner with the
skinwalker coming hard behind.



“Now!” someone called, as the skinwalker reachedititersection of the two hallways, and a
sudden howl of thunder filled the hallways with seiand light. Bullets ripped into the floor, the
wall, and the ceiling, coming from some point otisight around the corner, filling the air with
splinters of shattered hardwood.

The skinwalker let out a deafening caterwaul ohpmad boundless fury. The gunfire reached
a thunderous, frantic crescendo.

Then men began screaming.

| tried to push myself to my feet, but someone kedthe hallway on tumble dry, and | fell
down again. | kept trying. Whoever had made thédtalt acting like a Laundromat dryer had to
run out of quarters eventually. By using the wlathanaged to make it to my knees.

| heard a soft sound behind me. | turned my headrtyy toward the source of the noise and
saw three pale, lithe forms drop silently from tfi@ors above through the hole that the
skinwalker had made. The first was Lara Raith. &hein her skirt up one side, almost all the
way to her hip, and when she landed in a silentarpshe looked cold and feral and dangerous
with her sword in one hand and her machine pisttthé other.

The other two women were vampires as well, thele g&in shining with eerie beauty, their
eyes glittering like polished silver coins—the eistJustine had mentioned, | presumed. | guess
I'd arrived in the middle of the night, vampire &mand gotten some people out of bed. The first
sister wore nothing but weapons and silver bodycpigs, which gleamed on one eyebrow, one
nostril, her lower lip, and her nipples. Her dadirthad been cropped close to her head except
for where her bangs fell to veil one of her eyex] ahe carried a pair of wavy-bladed swords
like Lara’s.

The second seemed to be taller and more muscuarthie other two. She wore what looked
like a man’s shirt, closed with only a single buttéler long hair was a mess, still tousled from
sleep, and she held an exotic-looking axe in hedsaits blade honed along a concave edge
instead of the more conventional convex one.

Without any visible signal, they all started pravgiforward at the same time—andniais a
prowl, an atavistic, feline motion that carried wkaere very clearly predators forward in total
silence. Lara paused when she reached me, glanvezdy injuries with cold silver eyes and
whispered, “Stay down.”

No problem] thought dully.Down is easy.

The screaming stopped with a last stuttering bofsigunfire. The security guy came
staggering around the corner. Blood matted his &adr covered half of his face. There was a
long tear through his jacket on the left side. ldfs arm hung uselessly, but he still gripped the
handle of his miniature assault weapon with hiktrigdle wavered and dropped to one knee as he
spotted the three vampires.

Lara gestured with a hand, and the other two spoedédnd moved forward, while she came
to the side of the wounded guard. “What happened?”



“We hit it,” he said, his voice slurred. “We hitwith everything. Didn’t even slow it down.
They're dead. They're all dead.”

“You're bleeding,” Lara said in a calm tone. “Getiind me. Defend the wizard.”
He nodded unsteadily. “Yeah. Okay.”

Lara’s guy had to be either incredibly lucky orlhegood to have survived a close-quarters
battle with the skinwalker. | stared dully at setyuguy for a second before my impact-addled
brain sent up a warning flag. Nobody was that lucky

“Laral” | choked out.

Security guy turned in a blur of motion, sweepihg tmachine gun at Lara’s head like a
club—but she had begun moving the instant she’ddhegy warning and he missed knocking
her head off her shoulders by a fraction of an .irglhe flung herself to one side and rolled as
security guy’s other arm flashed out, lengtheningd sprouting yellow fur and claws as it came.
She avoided the worst of it, but the skinwalketaas left a triple line of incisions down one
shapely thigh, and they welled with blood a litte pale and pearly to be human.

The skinwalker followed her motion, surging forwaitd body broadening and thickening into
the form of something like a great bear with ovagdijaws and vicious fangs. It overbore her by
sheer mass, slapping and raking with its clawedspawapping with its steely jaws. | heard a
bone break, heard Lara cry out in rage—and theskimvalker flew straight up into the ceiling,
its head and shoulders slamming into it with sumicd that it went cleanly through it, and out
onto the floor above.

Lara had rolled to her back, and had launched himg taway from her with her legs. They
were long and smoothly muscled and utterly desiablen as she lowered them and rolled
lightly to her feet, holding one arm tucked in @de her side. Her skin shone with cold, alien
power, and her eyes had become spheres of pure.v8fie stared at the ceiling for a few
seconds, slowly lifting and straightening her asrshe did.

Her forearm had received a compound fracture. ldceee bone poking out through the flesh.
But over the next few seconds, the flesh seemeigppte and become more malleable. The bone
withdrew, vanishing beneath the skin of her arm—nethe hole that the bone had torn in the
skin sealed slowly closed, and in ten seconds Idctieven tell she’d been hurt.

She turned those empty white eyes to me and sttrede with an expression of focused
naked hunger. For a second, | felt my body respunth her desire, even as woozy as | was, but
that was quickly snuffed out by a surge of nausdarned my head and threw up onto the
expensive floor while my head and neck screamek patn.

When | looked up again, Lara had turned her heaaydwom me. She picked up her fallen
weapon—nbut the machine pistol had been bent irecstrape of a comma by a blow from the
skinwalker’s sledgehammer paws. She discardeddbvered her sword, and drew the matching
weapon from her belt. She was breathing quickly—naffort, but in raw excitement, and the



tips of her breasts strained against her dirtieoud®. She licked her lips slowly and said,
evidently for my benefit, “I sometimes see Madebngoint.”

There was a feminine scream from somewhere closa biallenge that was answered by a
leonine roar that shook the hallway. The shortdahisister flew into the wall at the T
intersection ahead, and collapsed like a rag dbkre were sounds of swift motion from around
the corner, and a gasp.

Then silence.

A moment later, a blur came around the corner, ginagthe axe-wielding sister’s limp form
by the hair. The veil faded as the skinwalker caitoser, once more showing us its bestial, not-
quite-human form. It stopped in front of us, maybe feet away. Then, quite casually, it lifted
one of the unconscious vampire’s hands to its famgeuth and, never looking away from Lara,
calmly nipped off a finger and swallowed it.

Lara narrowed her eyes, and her rich mouth spiit enwide, hungry smile. “Did you need a
break before we continue?”

The skinwalker spoke, its voice weirdly modulated, if several different creatures were
approximating speech at the same time. “Break?”

With the word, it calmly snapped the vampire giléft arm in midhumerus.
Hell’s bells.
“I am going to kill you,” Lara said calmly.

The skinwalker laughed. It was a hideous soundtld_phage. Even here at the center of your
power, you could not stop me. Your warriors layirsl¥ our fellow phages are fallen. Even the
foolish pretenders to power visiting your houseldawot stop me.”

I'd gotten enough of my head back together to pugkelf to my feet. Lara never looked at
me, but | could sense her attention on me nonetbelalidn’t have time to gather my will for a
magical strike. The skinwalker would feel me doihigng before it became a fact.

Fortunately, | plan for such contingencies.

The eight silver rings | wore, one on each of nmgérs, served a couple of purposes. The
triple bands of silver were moderately heavy, drichad to slug someone, they made a passably
good imitation of brass knuckles. But their maimgmse was to store back a little kinetic energy
every time | moved one of my arms. It took a whdebuild up a charge, but when they were
ready to go, | could release the force stored cheag with instant precision. A blast from a
single band of a ring could knock a big man off f@et and take the fight out of him in the
process. There were three bands to each ring—whedmt that | had a dozen times that much
force ready to go on each hand.



| didn’t bother to say anything to Lara. | justdifl my right fist and triggered every ring on it,
unleashing a pile driver of kinetic energy at thenwalker. Lara bounded forward at the same
instant, swords spinning, ready to lay into thenskdlker when my strike threw it off balance and
distracted it.

But the skinwalker lifted its left hand, fingersooked into a familiar defensive gesture, and
the wave of force that should have knocked itaagr teakettle bounced back from it like light
from a mirror—and struck Lara full-on instead.

Lara let out a startleavhuff as the equivalent force of a speeding car slamimid her,
knocked her back, and flattened her against thenchof rubble still filling the hallway behind
me.

The skinwalker's mouth split into a leering smileits own, and its bestial voice purred,
“Break, little phage. Break.”

Lara gasped and lifted herself up with her armg. Wwhate eyes were fixed on the skinwalker,
her lips twisted into a defiant snarl.

| stood there staring at the skinwalker. It wasdhand | had to use the wall to help me
balance. Then | took a deep breath and stepped fmaraythe wall, moving very carefully, until
| stood between the skinwalker and Lara. | turreethce it squarely.

“Okay,” | said. “Let’s have it.”

“Have what, pretender?” the skinwalker growled.

“You aren’t here to kill us,” | said. “You could taa done it by now.”
“Oh, so true,” it murmured, its eyes dancing withliious pleasure.

“You don't have to gloat about it, prick,” | mutest under my breath. Then | addressed the
skinwalker again. “You must want to talk. So whyndgyou just say what you came to say?”

The skinwalker studied me, and idly nipped anofimgrer from the unconscious vampire girl.
It chewed slowly, with some truly unsettling snappi popping sounds, and then swallowed.
“You will trade with me.”

| frowned. “Trade?”

The skinwalker smiled again and tugged somethiog faround its neck with one talon. Then
it caught the object and tossed it to me. | cattghttwas a silver pentacle necklace, a twin to my
own, if considerably less battered and worn.

It was Thomas's necklace.
My belly went cold.

“Trade,” the skinwalker said. “Thomas of Raith. Floe doomed warrior.”



| eyed the thing. So it wanted Morgan, too. “Sugpbtll you to fuck off.”

“I will no longer be in a playful mood,” it purredl will come for you. I will kill you. I will
kill your blood, your friends, your beasts. | wiill the flowers in your home and the trees in
your tiny fields. | will visit such death upon wieaer is yours that your very name will be
remembered only in curses and tales of terror.”

| believed the creature.

No reflexive comeback quip sprang from my lips. &iwvhat I'd seen of the skinwalker’s
power, | had to give that one a five-star ratinglomthreatometer.

“And to encourage you . . .” Its gaze shifted tad.a'lf the wizard does not obey, | will
unmake you as well. | will do it every bit as egsas | have done today. And it will bring me
intense pleasure to do so.”

Lara stared at the skinwalker with pure white eyes,expression locked into a snarl of hate.

“Do you understand me, little phage? You and tlutimg bag of flesh you've attached
yourself to?”

“l understand,” Lara spat.

The skinwalker’s smile widened for an instant. tHe doomed warrior is not delivered to me
by sundown tomorrow, | will begin my hunt.”

“It might take more time than that,” | said.

“For your sake, pretender, pray it does not.” Iy ifflung the unconscious vampire away from
it, to land in a heap atop the other sister. “Yoaymeach me through his speaking devices,” the
skinwalker said.

Then it leapt lightly up through one of the holeghe ceiling, and was gone.
| slumped against the wall, almost falling.
“Thomas,” | whispered.

That nightmare had my brother.

Chapter Twenty-seven

Lara took charge of the aftermath. A dozen secuyyiigrds were dead, another dozen maimed
and crippled. The walls in the hallway where thearrgs had sprung their ambush were so
covered in blood that it looked like they had bgamted red. At least a dozen more personnel
hadn’t been able to reach the battle before it oxas, it had all happened so swiftly—which
meant that there was someone available to helgiztatihe wounded and clean up the bodies.



The skinwalker's hex had effectively destroyed gvadio and cell phone in the Chateau, but
the land lines, based on much older, simpler telclyyp were still up. Lara called in a small
army of other employees, including the medicalfstedt the Raiths kept on retainer.

| sat with my back against the wall while all thiappened, a little apart from the activity. It
seemed appropriate. My head hurt. When scratchingch, | noticed that there was a wide
stripe of mostly dried blood covering my left eadaspreading down my neck. Must have been a
scalp wound. They bleed like crazy.

After some indeterminately fuzzy length of timelobked up to see Lara supervising the
movement of her two wounded relatives. The two Jaespwere liberally smeared with their
own blood, and both were senseless. When they gared off in stretchers, the medics began
helping wounded security guards, and Lara walkext ty me.

She knelt down in front of me, her pale grey eyascealing whatever thought was behind
them. “Can you stand, wizard?”

“Can,” | said. “Don’'t want to.”

She lifted her chin slightly and looked down at mage hand on her hip. “What have you
gotten my little brother involved in?”

“Wish | knew,” | said. “I'm still trying to figureout where the bullets are coming from.”

She folded her arms. “The doomed warrior. The skiker meant the fugitive Warden, |
presume.”

“It's one way to interpret that.”

Lara studied me intently and suddenly smiled, shgwieat white teeth. “You have him. He
came to you for help.”

“Why the hell would you think that?” | asked.

“Because people in hopeless situations come tdfgohelp on a regular basis. And you help
them. It's what you do.” She tapped her chin witke dinger. “Now, to decide what is more
advantageous. To play along with the skinwalkeeémdnds. Or to write Thomas off as a loss,
take the Warden from you, and turn him into fresiitigcal capital for those who are hunting
him. There is a rather substantial reward for hjstare or death.”

| eyed her dully. “You're going to play along. Yee’ hoping that you'll be able to act
reluctant and get some concessions from me in exehtor your cooperation, but you’re going
to give it to me anyway.”

“And why should | do that?” Lara asked.



“Because after the coup attempt in the Deeps, Thasma White Court celebrity. If you let
some big bad shagnasty come along and kill hinr &@ftepenly defies you in your own home,
you look weak. We both know you can't live with tha

“And by giving in to his demands, | avoid the appeme of weakness?” she asked
skeptically. “No, Dresden.”

“Damn right, no,” | said. “You’re going to play alg, set Shagnasty up, and then take him out
in the true, treacherous tradition of the White @oou get Thomas back. You lay low a
heavyweight. You gain status among your own folk.”

She narrowed her eyes at me, her expression giviagno hint to the direction of her
thoughts. Then she said, “And when that is donatwh should take the Warden and turn him
over to the White Council myself? It would be anfaalable bargaining chip to bring to the table
with your folk in the future.”

“Sure it would. But you won’t do that.”

“Won't I?” Lara asked. “What’s stopping me?”

“lam.”

“| always enjoy dealing with a man possessing d-deNeloped sense of self-worth.”

It was my turn to show my teeth in a smile. “Sluggmatches aren’t your style, Lara. If you
play this situation right, it will further your repation and influence. Why jeopardize that by
throwing down with me?”

“Mmmm,” she said, her eyes wandering over me. 8hesmoothed her skirt with one hand,
instantly drawing my eyes to the pale length ofthshowing through the torn seam. Trickles of
blood from her wounds slithered lovingly over snodiesh. “I wonder, occasionally, what it
might be like to throw down with you Dresden. Totgdhe mat. | wonder what might happen.”

| licked my lips and jerked my eyes away with afoetf incapable of speech.
“Do you know how to really control someone, HarrgPie asked, her voice a low purr.
| cleared my throat and rasped, “How?”

Her pale grey eyes were huge and deep. “Give théat whey want. Give them what they
need. Give them what no one else can give. If yaudo that, they’ll come back to you again
and again.” She leaned down close and whisperedyiaar, “| know what | can give you, Harry.
Shall I tell you?”

| swallowed and nodded, not daring to look at her.

“Surcease,” she breathed into my ear. “I can maké&p hurting, wizard. | can take away the
pains of the body. Of the mind. Of the heart. Fétti@ time, | could give you something no one



else can—freedom from your burdens of responsyalitd conscience.” She leaned even closer,
until 1 could feel the coolness of the air arourd lips. “Sweet Dresden. | could give you peace.
Imagine closing your eyes with no worries, no paia,fears, no regrets, no appetites, and no
guilt. Only quiet and darkness and stillness andlesh against yours.”

| shivered. | couldn’t stop myself.

“l can give you that,” Lara said, her lips slinkimgo a smile. “You wear your pain like a suit
of armor. But one day, it will be too heavy to beand you’ll remember this moment. And
you’ll know who can give you what you need.” Shiedat a small, sensual sigh. “I don’t require
more food, Dresden. | have that in plenty. But grga . . . You and | could do much together
that we could not alone.”

“Sounds swell,” | croaked, barely able to get therde out. “Maybe we’ll start with getting
Thomas back.”

She straightened her spine and leaned back fromhereheautiful pale face full of lust and
hunger. She closed her eyes and stretched aititjiace, the way cats sometimes will. It was a
mind-numbing display of lithe femininity. She noddslowly, then rose and regarded me with
her usual cool detachment. “You're right, of couBasiness first. You want me to help you.”

“I want you to help yourself,” | said. “We’'ve botjot the same problem.”
“And that would be?” she asked.

“Traitors within the organization,” | said. “Inaitg conflict and destabilizing the balance of
power.”

She arched a raven black eyebrow. “The Wardemiscent?”
“Only if | can find the guy who set him up.”
“You think there’s a connection between your tragod the skinwalker.”

“And another connection that led me here,” | sd@ne of your folk paid that lawyer and
rewired her head.”

Lara’s mouth twisted with distaste. “If that's truben someone was hideously gauche. One
never leaves such obvious and overt blocks behimtl-especially not in a contact only one
layer removed. Such things call too much attentiothemselves.”

“So,” | said. “A White Court vampire who is gauchmjert, impatient. Oh, and who did not
show up to defend the homestead when the skinwhlikdee in. And who Thomas recently beat
and humiliated in public.”

“Madeline,” Lara murmured.



“Madeline,” | said. “I think whoever is pulling th&rings on this operation is using her. | think
we need to find her and follow the strings back® puppeteer.”

“‘How?”

| reached into my duster pocket and took out theeslof paper with Morgan’'s supposed
account on it, along with a photocopy of the huggasit check. “Find out who set up this
account. Find out where the money came from.” kpdsher the pages. “After that, see if you
can't find some way to track down where Thomaslsgi®one is.”

“His cell phone?”

“Shagnasty said we could contact him by calling mMae’s phones. Isn’t there some way that
they can track where those things are?”

“It depends on a number of factors.”

“Well I'm betting the skinwalker doesn’t have a saohption to Popular ScienceHe'll
probably have some kind of countermeasure for ekitng spell, but he might not even realize
that it's possible to physically trace the phone.”

“I'll see what | can find out,” she said. One oftimedics approached us and stood back
respectfully. Lara turned to the young man. “Yes?”

He held up a clipboard. “The triage report you vealit

She held out her hand. He passed her the clipbamitihe didn’t want to move his feet too
close to her. Lara scanned over the topmost pagemairmured, “Hennesy and Callo both have
broken backs?”

“It'll take an X-ray to confirm it,” the medic saidervously. “But from what | was told, the,
uh, the attacker just broke them over his knee @mdw them down. They're paralyzed.
Probably permanently.”

“And Wilson lost both eyes,” Lara murmured.

The medic avoided looking at her. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Very well,” Lara said. “Take Hennesy to Natali@lambers. Callo will go to Elisa.”

“Yes, ma’am. Should | send Wilson to the infirmdry?

Lara stared at him with absolutely no expressionhen lovely face. Then she said, “No,
Andrew. I'll come for him in a moment.” She heldtdbe clipboard, and the medic took it and
hurried away.

| watched Lara for a moment and said, “You're gotogkill those men. When Elisa and
Natalia wake up . . .”



“They will feed and their lives will be spared. Aoying as it may be to lose what | invested in
those men, | can replace hired guns,” she saichrihot so easily replace members of my family
and my House. As their leader, it is my responigybid provide adequate care and sustenance in
times of need—particularly when loyalty to the Heus what created that need.”

“They’re your own men,” | said.

“That was before they became useless to the Hoake,feplied. “They know too much of our
internal affairs to be allowed to leave. Lives mhbetlost if my kin are to survive their injuries.
Rather than inflict that upon one who can stilldbeise to us, | preserve lives by seeing to it that
these men serve us one last time.”

“Yeah. You're a real humanitarian. A regular MotAeresa.”

She turned that flat, empty gaze to me again. “Aatwpoint did you forget that | am a
vampire, Dresden? A monster. A habitually neatijt@otivil, and efficient monster.” Her eyes
drifted down the hallway, to where a well-musclemiyg man was being helped to sit down,
while a medic secured bandages over his eyes.dtarad intently at him, the color of her eyes
lightening to silver, and her lips parted slightllyam what | am.”

| felt sick to my stomach. | pushed myself to mgtfeand said, “So am I.”
She glanced obliquely at me. “Is that a threatsDea?”
| shook my head. “Just a fact. One day I'm gointgte you down.”

Her eyes went back to the wounded man, her ligirghito one side in a smirk. “One day,”
she murmured. “But not today.”

“No. Not today.”

“Is there anything else | can do for you, wizarahe#”
“Yeah,” | said.

She glanced at me and raised an eyebrow.

“I need a car.”

Chapter Twenty-eight

| sort of shambled up one floor and down a wingh® €hateau’s infirmary, escorted there by a
guard who was being very careful not to limp on@mded leg. The skinwalker had smacked
my bean against hardwood and knocked something lddslt fairly confident that if | jumped
up and down and wiggled my head, my brain wouldrslequishily around the inside of my
skull.

Not that | was going to be doing any of those tkinyalking was hard enough.



In the infirmary, | found a white-coated young wom&nding to the wounded. She moved
with the brisk professional manner of a doctor, a@g just finishing seeing to Justine’s injuries.
The young woman was laid out on a bed, her midseawathed in bandages, her eyes glazed
with the distant, peaceful expression of someongamd drugs.

Anastasia sat on the bed next to Justine’s, hek blmaight, her expression calm. Her right
arm was bound up close against her body in a hilntk sling. She came to her feet as | entered
the room. She looked a little pale and shaky, & stood without leaning on her slender
wooden staff. “We’re leaving now?”

“Yeah,” | said. | moved to her side to support lf¥ou okay to walk?”

She leaned her staff toward me, stopping me fromimg any closer, though she smiled
slightly as she did. “I'll bloody well walk out dfere,” she said. And she said it in an atrocious
Scottish accent.

| lifted both eyebrows at her in shock. “You tole iyou fell asleep duringighlander”

Her dark eyes sparkled. “I always say that whend myself at a vintage movie showing at a
drive-in theater while in the company of a man teaturies younger than me.”

“And not because you didn’t want to hurt my feeingith your professional opinion of the
swordsmanship on display?”

“Young men can be so delicate,” she said, her désplaking a brief appearance.
“We should get you to a hospital,” | said, noddatdher sling.

She shook her head. “The break is set back in @leady. From here, all one can do is wear
a sling and wait for it to stop hurting so badly.”

| grimaced. “I've got some meds at my place.”

She smiled again, but this time | could see how hmsbe was straining to keep up
appearances. “That would be lovely.”

“Harry,” said a soft voice.

| turned to face the wounded Justine, who lookesh@twvith drowsy eyes. | turned to the bed
and bent down to smile at her. “Hey there.”

“We heard that thing talking,” she said. All therthaconsonants in her words had blurred,
rounded edges. “We heard it talking to you and ’ara

| glanced up at Anastasia, who gave me a shorbhbdr head.

“Yeah,” | said to Justine. | desperately did notntvher to say anything she ought not to be
saying. “I'll take care of it.”



Justine smiled at me, though she looked like shidduardly keep her eyes open. “I know you
will. He loves you, you know.”

| did notlook up at Anastasia. “Uh. Yeah.”

Justine took my hand in one of hers, her eyes negébr mine. “He always worried that he’'d
never be able to talk to you. That the world he €drom was so different. That he wouldn’t
know enough about being human to relate. That hddm& know about being a br—"

“Brass-plated pain in my ass,” | said. “He knowattplenty well.” | avoided her eyes. The last
thing | needed was to endure another soulgaze flustine, you need to rest. I'll dig him up.
Don’t worry.”

She smiled again and her eyes closed all the wégu'te like family to me, Harry. You
always care.”

| bowed my head, embarrassed, and settled Justia@ds back on the bed, then tugged the
thin hospital blankets up over her.

Anastasia watched me with thoughtful eyes as | did.

We walked back to the front of the house, and thestairly fresh plaster that might have hidden
ridiculously lethal booby traps, out over a frootgh the size of a tennis court, and down several
steps to the circular drive, where the car Laraleatime was waiting.

| stopped so suddenly that Anastasia nearly waitkiedmy back. She caught her balance with
a hiss of discomfort, and then looked up and cabghbreath. “Oh, my.”

Nearly two tons of British steel and chrome sanglin the drive. Its purring engine sounded
like a sewing machine. The white Rolls limo wasadth model, something right out of a pulp-
fiction adventure film, and it was in gorgeous ciiod. Its panels shone, freshly waxed and
without blemish, and the chrome of its grill gleah®seenna in the light of dusk over the Chateau.

| walked down to peer inside the Rolls. The paseesgating in the back was larger than my
freaking apartment. Or at least it looked that walye interior was all silver-grey and white
leather and similarly colored woodwork, polishedatglowing sheen and accented with silver.
The carpet on the floor of the Rolls was thicked amore luxurious than a well-kept lawn.

“Wow,” | said quietly.

Anastasia, standing beside me, breathed, “That/er& of bloody art.”
“Wow,” | said quietly.

“Look at the filigree.”

| nodded. “Wow.”

Anastasia gave me a sidelong look. “And there’'sifglef room in back.”



| blinked and looked at her.

Her expression was innocent and bland. “All I'm isgyis that itis rather crowded in your
apartment right now. . . ."

“Anastasia,” | said. | felt my face getting a tvarm.

The dimples reappeared. She was just teasing neeuode. In her condition it would be some
time before she could engage in that kind of atgtivi

“What model is this?” she asked.
“Um,” | said. “Well, it's a Rolls-Royce. It's . .I.think it's from before World War Two. . . .”

“It's a Rolls-Royce Silver Wraith, of course,” saldgra’s voice from behind me. “At this
house? What else would it be?”

| looked over my shoulder, to see Lara Raith stagth the shadowy doorway of the house.

“You have special needs, obviously,” she said. ‘ISprovided you with an appropriate
vintage. Nineteen thirty-nine.” She folded her arnagher smugly, | thought, and said, “Bring it
back with a full tank.”

| tilted my head at her in a gesture that wasnitegan affirmation, and muttered, as | opened
the passenger-side door, “The loan officer willdné&w run a check on my credit first. What's this
thing get, about two gallons per mile?”

Anastasia slid into the car with a brief sound istdmfort. | winced and held out my hands in
case she fell back, but she managed it withoutodingr difficulty. | shut the door, and caught a
glimpse of Lara taking a sudden step forward.

She focused sharply on Anastasia for a moment—famdupon me.

Lara’s eyes flickered several shades paler asipetips parted in dawning realization. A very
slow smile crept over her mouth as she stared at me

| turned away from her rather hurriedly, got inh® tRolls, and got it moving. And | didn’t
look back again until the vampires’ house was fikes behind us.

Anastasia let me get most of the way back to toefore she looked at me and said, “Harry?”

*Hmmm?” | asked. Driving the Rolls was like drivirgtank. It had all kinds of momentum
behind it, no power steering, and no power brakesas a vehicle that demanded that | pay my
respects to the laws of physics and think a ligitdurther ahead than | otherwise might.

“Is there something you want to tell me?” she asked

“Dammit,” | muttered.



She watched me with eyes much older than the femend them. “You were hoping | didn’t
hear Justine.”

“Yeah.”
“But I did.”
| drove for another minute or two before askingréAou sure?”

She considered that for a moment before she saitk gently, “Are you sure there’s nothing
you want to tell me?”

“I have nothing to say to Captain Luccio,” | sdidcame out harder than | had anticipated.

She reached out and put her left hand on my righere it rested on the gearshift. “What
about to Anastasia?” she asked.

| felt my jaw tighten. It took me a moment to makem relax and ask, “Do you have any
family?”

“Yes,” she said. “Technically.”
“Technically?”

“The men and women | grew up with, who | knew? Theyeen dead for generations. Their
descendants are living all over Italy, in Greeaq] ¢here are a few in Algeria—but it isn’t as
though they invite their great-great-great-gre&atngreat-grandaunt to their Christmas

celebrations. They're strangers.”
| frowned, thinking that over, and looked at he&trangers.”

She nodded. “Most people aren’t willing to accepadical fact like the life span of our kind,
Harry. There are some families who have—Martha itipdor example, lives with one of her
multiple-great-granddaughters and her children. fostly, it ends badly when wizards try to
stay too close to their kin.” She bowed her heggpagently studying her sling as she spoke. “I
look in on them every five or six years, withouéti knowing. Keep an eye out for any of the
children who might develop a talent.”

“But you had a real family once,” | said.

She sighed and looked out the window. “Oh, yewals a very long time ago.”

“I remember my father, a little. But | was raisedaphan.”

She winced. Dio, Harry.” Her fingers squeezed mine. “You never haglone, did you?”

“And if | did find someone,” | said, feeling my tait constricting as | spoke, “I would do
anything necessary to protect him. Anything.”



Anastasia looked out the window, letting out a leésvhat sounded like anger. “Margaret.
You selfish bitch.”

| blinked and looked at her, and nearly got us lkthd when a passing car cut me off and |
almost couldn’t stop the monster Rolls in time. ti¥o. . you knew my mother?”

“All the Wardens knew her,” Anastasia said quietly.
“She was a Warden?”

Anastasia was silent for a moment before shakinghbad. “She was considered a threat to
the Laws of Magic.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that she made it a point to dance asdothe edge of breaking the Laws as she
possibly could whenever she got the chance,” Asasteplied. “It took her all of a year after
she was admitted to the Council to start agitatimghange.”

| had to focus on the road. This was more thandl énzer heard from anyone in the Council
about the enigmatic figure who had given me lifey Mands were sweating and my heart was
thudding. “What kind of change?”

“She was furious that ‘the Laws of Magic have noghio do with right and wrong.” She
pointed out how wizards could use their abilitiedbilk people out of their money, to intimidate
and manipulate them, to steal wealth and propeoiy fothers or destroy it outright, and that so
long as the Laws were obeyed, the Council wouldndthing whatsoever to stop them or
discourage others from following their example. Stented to reform the Council’s laws to
embrace concepts of justice as well as limitinggpecific use of magic.”

| frowned. “Wow. What a monster.”
She exhaled slowly. “Can you imagine what wouldgeapif she’d had her way?”
“I wouldn’t have been unjustly persecuted by thertiéas for years?”

Anastasia’s lips firmed into a line. “Once a bodyaws describing justice was applied to the
Council, it would only be a short step to usingttbady to involve the Council in events
happening in the outside world.”

“Gosh, yeah,” | said. “You're right. A bunch of vams trying to effect good in the world
would be awful.”

“Whose good?” Anastasia asked calmly. “No one isiajuist villain in his own mind, Harry.
Even—perhaps evesspecially—-those who are the worst of us. Some of the crugyesnts in
history were motivated by noble ideals, or maddad®that they would call *hard but necessary
steps’ for the good of their nation. We're all tiero of our own story.”



“Yeah. It was really hard to tell who the good gaysl bad guys were in World War Two.”

She rolled her eyes. “You've read the historiestemi by the victors of that war, Harry. As
someone who lived through it, | can tell you thiathee time of the war, there was a great deal
less certainty. There were stories of atrocitie&armany, but for every one that was true, there
were another five or six that weren’'t. How couldedmave told the difference between the true
stories, the propaganda, and simple fabricatioalsnayths created by the people of the nations
Germany had attacked?”

“Might have been a bit easier if there’d been aandzor three around to help,” | said.

She gave me an oblique look. “Then by your argumgati would have had the White
Council destroy the United States.”

“What?”

“Your government has drenched its hands in innobdoad as well,” she replied, still calm.
“Unless you think the Indian tribesmen whose lawdse conquered were somehow the villains
of the piece.”

| frowned over that one. “We’ve gone sort of faekltf from my mother.”

“Yes. And no. What she proposed would inevitablweharawn the Council into mortal
conflicts, and therefore into mortal politics. Tetle the truth—if the Council, today, declared
war upon America for its past crimes and curreittag, would you obey the order to attack?”

“Hell, no,” | said. “The U.S. isn’t a perfect plgceut it's better than most people have
managed to come up with. And all my stuff is there.

She smiled faintly. “Exactly. And since the Counsilmade up of members from all over the
world, it would mean that no mattaherewe acted, we would almost certainly be faced with
dissidence and desertion from those who felt theimelands wronged.” She shrugged—and
grimaced in pain before arresting the motion. “Isely would have issues if the Council acted
against any of the lands where my family has sktthey may not remember me, but the
reverse is not true.”

| thought about what she’d said for a long mom&nthat you're saying is that the Council
would have to turn on some of its own.”

“And how many times would that happen before tlveaeno Council?” she asked. “Wars and
feuds can live for generations even when thend a group of wizards involved. Settling the
conflicts would have required even more involvemamnnortal affairs.”

“You mean control,” | said quietly. “You mean the@cil seeking political power.”

She gave me a knowing look. “One of the things thakes me respect you more than most
young people is your appreciation for history. Bely. And for gaining control over others, for
gathering great power to oneself, there is no baitd than black magic.”



“Which is what the Laws of Magic cover already.”

She nodded. “And so the Council limits itself. Amgzard is free to act in whatever manner he
chooses with his power—provided he doesn't breakadrihe Laws. Without resorting to black
magic, the amount of damage an individual canahfin mortal society is limited. As harsh an
experience as it has created for you, Harry, thesLaf Magic are not about justice. The White
Council is not about justice. They are about résing power.” She smiled faintly. “And,
occasionally, the Council manages to do some ggogrbtecting mankind from supernatural
threats.”

“And that’s good enough for you?” | asked.

“It isn’t perfect,” she admitted. “But it's bettéhan anything else we’ve come up with. And
the things I've spent my lifetime building are tbgr

“Touché,” | said.
“Thank you.”
| stroked her fingers with my thumb. “So you’re s&ymy mother was short-sighted.”

“She was a complex woman,” Anastasia said. “Bnljaerratic, passionate, committed,
idealistic, talented, charming, insulting, boldcantious, arrogant—and short-sighted, yes.
Among a great many other qualities. She loved panbut the areas of ‘grey’ magic, as she
called them, and constantly questioning their iegity.” She shrugged. “The Senior Council
tasked the Wardens to keep an eye on her. Whicldaags near impossible.”

“Why?”

“The woman had a great many contacts among the Hegt's why everyone called her
Margaret LaFey. She knew more Ways through the Mewer than anyone I've ever seen,
before or since. She could be in Beijing at brestkiRome at lunch, and Seattle for supper and
stop for coffee in Sydney and Capetown in betwe&hé sighed. “Margaret vanished once, for
four or five years. Everyone assumed that she’dllfirrun afoul of something in Faerie. She
never seemed able to restrain her tongue, even slieeknew better.”

“I wonder what that's like.”

Anastasia gave me a rather worn sad smile. “Butdél@t spend all that time in Faerie, did
she?”

| looked up at the rearview mirror, back toward @aa Raith.
“And Thomas is the son of the White King himself.”

| didn't answer.



She exhaled heavily. “You look so different fronmhiExcept perhaps for something in the
jaw. The shape of the eyes.”

| didn’t say anything until we got to the apartmerte Rolls went together with the gravel lot
like champagne and Cracker Jacks. | turned thenergfif and listened to it click as it began to
cool down. The sun was gone over the horizon biytthne, and the lengthening shadows began
to trigger streetlights.

“Are you going to tell anyone?” | asked quietly.

She looked out the window as she considered thstigne Then she said, “Not unless | think
it relevant.”

| turned to look at her. “You know what will happ#énhey know. They’ll use him.”
She gazed straight out the front of the car. “Iwrio

| spoke quietly to put all the weight | could intach word | spoke next. “Over. My. Dead.
Body.”

Anastasia closed her eyes for a moment, and op#rexd again. Her expression never
flickered. She took her hand slowly, reluctantlpnfr mine and put it in her lap. Then she
whispered, “I pray to God it never comes to that.”

We sat in the car separately.
It seemed larger and colder, for some reason. ildmece seemed deeper.
Luccio lifted her chin and looked at me. “What wjitiu do now?”

“What do you think?” | clenched my fists so that knyuckles popped, rolled my neck once,
and opened the door. “I'm going to find my brother.

Chapter Twenty-nine

Two hours and half a dozen attempted tracking spedés, | snarled and slapped a stack of
notepads off the corner of the table in my subbaseraboratory. They thwacked against the
wall beneath Bob the Skull's shelf, and fell to ttwncrete floor.

“It was to be expected,” Bob the Skull said, veryegly. Orange lights like the flickers of
distant campfires glittered in the eye socketshef bleached human skull that sat on its own
shelf high up on one wall of my lab, bracketed Ihg temains of dozens of melted candles and
half a dozen paperback romances. “The parent-id-&hood bond is much more sympathetic
than that shared by half siblings.”

| glared at the skull and also kept my voice doWfau just can’t go a day without saying that
you told me so.”



“I can't help it if you're wrong all the time yebatinually ignore my advice, sahib. I'm just a
humble servant.”

| couldn’t scream at my nonmaterial assistant wither people in the apartment above me, so
| consoled myself by snatching up a pencil fromearby work shelf and flinging it at him. Its
eraser end hit the skull between the eyes.

“Jealousy, thy name is Dresden,” Bob said withaugpisigh.

| paced up and down the length of my lab, burnifigrastrated energy. It wasn't much of a
walk. Five paces, turn, five paces, turn. It wadaak little concrete box of a room. Work
benches lined three of the walls, and | had instatheap wire shelving above them. The work
benches and shelves were crowded with all mannepodafs and ends, books, reagents,
instruments, various bits of gear needed for alghemd scores of books and notebooks.

A long table in the middle of the room was curremibvered by a canvas tarp, and the floor at
the far end of the lab had a perfect circle of propper embedded in it. The remains of several
differently structured tracking attempts were smrait on the floor around the circle, while the
props and foci from the most recent failure weiléisside it.

“One of them should have gotten memething | told Bob. “Maybe not a full lock on
Thomas’s position—but &g in the right direction, at least.”

“Unless he’s dead,” Bob said, “in which case youylrgt spinning your wheels.”

“He isn’'t dead,” | said quietly. “Shagnasty waragrtade.”

“Uh-huh,” Bob scoffed. “Because everyone knows lmmorable the naagloshii are.”
“He’s alive,” | said quietly. “Or at least I'm gognto proceed on that assumption.”
Bob somehow managed to look baffled. “Why?”

Because you need your brother to be all righitjspered a quiet voice in my head. “Because
anything else isn’t particularly useful toward riesog this situation,” | said aloud. “Whoever is
behind the curtains is using the skinwalker andogbly Madeline Raith, too. So if I find
Thomas, | find Shagnasty and Madeline, and I'llabée to start pulling threads until this entire
mess unravels.”

“Yeah,” Bob said, drawing out the word. “Do yountkiit'll take long to pull all those threads?
Because the naagloshii is going to be doing somgtsimilar to your intestines.”

| made a growling sound in my throat. “Yeah. | thirgot its number.”
“Really?”

“I keep trying to punch Shagnasty out myself,” idséBut its defenses are too good—and it's
fast as hell.”



“He’s an immortal semidivine being,” Bob said. “@jurse he’s good.”

| waved a hand. “My point is that I've been tryitgglay the beating on it myself. Next time |
see it, I'm going to start throwing bindings onjitst to trip it up and slow it down, so whoever is
with me can get a clean shot.”

“It might work . . .” Bob admitted.
“Thank you.”

“. . .if he’s such an idiot that he only bothetedearn to defend himself from violent-energy
attacks,” Bob continued, as if | hadn’t spoken. ‘é¥hl think is almost as likely as you getting
one of those tracking spells to work. He’ll knownhto defend himself from bindings, Harry.”

| sighed. “I've got gender issues.”

Bob blinked slowly. “Uh. Wow. I'd love to say sorh@tg to make that more embarrassing for
you, boss, but I'm not sure how.”

“Not my . . . augh.” | threw another pencil. It missed Bt bounced off the wall behind
him. “With the skinwalker. Is it actually a male®Dcall it a he?”

Bob rolled his eyelights. “It's a semidivine immalit Harry. It doesn’t procreate. It has no
need to recombine DNA. That means that gender gimipésn’t apply. That's something only
you meat sacks worry about.”

“Then why is it that you stare at naked girls evehance you get,” | said, “but not naked
men?”

“It's an aesthetic choice,” Bob said loftily. “Asgender, women exist on a plane far beyond
men when it comes to the artistic appreciatiorhefrtexternal beauty.”

“And they have boobs,” | said.
“And they haveboobd¢” Bob agreed with a leer.

| sighed and rubbed at my temples, closing my ey¥su said the skinwalkers were
semidivine?”

“You're using the English word, which doesn’t rgaliescribe them very precisely. Most
skinwalkers are just people—powerful, dangeroug] aften psychotic people, but people.
They're successors to the traditions and skillgé&uwo avaricious mortals by the originals. The
naagloshii.”

“Originals like Shagnasty,” | said.

“He’s the real deal, all right,” Bob replied, hisiigt voice growing more serious. “According
to some of the stories of the Navajo, the naagloshre originally messengers for the Holy
People, when they were first teaching humans tesdghg Way.”



“Messengers?” | said. “Like angels?”

“Or like those guys on bikes in New York, maybe?Bsaid. “Not all couriers are created
identical, Mr. Lowest-Common-Denominator. Anywalye toriginal messengers, the naagloshii,
were supposed to go with the Holy People when teparted the mortal world. But some of
them didn’t. They stayed here, and their selfisar@srupted the power the Holy People gave
them. Voila, Shagnasty.”

| grunted. Bob’s information was anecdotal, whickamt it could well be distorted by time
and by generations of retelling. There probablynitagny way to know the objective truth of
it—but a surprising amount of that kind of lore @nmed fundamentally sound in oral tradition
societies like those of the American Southwest. 8&VHdid this happen?”

“Tough to say,” Bob said. “The traditional Navajortt see time the way most mortals do,
which makes them arguably smarter than the restoaf monkeys. But it's safe to assume
prehistory. Several millennia.”

Yikes.

Thousands of years of survival meant thousand®afsyof accumulated experience. It meant
that Shagnasty was smart and adaptable. The oldvialier wouldn’t still be around if it wasn't.
| upgraded the creature, in my thoughts, from “verygh” to “damned near impossibly tough.”

But since it still had my brother, that didn’t clggnanything.
“Don’t suppose there’s a silver bullet we can udeisSked.
“No, boss,” Bob said quietly. “Sorry.”

| grimaced, did a half-assed job of cleaning uprttess I'd made, and began to leave the lab. |
paused before I left and said, “Hey, Bob.”

“Yeah?”

“Any thoughts as to why, when LaFortier was beingrdered by a wizard, no one threw any
magic around?”

“People are morons?”
“It's damned peculiar,” | said.
“Irrationality isn’t.” Bob said. “Wizards just ardrall that stable to begin with.”

Given what | had done with my life lately, | coulthrdly argue with him. “It means
something,” | said.

“Yeah?” Bob asked. “What?”

| shook my head. “Tell you when [ figure it out.”



| went back up into my living room through the tdapr in its floor. The door was a thick one.
Sound didn’t readily travel up from the lab whemvis closed. Luccio was loaded with narcotics
and asleep on my couch, lying flat on her back wihpillow, and covered with a light blanket.
Her face was slack, her mouth slightly open. It enadr look vulnerable, and even younger than
she already appeared. Molly sat in one of the mecdi with several candles burning beside her.
She was reading a paperback, carefully not opethieghing all the way to avoid creasing the
spine. Pansy.

| went to the kitchen and made myself a sandwich.l Aid, | reflected that | was getting
really tired of sandwiches. Maybe | ought to learrtook or something.

| stood there munching, and Molly came to join me.
“Hey,” she said in muted tones. “How are you?”

She’d helped me bandage the fairly minor cut onsogip when | had returned. Strips of
white gauze bandage were wound around my headno ddopsided, off-kilter halo. | felt like
the fife player in Willard’s iconiSpirit of '76.

“Still in one piece,” | replied. “How are they?”

“Drugged and sleeping,” she said. “Morgan’s fexeeup another half of a degree. The last bag
of antibiotics is almost empty.”

| clenched my jaw. If | didn’t get Morgan to a haspsoon, he was going to be just as dead as
he would be if the Council or Shagnasty got holthiaf.

“Should | get some ice onto him?” Molly asked amsly.

“Not until the fever goes over one hundred and famd stays there,” | said. “That’s when it
begins to endanger him. Until then, it's doing whiéd supposed to do and slowing the
infection.” | finished the last bite of sandwiclArty calls?”

She produced a piece of notebook paper. “Geordiedcaiere’s where Andi is. They're still
with her.”

| took the paper with a grimace. If | hadn’t let Man in my door half an eternity ago, he
wouldn’t have been in Chicago, Shagnasty woulda¥ehbeen tailing me to find him, Andi
wouldn’t be hurt—and Kirby would still be alive. Anl hadn’t even tried to call and find out
how she was. “How is she?”

“They still aren’t sure,” Molly said.
| nodded. “Okay.”

“Did you find Thomas?”



| shook my head. “Total bust.”

Mouse came shambling over. He sat down and loogeat me, his expression concerned.
She chewed on her lip. “What are you going to do?”

“I...” My voice trailed off. | sighed. “I havemidea.”

Mouse pawed at my leg and looked up at me. | beat to scratch his ears, and instantly
regretted it as someone tightened a vise on my lemnp straightened up again in a hurry,
wincing, and entertained wild fantasies about lyilogvn on the floor and sleeping for a week.

Molly watched me, her expression worried.

Right, Harry. You're still teaching your apprenticBhow her what a wizarshoulddo, not
what youwantto do.

| looked at the paper. “The answer isn’'t obviouljoh means that | need to put some more
thought into it. And while I'm doing that, I'll gtook in on Andi.”

Molly nodded. “What do | do?”

“Hold down the fort. Try to reach me at the hodpitaanyone calls or if Morgan gets any
worse.”

Molly nodded seriously. “I can do that.”

| nodded and grabbed my gear and the key to this.Réblly went to the door, ready to lock
it behind me when | left. | started to do just thand then paused. | turned to my apprentice.
“Hey.”

“Yeah?”
“Thank you.”
She blinked at me. “Um. What did | do?”

“More than | asked of you. More than was good fou.y | leaned over and kissed her on the
cheek. “Thank you, Molly.”

She lifted her chin a little, smiling. “Well,” sh&aid. “You're just so pathetic. How could |
turn away?”

That made me laugh, if only for a second, and helesblossomed into something radiant.
“You know the drill,” | said.

She nodded. “Keep my eyes open, be supercarefuil, txe any chances.”



| winked at her. “You grow wiser, grasshopper.”

Molly started to say something, stopped, fidgetmdhfalf a second, and then threw her arms
around me in a big hug.

“Be careful,” she said. “Okay?”

| hugged her back tight and gave the top of hed lzelight kiss. “Hang in there, kid. We’'ll get
this straightened out.”

“Okay,” she said. “We will.”

Then | headed out into the Chicago night wondenhogg—or if—that was possible.

Chapter Thirty

| don't like hospitals—but then, who does? | doiKelthe clean, cool hallways. | don't like the
stark fluorescent lights. | don’t like the calmgitones on the telephones. | don'’t like the pastel
scrubs the nurses and attendants wear. | don'ttikeelevators, and | don't like the soothing
colors on the walls, and | don'’t like the way ewarg speaks in measured, quiet voices.

But mostly, | don't like the memories I've colledtéhere.

Andi was still in intensive care. | wouldn’t be altio go in to see her—neither would Billy
and Georgia, if they hadn’t arranged for powerttdraey for medical matters, a few years back.
It was long after standard visiting hours, but ntosspital staffs stretch rules and look the other
way for those whose loved ones are in ICU. The avbds changed a lot over the centuries, but
death watches are still respected.

Billy had come to me on the down low to set up poofeattorney for me, in case he should be
hospitalized without Georgia being nearby to hamdigters. Though neither of us said so, we
both knew why he really did it. The only reason B@wouldn’t be there is if she was dead—
and if Billy was in no shape to make decisionsHonself, he didn’t want to hang around and
find out what his world would be like without her it. He wanted someone he could trust to
understand that.

Billy and Georgia are solid.

I'd spent some endless hours in Stroger's ICU wgitioom, and it hadn’t changed since I'd
been there last. It was empty except for Geordge. I8y on the sofa, sleeping, still wearing her
glasses. A book by what was presumably a promipgythologist lay open on her stomach. She
looked exhausted.

| bypassed the waiting room and went to the nurdesk. A tired-looking woman in her
thirties looked up at me with a frown. “Sir,” shad, “it's well after visiting hours.”



“I know,” | said. | took my notepad out of my pockand scribbled a quick note on it. “I'll go
back to the waiting room. The next time you go pdists Macklin’s room, could you please give
this to the gentleman sitting with her?”

The nurse relaxed a little, and gave me a tiredesri€ertainly. It will just be a few minutes.”
“Thanks.”

| went back to the waiting room and settled intohair. | closed my eyes, leaned my head
back against the wall, and drowsed until | heaadtdteps on tile.

Billy entered with a rolled-up blanket under hisnaglanced around the room, and nodded to
me. Then he went immediately to Georgia. He toakdt@sses off, very gently, and picked up
the book. Georgia never stirred. He put the bookhenend table, and her glasses on top of it.
Then he took the blanket from under his arm anckiEy her up. She murmured and stirred, but
Billy shushed her quietly and stroked his hand dwer hair. She sighed and shifted onto her
side, then snuggled down under the blanket.

| reached up a hand and flicked the light switchide my head. It left the room dim, if not
really dark.

Billy smiled his thanks to me, and nodded towarel door. |1 got up and we walked out into
the hallway together.

“Should have tried to call you sooner,” | saidmil’sorry.”
He shook his head. “I know how it is, man. No aggloeeded.”
“Okay,” | said, without actually agreeing with hifitHow is she?”

“Not good,” he replied simply. “There was interriéeding. It took two rounds of surgery to
get it stopped.” The blocky young man shoved hisdisanto the pockets of his jeans. “They told
us if she makes it through the night, she’ll be @fuhe worst of it.”

“How are you holding up?”

He shook his head again. “I don't know, man. l@alKirby’s folks. | was his friend. | had to.
The police had already contacted them, but it igr€tsame.”

“No, itisn’t.”

“They took it pretty hard. Kirby was an only child.

| sighed. “I'm sorry.”

He shrugged. “Kirby knew the risks. He’'d rather éaked than stand by and do nothing.”

“Georgia?”



“I'd have lost it without her. Pillar of strengtime calm,” Billy said. He glanced back toward
the waiting room and a smile touched the cornetsigyes. “She’s good at setting things aside
until there’s time to deal with them. Once things/é settled out, she’ll be a wreck, and it'll be
my turn to hold her up.”

Like | said.

Solid.

“The thing that did Kirby took Thomas Raith,” | dai
“The vampire you work with sometimes?”

“Yeah. As soon as | work out how to find it, I'mkiag it down. The vampires are probably
going to help—nbut I might need backup I can trust.”

Billy's eyes flickered with a sudden fire of ragedshunger. “Yeah?”

| nodded. “It's part of something bigger. | carélk to you about everything that’'s going on.
And | know Andi needs you here. | understand if gom't—"

Billy turned his eyes to me, those same dangeroes $moldering. “Harry, I’'m not going to
move forward blind anymore.”

“What do you mean?”

‘I mean that for years, I've been willing to helpw even though you could barely ever tell
me what was actually happening. You've played ewémg close to the chest. And | know you
had your reasons for that.” He stopped walking kwked up at me calmly. “Kirby's dead.
Maybe Andi, too.”

My conscience wouldn’t let me meet his gaze, ewerah instant. “I know.”

He nodded. “So. If I'd had this conversation withuysooner, maybe they wouldn’t be. Maybe
if we'd had a better idea about what'’s actuallyngoon in the world, it would have changed how
we approached things. They follow my lead, Harryave a responsibility to make sure that | do
everything in my power to make them aware and safe.

“Yeah,” | said. “I can see your point.”

“Then if you want my help, things are going to canl’'m not charging ahead blindfolded
again. Not ever.”

“Billy,” | said quietly. “This isn’t stuff you carunlearn. Right now, you're insulated from the
worst of what goes on because you're . . . | dor@ht to be insulting, but you're a bunch of
amateurs without enough of a clue to be a reahtticeanyone.”

His eyes darkened. “Insulated from the worst?” $leed in a quiet, dangerous voice. “Tell that
to Kirby. Tell that to Andi.”



| took several steps away, pinched the bridge ofnege between thumb and forefinger, and
closed my eyes, thinking. Billy had a point, of ceei I'd been careful to control what
information he and the Alphas had gotten from mean effort to protect them. And it had
worked—for a while.

But now things were different. Kirby’s death haes¢o that.

“You're sure you don’t want to back out?” | aské@nce you're part of the scene, you aren’t
getting out of it.” | clenched my jaw for a secoridnd believe it or not, Billy, yes. Yohave
been insulated from the worst.”

“I'm not backing off on this one, Harry. | can’tOut of the corner of my eye, | saw him fold
his arms. “You're the one who wants our help.”

| pointed a finger at him. “l donwantit. | don’t wantto drag you into what's going on. |
don’t want you walking into more danger and getting hurtsighed. “But . . . there’s a lot at
stake, and | think | mighteedyou.”

“Okay, then,” Billy said. “You know what it will cst.”

He stood facing me solidly, tired eyes steady, lamalized something | hadn’t ever made into
a tangible thought before: he wasn't a kid anymablet because he’d graduated, and not even
because of how capable he was. He'd seen the wdesith, heartless and nasty, come to lay
waste to everything it could. He knew in his hedrhearts, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that it
could come for him, take him as easily as it h&enaKirby.

And he was making a choice to stand his ground.
Billy Borden, kid werewolf, was gone.
Will was choosing to stand with me.

| couldn’t treat him like a child anymore. Will wagnorant of the supernatural world beyond
the fairly minor threats that lurked around the \wémsity of Chicago. He and the other
werewolves had been kids who learned one really magic trick, almost ten years before. |
hadn’t shared more with them, and the paranormaneonity in general is careful about what
they say to strangers. He had, at best, only aes&dpa of the scope of supernatural affairs in
general, and he had not the first clue about hoviheowater really was around me right now.

Will had picked his ground. | couldn’'t keep him the dark and tell myself that | was
protecting him.

| nodded to a few chairs sitting along the walhatearby intersection of hallways. “Let’s sit
down. | don’t have much time, and there’s a lotdwer. I'll tell you everything when | get a
chance, but for now all | can give you is a hightgyreel.”



By the time | got done giving Will the CliffsNotesersion of the supernatural world, | still
hadn’t come up with a plan. So, working on the tlgdbat the proper answers just needed more
time to cook, and that they could do so while | waghe move, | went back to my borrowed car
and drove to the next place | should have visitexher than | had.

Murphy used to have an office at the headquartdraCBD’s Special Investigations
department. Then she’d blown off her professiondl chs head of the department to cover me
during a furball that went bad on an epic scalee’@&hearly lost her job altogether, but Murph
was a third-generation cop from a cop clan. Sheatiaged to gain enough support to hang on to
her badge, but she had been demoted to Detectige&®@d and had her seniority revoked—a
dead end for her career.

Now her old office was occupied by John Stallirgsg Murphy had a desk in the large room
that housed SI. It wasn’t a new desk, either. Gaggwas propped up with a small stack of
triplicate report forms. It wasn’t unusual in tlrabm. S| was the bottom of the chute for cops
who had earned the wrath of their superiors orseonad taken a misstep in the cutthroat world
of Chicago city politics. The desks were all batkand old. The walls and floor were worn. The
room obviously housed at least twice as many wesdksd as it had been meant to contain.

It was late. The place was quiet and mostly emigoever was on the night shift must have
been out on a call of some kind. Of the three dapthe room, | only knew one of them by
name—Murphy’s current partner, a blocky, mildly oveight man in his late fifties, with hair
going steadily more silver in sharp contrast todhek coffee tone of his skin.

“Rawlins,” | said.
He turned to me with a grunt and a polite nod. ‘tiing.”
“What are you doing here this late?”

“Giving my wife ammunition for when she drags mysde court to divorce me,” he said
cheerfully. “Glad you made it in.”

“Murph around?” | asked.
He grunted. “Interrogation room two, with the Bshiperp. Go on down.”
“Thanks, man.”

| went down the hall and around the corner. To efywas a security gate blocking the way to
the building’s holding cells. To the right was aghhallway containing four doors—two to the
bathrooms, and two that led to the interrogaticnrs. | went to the second room and knocked.

Murphy answered it, still wearing the same clotsbke’d been in at the storage park. She
looked tired and irritated. She grunted almost ali as Rawlins had, despite her complete lack
of a Y-chromosome, and stepped out into the hallitsng the door behind her.

She looked up and studied my head for a secondat\tfile hell, Harry?”



“Got a visit from Shagnasty the Skinwalker whendnivto talk to Lara Raith. Any trouble
with Binder?”

She shook her head. “I figured he’d have a hare tilming whatever he does if he can’t get
out of his chair or use his hands. I've been gttimith him, too, in case he tried to pull
something.”

| lifted an eyebrow, impressed. There hadn’t baete tto advise her how to handle Binder
safely, but she’d worked it out on her own. “Yetigt's a pretty solid method,” | said. “What’'s
he in for, officially?”

“Officially, | haven’t charged him yet,” she saitlf | need to stick him with something, | can
cite trespassing, destruction of property, andwdssm a police officer.” She shook her head.
“But we can't keep this close an eye on him foreWfdrdo press charges, it won't be long before
he’s under lighter security. | don’'t even want lhink about what could happen if he got to turn
those things loose inside a precinct house or priso

“Yeah,” | said, nodding. “Long term, | don’t thinfou can hold him.”

Her mouth twisted bitterly. “Hate it when | haveléb pricks like that walk.”

“Happen much?”

“All the time,” she said. “Legal loopholes, incotteprocedures, crucial evidence declared
inadmissible. A lot of perps who are guilty as he#llk out without so much as a reprimand.”
She sighed and twitched her shoulders into songtike a shrug. “Ah, well. It's a messed-up
world. Whatcha gonna do?”

“I hear that,” | said. “Want to compare notes?”

“Sure,” she said. “What did you get?”

| gave her the rundown of what had happened siddadt seen her.

She grunted again when | finished. “Isn’t that srtlangerous? Involving the vampires?”

“Yeah,” | said. “But it's Thomas. | think Lara isrgbably sincere about getting him back.
Besides. Why worry about smoking in bed when yauilding is already on fire?”

“Point,” she said. “I got the photos. They don'll 'me anything new. | ran those account
numbers you gave me through the system to segtifiiqy came up. Brick wall.”

“Dammit.”
“It was a long shot anyway,” she said.

“Binder give you anything?”



Her mouth scrunched up as if she wanted to spisontething that tasted terrible. “No. He’s a
hard case. Career criminal. He’s been grilled leefor

“Yeah,” | said. “And he knows that you can’t do #mpg but make him sit still for a little
while. If he gives us anything on his employer,llHese his credibility with clients—assuming
that he lives that long.”

She leaned her shoulders back against the wallu“%&y this Shagnasty thing has Thomas’s
cell phone?”

“Yeah. Think you can track it?”

“As part of what investigation?” she asked. “I domave the kind of freedom to act that | used
to. If I wanted to get what amounts to a wiretdg@,Have to get approval from a judge, and |
don’t know any of them who would take ‘my friencetivizard’s vampire brother was kidnapped
by a demonic Navajo shapeshifter’ as a valid jiestifon for such a measure.”

“I hadn’t really thought of it like that,” | said.

She shrugged. “Honestly, | suspect Lara’s resouaioelscontacts are better than mine, given
the time constraints.”

| couldn’t quite suppress a grow! of frustratioff. She learns anything. If she’s honest about
what she learns.”

Murphy frowned, scrunching up her nose. “Where Wagmas taken from?”

“I'm not certain, but | think he was at the storgggek. His rental van was there, and he said
something about not being able to handle all afrtlo& his own.”

“Them? The grey suits?”

| nodded. “Most likely. But since Thomas never péd in during the fight, | figure Shagnasty
probably snuck up on him and grabbed him while @ Wweing distracted by Binder and his
pets.”

“And you can’t track him down with magic.”
“No,” | growled through clenched teeth. “Shagnastgountering it somehow.”
“How is that possible?”

| took a moment to assemble my thoughts. “Traclspglls are like any kind of targeted
thaumaturgy. You create a link, a channel to thgeta and then pour energy into that channel. In
the case of a tracking spell, you're basically jgestting up a continuous trickle of energy, and
then following it to the target—kind of like pougrwater on a surface when you want to see
which way is downhill.”

“Okay,” she said. “I get that, mostly.”



“The way to stymie a tracking spell is to prevemattchannel from ever being formed. If it
never gets created, then it doesn’t matter whenvtter gets poured. There’s nothing to cause it
to start flowing. And the way you prevent the chafinom forming is to shield the target away
from whatever focus you're using to create the.link

“Like what?”

“Well, for example. If | had one of your hairs amdnted to use it as part of a tracking spell,
you might beat it by shaving off your hair. If thair in my spell doesn’t match up to an end
somewhere on your head, no link gets created. i8essi | had a hair that had been torn out from
the roots, and fairly recently, you'd be hidden.”

“And that’s the only way to beat a tracking spell?”

“Nah,” | said. “A good circle of power could prodgitscreen you off, if you took the time and
money to give it serious juice. Theoretically, yoould also cross into the Nevernever.
Thaumaturgy originating on the earth doesn’t ciio$és the spirit world very efficiently—and
before you ask, yeah, | tried it from the Neverneside, too. It was failed spell number three.”

Murphy frowned. “What about Justine?” she askedistihe was able to find him once
before.”

| grimaced. “She was able to give us a vague daed few hours after Thomas had ripped
most of the life out of her. It isn’t the same ttime.”

“Why not?”

“Because she wasn’t sensing Thomas so much asiissngpart of her own life force. They
haven't been together like that in years. Thomagested, | guess you could say—all of that
energy a long time ago.”

Murphy sighed. “I've seen you do some neat stuffrrid But | guess magic doesn't fix
everything.”

“Magic doesn’t fixanything” | said. “That's what the person using it is forrubbed at my
tired eyes.

“Speaking of,” she said. “Any thoughts as to whgd@ wizards didn't seem to be using
magic?”

“Not yet,” | said.
“Any thoughts as to the nature of our perpetrator?”

“A couple,” | said. “There are all these disparaiements in play—Shagnasty, Binder,
Madeline Raith. There is serious money moving agdoémd if we don’t find this cockroach and
drag him into the light, things are going to be lbadeveryone. | don't know what that tells us
about him.”



“That he’s really smart,” Murphy said. “Or reallgsperate.”
| arched an eyebrow. “How do you figure?”

“If he’s superbrilliant, it's possible that we hawvteeven seen the shape of his plan yet. All of
this could be one big boondoggle to set us upHeréal punch.”

“You don’t sound like you think that’s the case.”

She gave me a faint smile. “Criminals aren’t usutie crispiest crackers in the box. And you
have to remember that even though we're flailinguad looking for answers, the perp is in the
same situation. He can’t be sure where we are, wha&now, or what we're doing next.”

“Fog of war,” | said thoughtfully.

She shrugged. “I think it's a much more likely expdtion than that our perp is some kind of
James Bond super-genius villain slowly unfolding tarrible design. They've shown too much
confusion for that.”

“Like what?”
“Shagnasty was following you a couple of nights,agght?”
“Yeah.”

“Well, so was this PI you told me about. Why stiygku with two tails? Maybe because the
right hand didn’t know what the left one was doing.

“Hngh,” | agreed.
“From what you say, Shagnasty isn’'t exactly anredriaoy.”
“No, itisn’t.”

“But it's apparently coordinating with the perpkitag orders. It didn’'t absolutely need to
deliver its demand in person. | think it's prettyvious that it smashed its way into the Chateau
to provide a distraction so that Madeline could enhkr getaway.”

| blinked. Once I'd alerted Lara to the probabilitiyMadeline’s treachery, she most certainly
would have taken steps to detain her. Madeline magé known that. | tried to remember how
long it had been between the time Luccio and vadj and when the naagloshii attacked. Time
enough for Madeline to hear about our presencenasshat the worst had happened, and make
a phone call for help?

Maybe.
Murphy peered at me. “I meanjstobvious, right?”

“I got hit on the head, okay?”



She smirked at me.
“Hell’s bells,” | muttered. “Yes, it's obvious. Burtot necessarily stupid.”

“Not stupid, but | don’t think it would be unfaiotcall it a desperation move. | think
Shagnasty was the perp’s ace in the hole. | thiakwhen Morgan escaped, the perp figured out
where he was headed, the pressure got to him,apthiied his hole card. Only when Shagnasty
found you, you weren't actuallyith Morgan. He got spooked when you and the werewolves
nearly pinned him down, and ran off.”

“The perp grabs one of his other tools,” | saidddiag. “Madeline. Tells her to find me and
take me out, make me talk, whatever. Only Thomassheer senseless instead.”

“Makes sense,” Murphy said.
“Doesn’'t mean that’s how it happened.”
“Had to happen some way,” she said. “Say we'rdneright ballpark. What does that tell us?”

“Not much,” | said. “Some very bad people are intimo. They're tough. The one guy we've
managed to grab won'’t tell us a damned thing. Tilg thing we’recertain we know is that
we’ve got nothing.”

| was going to continue, but a thought hit me astbpped talking.

| gave it a second to crystallize.

Then | started to smile.

Murphy tilted her head, watching, and prompted, "W&agot nothing?”
| looked from Murphy to the door to the interrogatiroom.

“Forget it,” she said. “He isn’t going to put us tmanyone.”

“Oh,” | drawled. “I'm not so sure about that. ” . .

Chapter Thirty-one

Murphy went back into the interrogation room. Twentinutes later, | came in and shut the
door behind me. The room was simple and smalltal#le sat in the middle, with two chairs on
each side. There was no long two-way mirror on wad. Instead, a small security camera
perched up high in one corner of the ceiling.

Binder sat on the far side of the table. His faad kb couple of bruises on it, along with an
assortment of small cuts with dark scabs. His odgbrg eyes were narrowed in annoyance. A
foot-long hoagie sat on the table in front of hite,paper wrapper partially undone. He’d have
been able to reach it easily—if he could have mdvedarms. They were cuffed to the arms of



the chair. A handcuff key rested centered on tigeed Murphy’s side of the table, in front of
her chair.

| had to suppress a smile.

“Bloody priceless,” Binder said to Murphy as | e “Now you bring this wanker. It's
police torture, is what it is. My solicitor will sallow you whole and spit out the bones.”

Murphy sat down at the table across from Bindelde€d her hands, and sat in complete
silence, spearing him with an unfriendly stare.

Binder sneered at her, and then at me, presumablywuldn’t feel left out. “Oh, | get this
now,” he said. “Good cop, bad cop, is it?” He lodkd me. “Stone-cold bitch here makes me sit
for bloody hours in this chair to soften me up. ilyeu come in here, polite and sympathetic as
you please, and | buckle under the stress, yeale?%dttled more comfortably into the chair,
somehow conveying an insult with the motion. “Fibgesden,” he said. “Knock yourself out.
Good cop me.”

| looked at him for a second.

Then | made a fist and slugged his smug face haodgh to knock him over backward in the
chair.

He just lay there for a minute, on his side, bimkiears out of his eyes. Blood trickled from
one nostril. One of his shoes had come off in #tle ifstood over him and glanced at my hand. It
hurts to punch people in the face. Not as much lasrts togetpunched in the face, granted, but
you know you’ve done it. My knuckles must have gihhis teeth. They'd lost a little skin.

“Don’t give me this lawyer crap, Binder,” | said\e both know the cops can't hold you for
long. But we also both know that you can’t play #ystem against us, either. You aren’t an
upstanding member of the community. You're a higedh, wanted for questioning in a dozen
countries.”

He looked up at me with a snarl. “Think you're achenan, do you?”

| glanced at Murphy. “Should | answer that ongjust kick him in the balls?”

“Seeing is believing,” Murphy said.

“True.” | turned to Binder and drew back my foot.

“Bloody hell!” Binder barked. “There’s a bloody cama watching your every move. You
think you won’t get dragged off for this?”

An intercom on the wall near the camera clicked launrkzed. “He’s got a point,” said Rawlin’s
voice. “l can’t see it all from here. Move him augpde of feet to the left and give me about thirty
more seconds before you start on his nads. I'm mggopcorn.”



“Sure,” | said, giving the camera a thumbs-up. Odese good that it would fold if | was in
the room for any length of time, but we’d made paoint.

| sat down on the edge of the table, maybe a fa@tyadrom Binder and, quite deliberately,
reached over to pick up the hoagie. | took a bitéd ehewed thoughtfully. “Mmm,” | said. |
glanced at Murphy. “What kind of cheese is that?”

“Gouda.”
“Beef tastes great, t00.”
“Teriyaki,” Murph said, still staring at Binder.

“I was really hungry,” | told her, my voice brimngrwith sincerity. “I haven’t eaten since,
like, this morning. This is excellent.”

Binder muttered darkly under his breath. All | catigyas “. . . buggering little bastard . . .”

| ate half the hoagie and put it back on the tablieked a stray bit of sauce off of one finger
and looked down at Binder. “Okay, tough guy,” IcdiThe cops can’t keep you. So that leaves
the sergeant, here, with only a couple of opti&ither they let you walk . . .”

Murphy made a quiet growling sound. It was almasingressive as her grunt.

“She just hates that idea.” | got off the table dwhkered down beside Binder. “Or,” | said,
“we do it the other way.”

He narrowed his eyes. “You'll kill me—is that it?”
“Ain’t no one gonna miss you,” | said.
“You’re bluffing,” Binder snapped. “She’s a bloodgp.”

“Yeah,” | said. “Think about that one for a minusou think a police detective couldn’t work
out a way to disappear you without anyone beingntiser?”

He looked back and forth between us, his cool nmaslquite faltering. “What do you want?”
“Your boss,” | said. “Give me that and you walk.”
He stared at me for half a minute. Then he saidt 8y chair up.”

| rolled my eyes and did it. He was heavy. “Helballs, Binder. | get a hernia and the deal’s
off.”

He looked at Murphy and jiggled his wrists.

Murphy yawned.



“Bloody hell,” he snarled. “Just one of them. | kait eaten since yesterday.”
| snorted. “Looks to me like you aren’t in any imaiete danger of starvation.”

“You want cooperation,” he spat, “you’re going tavie to show me some. Give me the bloody
sandwich.”

Murphy reached out, picked up the handcuff key, tasded it to me. | unlocked his left wrist.
Binder seized the sandwich and started chomping on

“All right,” | said, after a moment. “Talk.”
“What?” he said through a mouthful of food. “No a@d
| swatted the last inch or two of hoagie out ofesid, scowling.

Binder watched me, unperturbed. He licked his fiagdean, picked a bit of lettuce out of his
teeth, and ate it. “All right then,” he said. “Yeant the truth?”

“Yeah,” | said.

He leaned a bit toward me and jabbed a finger at“iifee truth is that you ain’t killing no
one, biggun. You ain’t and neither is the blondlbiind if you try to keep me, I'll bring down
all manner of horrible things.” He leaned back i ¢hair, openly wearing the smug smile again.
“So you might as well stop wasting my valuable tiamel cut me loos&.hat’sthe truth.”

| turned my head to Murphy, frowning.

She got up, walked around the table, and seizedeBiby his close-cut head. It didn’t provide
much of a grip, but she used it to shove his headhly down to the top of the table. Then she
took the key back from me, undid the other setufifs¢ and released him.

“Get out,” she said quietly.

Binder stood up slowly, straightening his clothds.leered at Murphy, winked, and said, “I'm
a professional. So there’s nothing personal, IMaybe next time we can skip business and give
pleasure a go.”

“Maybe next time you’'ll get your neck broken regigtarrest,” Murphy said. “Get out.”

Binder smirked at Murphy, then at me, and then &aead out of the room.

“Well?” | asked her.

She turned and held out her hand. Several shag,lsime dark and some grey, clung to her
fingers. “Got it.”

| grinned at her, and took the hairs, depositingnthin a white envelope I'd taken from
Rawlin’s desk. “Give me about a minute and I'll batup.”



“Hubba hubba,” Rawlins said through the intercoraayer. “I like this channel.”

“This is a great way of chasing down the bad gdirphy said half an hour later. She gave me
a pointed look from her chair at her desk. “Sitehend don’t do anything.”

| sat in a chair next to her desk, my hand extermdoh down in front of me, holding a bit of
leather thong that ended in a simple quartz crystal copper-wire setting. My arm was getting
tired, and | had gripped it under my forearm wthie bther hand to support it. The crystal didn’t
hang like a plumb line. It leaned a bit to one sakeif being supported by a steady, silent puff of
wind.

“Patience,” | said. “Binder might not be a crispsacker, but he’s been in business for a
couple of decades. He knows why you grabbed hinthieyhair. He’s learned to shake off
something like this.”

Murphy gave me an unamused look. She glanced atifgawvho sat at his desk. The desks
were set up back-to-back, so that they faced eti@r.o

“Don’t look at me,” he said, without glancing upin his sudoku puzzle. “I don’t run as fast
as | used to. | could get used to chasing downgogd like this.”

The crystal abruptly dropped and began swinginds lbad forth freely.

“Ah!” | said. “There, there, you see?” | let thepok for a second and then lowered my arm. |
rubbed my sore muscles for a moment. “What didl ytau1? He shook it off.”

“Oh, good,” Murphy said. “Now we have no clue whaeeis.”

| put the crystal into my pocket and grabbed Muripliesk phone. “Yet,” | said. | punched in
a number and found out that you had to dial ningebout. | started over, added a nine to the
beginning of the number, and it rang.

“Graver,” Vince said.

“It's Dresden,” | said. “Tell me what he just digke thirty seconds ago.”
“Be patient,” Vince said, and hung up on me.

| blinked at the phone.

Murphy looked at me for a second and then smilegust love it when | don’t know part of
the plan, and the guy who does is all smug andtictyshe said. “Don’t you?”

| glowered at her and put the phone down. “He’ll back.”
“He who?”

“The P1 who is following Binder,” | said. “Guy nardé/ince Graver.”



Murphy’s eyebrows went up. “You'’re kidding.”
Rawlins began to chortle, still working on his plazz
“What?” | said, looking back and forth between them

“He was a vice cop in Joliet a couple of years ‘ajlurphy said. “He found out that someone
was beating up some of the call girls down themrelddked into it. Word came down to tell him
to back off, but he went and caught a Chicagoantyncilman who liked to pound on his women
for foreplay. What's-his-name.”

“Dornan,” Rawlins supplied.

“Right, Ricardo Dornan,” Murphy said.

“Huh,” | said. “Took some guts.”

“Hell, yeah,” Rawlins said. “And some stupid.”

“It's a fine line,” Murphy said. “Anyway, he pisseaiff some people. Next thing he knows, he
finds out he volunteered for a transfer to CPD.”

“Three guesses where,” Rawlins said.
“So he resigns,” Murphy said.
“Yeah,” Rawlins said. “Without even giving us a olca to meet him.”

Murphy shook her head. “Went into private practi¢@ere’s a guy who is a glutton for
punishment.”

Rawlins grinned.

“He drives a Mercedes,” | said. “Has his own house,”

Rawlins put his pencil down and they both lookecatme.

| shrugged. “I'm just saying. He must be doingralht for himself.”

“Hngh,” Rawlins said. Then he picked up his permaitl went back to the puzzle. “Ain’'t no
justice.”

Murphy grunted with nigh-masculine skill.
A couple of minutes later, the phone rang, and Mymgnswered it. She passed it to me.
“Your guy’s a nut,” Vince said.

“I know that,” | told him. “What’s he doing?”



“Took a cab to a motel on the highway north of tgW/ince said. “Stopped at a convenience
store on the way. Then he goes to his room, shaineself bald, comes out in his skivvies, and
jumps in the damn river. Goes back inside, takelsoaver—”

“How do you know that?” | asked.

“I broke into his room while he was doing it,” Viacsaid. “Maybe you could save your
guestions until the end of the presentation.”

“Hard to imagine you not fitting in with the copd,5aid.

Vince ignored the comment. “He takes a shower afid another cab.”
“Tell me you followed the cab,” | said.

“Tell me your check cleared.”

“I'm good for it.”

“Yeah, I'm following the cab right now,” Vince saitBut | don't need to. He’s headed for the
Hotel Sax.”

“Who are you, the Amazing Kreskin?”
“Listened in on the cabbie’s CB,” he said. “ETAgleieen minutes.”
“Eighteen?” | asked.

“Usually found between seventeen and nineteenga “I can’t guarantee | can stay on him
at the hotel, especially if he tumbles to the fhilo many ways out.”

“I'll take it from there. Do not get close to himnan. You get an instinct he’s looking in your
direction, run for the hills. This guy’s dangerdus.

“Yeah,” Vince said. “Hell, I'm lucky | haven’t wahy pants already.”
“I'm serious.”

“I know you are. It's cute. Seventeen minutes.”

“I'll be there.”

“With my check. I've got a two-day minimum. You krdhat, right?”
“Right, right,” | said. “I'll be there.”

“What have we got?” Murphy asked as | put the phadmen.

“Binder thinks he shook me,” | said. “He’s headedd meeting at Hotel Sax.”



She stood up and grabbed her car keys. “How ddkgow it's a meeting?”

“Because he’s been made. If he was here alone,ldgetwh his way out of town right now.” |
nodded. “He’s running back to whoever hired him.”

“Who is that?” Murphy asked.

“Let’s find out.”

Chapter Thirty-two

The Hotel Sax is a pretty good example of its kimdhie beating heart of downtown Chicago.
It's located on Dearborn, just across the stremhfthe House of Blues, and if you look up while
standing outside of the place, it looks like sonmeeslapped one of those fish-eye camera lenses
on the sky. Buildings stretch up and up and upngtes that seem geometrically impossible.

Many similar sections of Chicago have wider stréfeas you find in other metropolises, and it
makes them feel slightly less claustrophobic, huisioe of the Sax, the street was barely three
narrow lanes across, curb to curb. As Murphy aapiproached, looking up made me feel like an
ant walking along the bottom of a crack in the widkx.

“It bugs you, doesn’t it?” Murphy said.

We walked under a streetlight, our shadows brieflyal in length. “What?”
“Those big things looming over you.”

“l wouldn’t say it bothers me,” | said. “I'm just... aware of them.”

She faced serenely ahead as we walked. “Welcomny tide.”

| glanced down at her and snorted quietly.

We entered the lobby of the hotel, a place witlotaof glass and white paint with rich red
accents. Given how late it was, it was no surpoisly one member of the staff was visible: a
young woman who stood behind one of the glass-oheck-in counters. One guest reading a
magazine sat in a nearby chair, and even thoughiasethe only guy in the room, it took me a
second glance to realize that he was Vince.

Vince set the magazine aside and ambled over télissunremarkable brown eyes scanned
over Murphy. He nodded to her and offered me higlha

| shook it, and offered a check to him with my lef we did. He took it, glanced at it
noncommittally, and put it away in a pocket. “H@koan elevator to the twelfth floor,” Vince
said. “He’s in room twelve thirty-three.”

| blinked at him. “How the hell did you get that®dR up with him?”



“Good way for me to get hurt. | stayed down heke’shrugged. “You said he was trouble.”
“He is. How'd you do it?”

He gave me a bland look. “I'm good at this. Youdhé&zknow which chair he’s in, too?”
“No. That's close enough,” | said.

Vince looked at Murphy again, frowned, and thewfmed at me. “Jesus,” he said. “You two
look pretty serious.”

“Yeah,” | said. “I told you, this guy’s dangeroude have anyone with him?”
“One person,” he said. “A woman, | think.”

Murphy suddenly smiled.

“How the hell do you know that?” | asked him.

“Room service,” she said.

Vince smiled in faint approval at Murphy and noddes head. “Could have been someone
else on twelve who ordered champagne and two glagseminutes after he got off the elevator.
But this late at night, | doubt it.” Vince glancatime. “I'll take the bill I duked the steward out
of my fee.”

“Appreciated,” | said.
He shrugged. “That it?”
“Yeah. Thanks, Vince.”

“As long as the check clears,” he said, “you’re soehe.” He nodded to me, to Murphy, and
walked out of the hotel.

Murphy eyed me, after Vince left, and smiled. “Tingghty Harry Dresden. Subcontracting
detective work.”

“They’re expecting me to be all magicky and stuff,5aid. “And | gave them what they
expected to see. Binder wouldn’t have been lookingomeone like Vince.”

“You're just annoyed because they pulled that tookyou,” Murphy said. “And you're taking
your vengeance.”

| sniffed. “I like to think of it as symmetry.”

“That does make it sound nobler,” she said. “Weialisly can’t just go up there and haul
them off somewhere for questioning. What's the pfan



“Get more information,” | said. “I'm gonna listen and see what they're chatting about.”

Murphy nodded, glancing around. “Hotel securityg@ng to have an issue with you lurking
about the hallways. I'll go have a word with them.”

| nodded. “I'll be on twelve.”
“Don’t kick down any doors without someone to waydur back,” she warned me.
“No kicking at all,” | said. “Not until I know enagh to kick them where it's going to hurt.”

| went up to the twelfth floor, left the elevat@md pulled a can of Silly String out of my
duster pocket. | shook it up as | walked down thkway until | found room twelve thirty-three.
Then, without preamble, | blasted a bit of theyS#itring at the door. It slithered cheerfully
through the air and stuck.

Then | turned and walked back down the hall unfitiund a door that opened onto a tiny room
containing an ice dispenser and a couple of vendiaghines. | sat down, drew a quick circle
around me on the tile floor with a dry-erase marked got to work.

| closed the circle with an effort of will, and sprang up around me in a sudden invisible
screen. It wasn't exactly a heavy-duty magical tmas, but such a quick circle would still serve
perfectly well to seal away external energies dimvame to gather my own and shape it for a
specific purpose without interference. | took thkySString and sprayed a bunch of it into the
palm of my left hand so that it mounded up sotil@ shaving cream. Then | set the can down,
held the mound of Silly String out in front of negsed my eyes, and gathered my will.

Working magic is all about creating connectionstlieg I'd taken Binder’s hairs to create a
link back to him and used it for a tracking speltould have done any number of things with
that connection, including some that were extrenmelgty and dangerous. I'd seen it happen
before, generally from the receiving end.

This time, | was creating a link between the S8lying in my hand, and the bit stuck to the
door down the hall. They'd both come from the sarae, and they'd been part of one distinct
amount of liquid when they’d been canned. That méamuld be able to take advantage of that
sameness and create a connection between them.

| focused my will on my desired outcome, gathetedlliup together, and released it with a
murmur of “Finiculus sonitus.” | reached out and smeared away a section of toée did
drawn, breaking it, and instantly began feelingiazing vibration in the palm of my left hand.

Then | tilted my head far to my right and slappédzbach of Silly String into my left ear.
“Don’t try this at home folks,” | muttered. “I'm professional.”

The first thing | heard was hectic-sounding, hypeve music. A singer was screaming
tunelessly and drums were pounding and someoneeitfees playing electric guitars or slowly



dipping partially laryngitic cats in boiling oil. dhe of the supposed musicians appeared to be
paying attention to anything anyone else in thedb&as doing.

“Christ,” came Binder’s accented voice. “Not evauyould dance to that tripe.”

There was a low-throated female laugh, and a sluared very happy-sounding Madeline
Raith replied, “This music isn’t about skill andepision, my sweet. It's about hunger and
passion. And | could dance to it to make your dgéout.”

“I am not ‘your sweet,” ” Binder said, his voicerayed. “I am not your anything, ducks,
excepting your contracted employee.”

“I'm not sure I'd emphasize that if | were you, Ber,” Madeline said. “Since you've been a
crushing disappointment as a hireling.”

“I told you when | got started that if anyone frahe White Council showed up, | couldn’t
make you any promises,” he shot back, his voiceoweh “And lo and behold, what happens?
That buggering lunatic Harry Dresden shows up wahkup—and with the support of the local
constabulary, to boot.”

“I'm getting so sick of this,” Madeline said. “Hetmly one man.”

“One bloody member of the White bloody Council,’nBer countered. “Bear in mind that
someone like him can do everything | can do andidenable besides. And even peopiethe
bloody Council are nervous about that one.”

“Well, I'm sick of him,” spat Madeline. “Did you fid out where he’s got Morgan hidden?”

“Maybe you didn't hear, love, but | spent my dayaicted to a chair getting popped in the
mouth.”

Madeline laughed, a cold, mocking sound. “Therepémees you'd have to pay for that.”
“Not bloody likely.”
“Did you find Morgan?”

Binder growled. “Dresden had him stashed in restt@atage for a bit, but he hared off before
the cops could pick him up. Probably took him itite Nevernever. They could be anywhere.”

“Not if Dresden is back in Chicago,” Madeline sdiHe’d never let himself be too far from
Morgan.”

“So check his bloody apartment,” Binder said.

“Don’t be an idiot,” Madeline said. “That’s the dirplace anyone would look. He’s not a total
moron.”

Yeah. | wasn’'t. Ahem.



Binder snickered. “You're money, Raith. Money nexeslly gets it.”
Madeline’s voice turned waspish. “What's that suggzbto mean?”

“That not everyone has a bloody string of mansemosind the world that they live in or extra
cars that they never really drive or cash enoughotathink twice about dropping two hundred
bloody dollars on a bottle of forty-dollar room @ee champagne.”

“So?”

“So, Dresden’s a bloody kid by Council standardses in that crappy little hole. And pays
for an office for his business, to boot. He airéidha century or two of compounded interest to
shore up his accounts, now, has he? And when hieireself up an emergency retreat, did he
buy himself a furnished condo in another town? Ne.rents out a cruddy little storage unit and
stacks some camping gear inside.”

“All right,” Madeline said, her tone impatient. “Bpose you're right. Suppose he’s got
Morgan at his apartment. He won't have left him natgcted.”

“Naturally not,” Binder replied. “He’ll have a blay minefield of wards around the place.
Might have some conjured guardians or some sugefs

“Could you get through them?”

“Give me enough time and enough of my lads, andhydee said. “But it wouldn’t be quick,
quiet, or clean. There’s a simpler way.”

“Which is?”

“Burn the bloody place down,” Binder said promptifthe apartment’s got one door. If
Morgan comes scurrying out, we bag him. If not, eadlect his bones after the ashes cool.
Identify him with dental records or something afarm the reward.”

| felt a little bit sick to my stomach. Binder wasy too perceptive for my comfort level. The
guy might not be overly smart, but he was more thdittle cunning. His plan was pretty much
exactly the best way to attack my apartment, défemaagicks notwithstanding. What's more, |
knew he was capable of actually doing it. It wokildl my elderly neighbors, the other residents
of the building, but that wouldn’t slow someoneeliBinder down for half of a second.

“No,” Madeline said after a tense moment of sileritdave my instructions. If we can'’t take
him ourselves, we at least see to it that the Werdiead him.”

“The Wardenshavefound him,” Binder complainedDresden’sa bloody Warden. Your boss
should have paid up already.”

There was a quiet, deadly silence, and then Maglglinred, “You've been modestly helpful
to him in the past, Binder. But don’t start thingithat you would survive telling him what he



should or should not do. The moment you become rmpmying than useful, you are a dead
man.”

“No sin to want money,” Binder said sullenly. “iddmy part to get it.”

“No,” Madeline said. “You lost a fight to one oveogvn Boy Scout and one pint-sized mortal
woman, got yourself locked up by thelice of all the ridiculous things, and missed yourradea
to earn the reward.” Sheets rustled, and soft feptswhispered on the carpet. A moment later, a
lighter flicked—Madeline smoked.

Binder spoke again, in a tone of voice that ingidathe was changing the topic of
conversation. “You going to clean that up?”

“That’s exactly why it's there,” Madeline said. Sto®k a drag and said, “Cleaning up. It's too
bad you didn't get here five minutes sooner.”

“And why is that?”

“Because | probably would have waited to make #ike’c

| felt myself leaning forward slightly and holdimgy breath.
“What call?” Binder said.

“To the Wardens, naturally,” Madeline said. “I taidem that Morgan was in town and that
Dresden was sheltering him. They should be herdeimihe hour.”

| felt my mouth drop open and my stomach did avdaeeling back-flip with an integrated
guadruple axle.

Oh, crap.

Chapter Thirty-three

Murphy looked at the Rolls and said, “You're kidding/e’d driven down to the Sax separately,
and she hadn’t seen the wheels | was using. | wdeeg closer to the hotel, so we were about to
get into the Silver Wraith together.

“It's a loaner,” | said. “Get in.”
“I am not a material girl,” she said, running a daver the Rolls’s fender. “But . . . damn.”
“Can we focus, here?” | said. “The world’s comiigan end.”

Murphy shook her head and then got in the car migh “Well. At least you're going out in
style.”



| got the Rolls moving. It got plenty of looks, @vi the dead of night, and the other motorists
out so late gave it a generous amount of roonf,in8midated by the Wraith’s sheer artistry.

“Actually,” I said, “I'm kind of finding the Rollgo be irrationally comforting.”
Murphy glanced aside at me. “Why’s that?”

“I know how I'm going to die, you know? One of tleedays, maybe real soon, I'm going to
find out I've bitten off more than | can chew.” wallowed. “I mean, | just can’'t keep from
sticking my nose in places people don’'t want itdAnalways figured it would be the Council
who punched my ticket, regardless of who believéatwabout me. Because there’s a bunch of
assholes there, and | just can’t let them wallowtheir own bull and pretend it's an air of
nobility.”

Murphy’s expression became more sober. She listengitence.

“Now the Council’'s coming. And they’ve got good sea to take me out. Or it looks like it to
them, which is the same thing.” | swallowed agaily. mouth felt dry. “But . . . | somehow just
have the feeling that when | go out . .isit’t going to be in style.” | gestured at the Rollshaat
vague sweep of one hand. “This just isn’t the anive to my death. You know?”

Murph’s mouth tucked up at one corner, though nebshe smile was in her eyes. She took
my hand between hers and held it. Her hands felf wearm. Maybe mine were just cold.
“You're right, of course, Harry.”

“You think?”

“Definitely,” she said. “This car just isn’t you.od’'ll die in some badly painted, hideously
recycled piece of junk that seems to keep on rghdespite the laws of physics that say it
should be melted scrap by now.”

“Whew,” | said. “I thought | might be the only oméno thought that.”
Her fingers tightened on mine for a moment, anidihg back.

The Council was coming.

And there wasn’t anything | could do to fight them.

Oh sure, maybe | could poke someone in the nosawandBut they would catch up to me
sooner or later. There would be more of them thapsame of them every bit as strong as | was,
and all of them dangerous. It might take a day weak or a couple of weeks, but | had to sleep
sooner or later. They’'d wear me down.

And that pissed me off. My sheer helplessness énféite of this whole stupid mess was
infuriating.



It wasn't as if | didn’t have options. . . . Mabllsheld a job offer open to me, for example.
And it was more than possible that Lara Raith mighie the resources to shield me, or broker
me a better deal than the Council was going toro¥éhen | thought of hownfair the whole
thing was, | had more than a passing desire to gtadiever slender threads | could reach, until |
could sort things out, later.

Put that way, it almost sounded reasonable. N&blen. | would, after all, be protecting other
wrongly persecuted victims of the Council who litié the theoretical landscape of the future. It
didn’t sound nearly so much like entering bargdinag went against everything | believed so that
| could forcibly impose my will over those who weagainst me.

| knew the truth. But just because it was true didrake it any less tempting.

What the hell was | going to do? | had a hidey-hglenned out, but it had already been
compromised. There was nowhere even a little b& saould take Morgan but my apartment,
and the Wardens wegming to find him there. And on top of all that, | stilad no freaking clue
as to the identity of our mysterious puppet master.

Maybe it was time to admit it.

This one was too big for me. It had been from tbey \start.

“Murph,” | said quietly. “I don’t know how I'm goig to get out of this.”
Silence filled the beautiful old car.

“When'’s the last time you slept?” Murphy asked.

| had to take my hand back from hers to work thectl. | gestured at my bandaged head. “I
can barely remember what day of the week it iss Tilorning, a couple hours, | think?”

She nodded judiciously. “You know what your proble®’

| eyed her and then started laughing. Or at leastimy an amused, wheezing sound. |
couldn’t help it.

“Problem, singular,” | choked out, finally. “No, \at”

“You like to come off like you're the unpredictabdbaos factor in any given situation, but at
the end of the day you obsess about having everytiidered the way you want it.”

“Have you seen my lab?”
“Again with the inappropriately timed come-ons,” Ny said. “I'm serious, Harry.”
“I know some people who would really disagree witlu. Like what’s-his-face, Peabody.”

“He’s Council?”



“Yeah. Says | have no place in his bastion of afder
She smirked. “The problem is thaiur bastion of order is sort of tough to coexist with.
“I have no bastions. | am bastionless.”

“Hah,” Murphy said. “You like the same car, the gsaapartment, the same restaurant. You
like not needing to answer to anyone, and doingdbg your conscience dictates you should do,
without worrying about the broader issues they im&¥oYou hang out, fairly happy without
much in the way of material wealth and follow yastincts, and be damned to anyone who tells
you otherwise. That's your order.”

| eyed her. “Is there some other way it should be?”
She rolled her eyes. “I rest my case.”
“And how is this my problem?”

“You've never really compromised your order for smne else’s, which is why you drive the
Wardens nuts. They have procedures, they have fdhmg have reports—and you ignore them
unless someone twists your arm to make you donit.| Aight?”

“Still don’t see how that’s a problem.”

She rolled down the passenger-side window and ket ltand hang out. “It's a problem
because you never learned how to adjust inside @oenelse’s order,” she said. “If you had,
you’d realize what an incredible force you have kumg on your side.”

“The A-Team?”

“Bureaucracy,” Murphy said.

“I would rather have the A-Team.”

“Listen and learn, maverick,” Murphy said. “The Wlans are an organization, right?”
“Yeah.”

“Lots of members.”

“Almost three hundred and growing,” | said.

“Lots of members who all have many obligations, wive in different areas, who speak
different languages, but who have to communicatevaork together somehow?”

“Yeah.”

“Behold,” Murphy said. “Bureaucracy. Organization tombat the entropy that naturally
inhibits that kind of cooperative effort.”



“Is there going to be a quiz later, or...?”

She ignored me. “Bureaucracies share common traits think you’'ve got more time to
move in than you realize. If you weren't tired dmatting and an obnoxious fly in the ointment
to anyone’s order but your own, you’'d see that.”

| frowned. “How so0?”

“Do you think Madeline Raith called up the White @ail on her home phone, identified
herself, and just told them you were helping Mofadurphy shook her head. “ ‘Hello, I'm the
enemy. Let me help you for no good reason.’”

| sucked thoughtfully on my lower lip. “The Wardemsuld probably assume that she was
trying to divert their resources during a manpowstical situation.”

Murphy nodded. “And while they will look into ithey’ll never really believe it, and it will go
straight to the bottom of their priority list.”

“So she calls in an anonymous tip instead. So?”

“So how many tips do you think the Wardens haveeg@” Murphy asked. “Cops go through
the same thing. Some big flashy crime goes downveathave a dozen nuts claiming credit or
convinced their neighbor did it, another dozen genkho want to get their neighbor in trouble,
and three times that many well-meaning people wl@mo clue whatsoever and think they're
helping.”

| chewed on that thought for a moment. Murphy wefar off the mark. There were plenty of
organizations and Lord only knew how many individuawho would want to stay on the
Wardens’ good side, or who would want to impressrthor who would simply want to have a
real reason to interact with them. Murph was propalght. There probablyveretips flooding
in from all over the world.

“They’ll check the tip out,” Murphy said. “But I'mwilling to bet you real money that,
depending on their manpower issues, it won't happetil several hours after the tip actually
makes it into the hands of the folks running thevsh-and with any luck, given the Council’s
issues with technology and communicatithrat will take a while as well.”

| mulled that one over for a minute. “What are watying?”

She put her hand on my arm and squeezed oncesdinmg don’t give up yet. There’s still a
little time.”

| turned my head and studied Murphy’s profile fanament.
“Really?” | asked her quietly.

She nodded. “Yeah.”



Like “love,” “hope” is one of those ridiculously sproportional words that by all rights should
be a lot longer.

| resettled my grip on the Rolls’s steering whéklurph?”

‘Mmm?”

“You're one hell of a dame.”

“Sexist pig,” she said. She smiled out the windshi&®on’t make me hurt you.”
“Yeah,” | said. “It wouldn’t be ladylike.”

She shook her head as we neared my apartmenbulfike,” she said, “take him to my place.
You can hide out there.”

| didn’t actually smile, but her words made me fide# doing it. “Not this time. The Wardens
know where you live, remember? If they start logkirard at me . . .”

“. .. they'll check me out, too,” Murphy said. “Byou can’t keep him at your place.”

“I know that. | also know that | can’'t drag anyoakse into the middle of this clust—this
mess.”

“There’s got to be somewhere,” she said. “Someptaset. And not well-known. And away
from crowds.” She paused. “And where you can ptatém from tracking magic. And where
you’'d have the advantage, if it did come to a fight

| didn’t say anything.
“Okay,” Murphy said. “I guess maybe there areny pfaces like that around here.”
| snapped my head up straight.

“Hell's bells!” | breathed. | felt a grin stretchyimouth. “I think maybe thers!”

Chapter Thirty-four

| came through my apartment door, took one lookraddhe candlelit place, and half shouted,
“Hell’s bells! What iswrongwith you people!?”

Morgan sat slumped against the wall with the fiaepl and fresh spots of blood showed
through his bandages. His eyes were only parthhnopks hand lay on the floor beside him,
limp, the fingers half curled. A tiny little semiemmatic pistol lay on the floor beneath his hand.
It wasn’t mine. | have no idea where he’d beenrtgdt.

Molly was on the floor in front of the sofa, withddse literally sitting on her back. She was
heaving breaths in and out, making the big dogarsgsettle slightly as she did.



Luccio lay where I'd left her on the couch, flat bar back, her eyes closed, obviously still
unconscious. Mouse had one of his paws restinglyigim her sternum. Given the nature of her
recent injury, it seemed obvious that he would némdexert minimal pressure on her to
immobilize her with pain, should she awaken.

The air smelled of cordite. Mouse’s fur, all dows left foreleg, was matted and caked with
blood.

When | saw that, | rounded on Morgan in a fury, @wurphy hadn’t stepped forward and
grabbed my arm with both hands, | would have stiakieking his head flat against my wall. |
settled for kicking the gun away instead. If | gotouple of his fingers, too, it didn’t bother me
much at the time.

Morgan watched me with dull, hardly conscious eyes.

“I swear,” | snarled. “I swear to God, Morgan, ibly don’'t explain yourself I'm going to
strangle you dead with my own hands and drag youpse back to Edinburgh by the balls.”

“Harry!"” Murphy shouted, and | realized that shel lpsitioned her entire body between me
and Morgan and she was leaning against me likédgesatruggling to raise a flag.

Morgan bared his teeth, more rictus than smile.Utywarlock,” he said, his voice dry and
leathery, “was trying to enter Captain Luccio’s ohegainst her will.”

| surged forward, and Murphy pushed me back adaweighed twice what she did, but she
had good leverage and focus. “And so gbotmy dog?” | screamed.

“He interposed himself,” Morgan said. He cougheaaltty, and closed his eyes, his face
turning greyer. “Never meant . . . to hit. . .”

“I swear to God,” | snarled, “that’s it. That is Molly and | are going right to the wall for
you, and this is how you repay us? | am pushing yawranoid ass out my door, leaving you
there, and starting a pool on who comes for yost-fithe Black Council, the Wardens, or the
goddamn buzzards.”

“H-Harry,” Molly said in a weak, nauseated, and . shamedvoice barely more than a
whisper.

| felt my anger abruptly drain away, to be replabgda wave of denial and a slowly dawning
sense of horror. | turned, slowly, to look at Molly

“He was right,” she wheezed, not looking at meuggting to speak over the burden of
Mouse’s weight. | could hear the tears reflecteanvoice as they began to fall. “I'm sorry. I'm
so sorry, Harry. He was right.”

| leaned my shoulders back against the wall andveat as Mouse looked at me with grave,
pained eyes and stayed right where he was—bothngoMolly down and shielding her body
with his.



We got Morgan put back into bed, and then | wemrdg Mouse. “Okay,” | said. “Move.”

Only then did Mouse remove himself from Molly’'s Badmping heavily to one side. | knelt
down by him and examined his leg. He flattenedelhis and leaned away from me. | said firmly,
“Stop that. Hold still.”

Mouse sighed and looked miserable, but he let nke pbhis leg. | found the wound, up near
his shoulder, and a hard lump under the skin.

“Get up,” | said to Molly, my tone steady. “Go toetlab. Get the medical kit under the table.
Then get the little scissors and a fresh razor filoencabinet in my bathroom.”

She pushed herself up slowly.
“Move,” | said, my voice quiet and level and ungiielg.

She was obviously still recovering from being pidnte the floor. But she moved quicker, and
staggered down to my lab.

Murphy knelt down next to me and ruffled Mouse’ssedle gave her a miserable look. She
held up Morgan’s gun. “Twenty-five caliber,” shadsdBig as he is, wouldn’t have been easy to
kill him with it, even on purpose.” She shook heat. “Or Molly, for that matter.”

“Meaning what?” | asked her.

“Meaning maybe Morgan didn’t intend the attack ® lbthal. Maybe he used the smaller
weapon for that reason.”

“He used the smaller weapon because it was the @mdyhe had,” | said, my voice harsh.
“He’d have killed Molly if he could have.”

Murphy was quiet for a moment before she said, tErattempted murder.”

| glanced up at her for a second. Then | said, “W@ant to arrest him.”

“Itisn’t an issue of what | want,” she said. “I'an officer of the law, Harry.”

| thought about that for a moment. “The Council htigthey might—respect it,” | said
quietly. “In fact, I'm certain they would. It woulde the Merlin’s call, and he’d love nothing
better than to buy more time to work out how tolgetrgan out of this mess.”

“But others wouldn’t,” she said.

“Madeline and Shagnasty sure wouldn’t,” | said. dAih Morgan’s in jail, there’s no way to

force Shagnasty into a confrontation where | hawhance to take Thomas back.” | looked at
Mouse’s wound. “Or trade him.”



“You'd do that?” she asked.

“Morgan? For Thomas?” | shook my head. “I . . . Idebells, it would make a mess. The
Council would go berserk. But . . .”

But Thomas is my brothdrdidn’t say it. | didn’t need to. Murphy nodded.

Molly reappeared with the things I'd sent her folys a bowl and a pair of needle-nose pliers.
Smart girl. She poured rubbing alcohol into a bamtl started sterilizing the suture needle, the
thread, the scalpel, and the pliers. Her hands thdke they knew what they were doing
without need for her to consciously direct themaflprobably shouldn’t have surprised me.
Michael and Charity Carpenter’s eldest daughter rathably been taught to deal with injuries
since the time she was physically large enouglotsead

“Mouse,” | said. “There’s a bullet inside you. Dowknow what that is? The thing that a gun
shoots that hurts?”

Mouse looked at me uncertainly. He was shaking.

| put my hand on his head and spoke steadily. “Wejuat to take it out of you or it could Kill
you. It's going to hurt, a lot. But | promise ycuat it won'’t take long and that you're going to be
all right. I'll protect you. Okay?”

Mouse made a very soft noise that only the unguscwould have called a whine. He leaned
his head against my hand, trembled, and then Vewhslicked my hand, once.

| smiled at him and leaned my head against hisafesecond. “It will be all right. Lie down,
boy.”

Mouse did, stretching slowly, carefully out on kide, the wounded shoulder up.
“Here, Harry,” Molly said quietly, gesturing at theols.

| looked at her, my face hard. “You're doing it.”

She blinked at me. “What? But what | did . . . hteven—"

“1? 1?7 Mouse just took a bullet for you, Miss Canper,” | said, my words precise. “He wasn’t
thinking of himself when he did it. He was puttihig life at risk to protect you. If you want to
remain my apprentice, you will stop saying sentsrtbat begin with ‘I' and repay his courage
by easing his pain.”

Her face went white. “Harry . . .”

| ignored her and moved around to kneel by Moukead, holding him down gently, stroking
my hands over his thick fur.



My apprentice looked from me to Murphy, her expi@ssincertain. Sergeant Murphy stared
back at her with calm cop eyes, and Molly averteddaze hurriedly. She looked from her own
hands to Mouse, and started crying.

Then she got up, went to the kitchen sink, andgpbt of water on the stove to boil. She
washed her hands carefully, all the way to thewlbichen she came back with the water, took a
deep breath, and settled down beside the woundgdalong up the instruments.

She cut and shaved the area around the injury firaking Mouse flinch and quiver several
times. | saw her cringe at each pained movement fhe dog. But her hands stayed steady. She
had to widen the tear in the dog’s flesh with tbalgel. Mouse actually cried out when the knife
cut him, and she closed her eyes tight for a langhtof three before she went back to work. She
slid the pliers into the shallow injury and pulledt the bullet. It was a tiny thing, smaller than
the nail on the end of my pinky, a distorted, olgldnt of shiny metal. Mouse groaned as she
tugged it free.

She cleaned the site of the wound again, usingbthled water and disinfectant. Mouse
flinched and cried out when she did so—the moshaga sound | had ever heard him make.

“I'm sorry,” Molly said, blinking tears out of theay. “I'm sorry.”

The injury was big enough to need a trio of stitchdolly did them as swiftly as she possibly
could, drawing more shudders of pain from MouseenTehe cleaned the site again and covered
it with a small pad that she cut to the proper,s&gxing it to the bare-shaved skin around the
injury with medical tape.

“There,” she said quietly. She leaned down anddouhier face in the thick ruff of fur around
Mouse’s throat. “There. You'll be all right.”

Mouse moved very gingerly, moving his head to nudgainst her hand. His tail thumped
several times on the floor.

“Murph,” | said. “Give us a minute?”

“Sure,” she said quietly. “I need to make a caljvaay.” She nodded to me and walked
quietly to the apartment door—pointedly pausingltse the door from the living room to my
small bedroom, shutting Morgan out of the convengat

| sat with Mouse, stroking his head gently. “Okalysaid to Molly. “What happened?”

She sat up and looked at me. She looked like simeedo throw up. Her nose was running,
now.

“I ... it occurred to me, Harry, that . . . waflthe traitor wanted to really set the Council at
one another’s throats, the best way to do it wdaddto force one of them to do something
unforgiveable. Like, maybe force Morgan to kill V&liz LaFortier.”



“Gee,” | said. “That never once occurred to me,utiftol am older and wiser than you and
have been doing this for most of your life, whergaa've been in the business for just under
four years.”

She flushed. “Yes. Well. Then | thought that thestbeay to use that sort of influence
wouldn’t be to use it on Morgan,” she said. “Buttbe people who would be after him.”

| lifted my eyebrows. “Okay,” | said. “At this pdinl have to ask you if you know how
difficult it is to manipulate the mind and will @hyone of significant age. Most wizards who are
eighty or a hundred years old are generally constdmore or less immune to that kind of gross
manipulation.”

“I didn’t know that,” Molly said humbly. “But . . what I'm talking about wouldn’'t be a
severe alteration to anyone. It wouldn’'t be obvjbshe said. “You wouldn’t make someone
turn into a raving lunatic and murderer. | meat'ghsort of noticeable. Instead, you make sure
that you just . . . sort of nudge the people wh® @rasing after Morgan into being a little bit
more like you want them to be.”

| narrowed my eyes. It was an interesting linehofught. “Such as?”

“Well . . .” she said. “If someone is naturally gkito anger and prone to fighting, you
highlight that part of their personality. You giitemore importance than it would have without
intervention. If someone is prone to maneuveriniggipally to take advantage of a situation, you
bring that to the forefront of their personality. lomeone is nursing a grudge, you shine a
spotlight on it in their thoughts, their emotiotsget them to act on it.”

| thought about that one for a second.
“It's how I'd do it,” Molly said quietly, lowerincher eyes.

| looked at the young woman I'd been teaching. Wheaw Molly, | always saw her smile,
her sense of humor, her youth, and her joy. Shetheslaughter of a close friend. | knew her
family and was often a guest in their home. | sayvapprentice, the effort she put into learning,
her frustrations, and her triumphs.

| had never, until that very moment, thought of agrsomeone who might one day be a very,
very scary individual.

| found myself smiling bitterly.
Who was | to throw stones?
“Maybe,” | said finally. “It would be one hell of difficult thing to prove.”

She nodded. “But if it was going to be used, treemgie person who would without doubt be a
target.”



| glanced at Luccio. Her mouth was open slightl\slas slept. She was drooling a little. It was
ridiculous and adorable.

“Yeah,” Molly said. “But she would never have leerook. You know she wouldn’t have.”
“For good reason,” | said.
Molly’s jaw tensed up for a second. “I know.”

“So you thought you'd look while everyone was urgmaus,” | said. “When you wouldn’t
get caught.”

She shrugged her shoulders.
“You told yourself that you were doing the righirty,” | said. “Just a peek, in and out.”

She closed her eyes. “l was . . . Harry, what & &im’'t being honest with you? What if all this
time, she’s been getting close to you because skend trust you. What if she’s just like
Morgan—only a lot better at hiding it?”

“You don’t know what you're talking about,” | said.

“No?” She met my eyes. “Whose apprentice was hegydaVhotaughthim to be the way he
is? Who did he idolize so much that he modeled aifhaster her?”

| just sat there for a second.

Molly pressed the issue. “Do you honestly thinkttehe never knew how Morgan treated
you?”

| took a deep breath. Then | said, “Yeah. | thimtt’
She shook her head. “You know better.”
“No,” | said. “l don't.”

“You should” she said fiercely. “I couldn’t take the chant®tt she would let you go down
with Morgan. | had to know.”

| stared at her for a minute. Then | said, in ay\@riet voice, “l always know when I'm being
tempted to do something very, very wrong. | staritences with phrases like, ‘I would never,
ever do this—but’ Or ‘I know this is wrongput’ It's the but that tips you off.”

“Harry,” Molly began.

“You broke one of the Laws of Magic, Molly. Willfiy. Even though you knew it could cost
you your life. Even though you knew that it couldaacost mine.” | shook my head and looked
away from her. “Hell’s bells, kid. | choose to ttusnastasia Luccio because that's what people



do. You don’tever get to know for sure what someone thinks of yothat\they really feel
inside.”

“But | could—"

“No,” | said gently. “Even psychomancy doesn’t giyeu everything. We aren’t meant to
know what’s going on in there. That's what talkisgor. That’s what trust is for.”

“Harry, I'm sorr—"

| lifted a hand. “Don’t apologize. Maybe I'm the ®who let you down. Maybe | should have
taught you better.” | petted Mouse’s head gentgking away from her. “It doesn’t matter at the
moment. People have died because I've been trgirgave Morgan’s life. Thomas might still
die. And now, if wedo manage to save Morgan’s crusty old ass, he’s goimgport that you've
violated your parole. The Council will kill you. Amime.”

She stared at me helplessly. “I didn’t mean to—"
“Get caught,” | said quietly. “Jesus Christ, kidrusted you.”
She wept more heavily now. Her face was a messb&ed her head.

“If Morgan goes down for this,” | said, “there’sigg to be trouble like you wouldn’t believe.
And even more people are going to die.” | stoodslagpvly. “So. I'm going to do everything in
my power to save him.”

She nodded without looking up.

“So you've got a choice to make, grasshopper. Yauame with me, knowing the cost if we
succeed. Or you can go.”

“Go?” she whispered.

“Go,” | said. “Leave now. Run, for as long as yancHell, it looks a lot like I'm going to get
myself killed anyway. Probably Morgan, too. In tlease, things will go to hell, but the Wardens
will be way too busy to chase you. You'll be abteignore what's right all you want, do
whatever you like—as long as you don’t get caught.”

She pressed her arms against her stomach. Sheesblikd she was about to throw up,
through the sobs.

| put a hand on her head and said, “Or you can owmitteme. You can do something right.
Something that has meaning.”

She looked up at me, her lovely young face disealan anguish.

“Everyone dies, honey,” | said, very quietly. “Eyene. There’s no ‘if.” There’s only ‘when.’
" | let that sink in for a momentWhenyou die, do you want to feel ashamed of what yeu'v
done with your life? Feel ashamed of what yourifeant?”



She stared at my eyes for a minute and a halferice broken only by the sound of her muted
weeping. Then her head twitched in a single tirgkeh

“I promise that I'll be beside you,” | said. “I capromise anything else. Only that I'll stand
beside you for as long as | can.”

“Okay,” she whispered. She leaned against me.

| put my hand on her hair for a minute. Then | sgedtly, “We’re out of time. The Wardens
will know Morgan is in Chicago within a few hour$ most. They might be on their way
already.”

“Okay,” she said. “Wh-what are we going to do?”

| took a deep breath. “Among other things, I'm gpto attempt a sanctum invocation,” | said.

Her eyes widened. “But . . . you said that kindhofg was dangerous. That only a fool would
take such a chance.”

“I agreed to help Donald freaking Morgan when hevatd up at my door,” | sighed. “I
qualify.”

She wiped at her eyes and nose. “What do | do?”
“Get my ritual box. Put it in the car Murphy’s cdoid) up with outside.”

“Okay,” Molly said. She turned away but then paused looked back over her shoulder at
me. “Harry?”

“Yeah?”
“I know it was wrong, but . . .”
| looked at her sharply and frowned.

She shook her head and held up her hands. “Heayutmé know it was wrong, and | didn’t
get much of a look but . . . | swear to you. | thsomeonéhastampered with Captain Luccio.
I'd bet my life on it.”

| ignored the little chill that danced down my spin

“Could be that you have,” | said quietly. “And mjrieo. Go get the box.”

Molly hurried to comply.

| waited until she was outside to look at Mousee Tiig dog sat up, his eyes gravely

concerned. He wasn't favoring his shoulder at alhd his movement was completely
unimpaired.



Mouse got hit by the driver of a minivan once. H# lgack up, ran it down, and returned the
favor. The Foo dog was very, very tough. | doulditetl really needed the medical attention to
recover, though | was also sure it would help spbetys along. But | hadn’t been completely
certain the injury wasn't as serious as it looked.

In other words, the freaking dog had fooled Molhgane both.

“You wereacting?” | said. “To make it hit Molly harder?”

His tail wagged back and forth proudly.

“Damn,” | said, impressed. “Maybe | should have sdmngou Denzel.”

His jaws opened in a doggy grin.

“Earlier tonight,” | said, “when | was trying togure out how to find Thomas, you interrupted
me. | didn’t think about it before now, but you ped him track me down when Madrigal Raith
was auctioning me off on eBay.”

His tail wagged harder.

“Could you find Thomas?”

“Woof,” he said, and his front paws bounced a ceugflinches off the floor.

| nodded slowly, thinking. Then | said, “I've goh@her mission for you. One that could be
more important. You game?”

He shook his fur out and padded to the door. Therstopped and looked back over his
shoulder at me.

“Okay,” | told him, walking to the door myself. “tien up. Things are about to get sort of
risky.”

Chapter Thirty-five

| looked at Luccio’s still-unconscious form. Theess of coordinating the search for Morgan for
who knows how long before he showed up, coupledh he pains of her injuries and the
sedative effect of the painkillers I'd given hereamt that she’d never stirred. Not when the gun
went off, not when we’d been talking, and not winexid all had to work together to get Morgan
back up the stairs and out to the silver Rolls.

| made sure she was covered with a blanket. Theenbmindid, Mister descended from his
perch atop one of my bookcases, and draped himasejtiidly over her lower legs, purring.

| scratched my cat’s ears and said, “Keep her compa



He gave me an inscrutable look that said maybedwdiand maybe he wouldn’t. Mister was
a cat, and cats generally considered it the oldtigabf the universe to provide shelter,
sustenance, and amusement as required. | thinleiMisnsidered it beneath his dignity to plan
for the future.

| got a pen and paper and wrote.
Anastasia,

I’m running out of time, and visitors are on theywdm going someplace where | might be
able to create new options. You’'ll understand diiort

I’'m sorry | didn’t bring you, too. In your conditip you'd be of limited assistance. | know
you don't like it, but you also know that I'm right

Help yourself to whatever you need. | hope thatlwadk soon.
Harry

| folded the note and left it on the coffee taldere she’d see it upon waking. Then | bent
over, kissed her hair, and left her sleeping safay home.

| parked the Rolls in the lot next to the marirfavé hurried, we could still get there before the
witching hour, which would be the best time to the invocation. Granted, trying it while
injured and weary with absolutely no preritual wavis probably going to detract more than
enough from the ritual to offset the premium timibgt | was beggared for time and therefore
not spoiling for choice.

“Allow me to reiterate,” Murphy said, “that | fetlat this is a bad idea.”
“So noted,” | said. “But will you do it?”

She stared out the Rolls’s windshield at the vagtaese of Lake Michigan, a simple and

enormous blackness against the lights of Chicages,” she said.
“If there was anything else you could do,” | sdid ask you to do it. | swear.”
“I know,” she said. “It just pisses me off that tbs nothing more | can add.”

“Well, if it makes you feel any better, you're ggirto be in danger, too. Someone might
decide to come by and try to use you against mel iRmord gets back to the Council about
how much you know, they’re going to blow a gasket.”

She smiled a bit. “Yes, thank you. | feel less @it now that | know someone might kill me
anyway.” She shifted, settling her gun’s shouldmmiess a little more comfortably. “I am aware
of my limits. That isn’t the same thing Bking them.” She looked back at me. “How are you
going to reach the others?”



“I'd . . . really rather not say. The less you knrew
“The safer | am?”

“No, actually,” | said. “The less you know, the saf am. Don't forget that we might be
dealing with people who can take information outyoir head, whether you want to give it or
not.”

Murphy folded her arms and shivered. “I hate feghelpless.”
“Yeah,” | said, “me, too. How’s he doing, Molly?”

“Still asleep,” Molly reported from the back of thimo. “I don’t think his fever is any higher,
though.” She reached out and touched Morgan’s &aeéhwith the back of one hand.

Morgan’s arm rose up and sharply slapped her arayawthe wrist, though he never changed
the pace of his breathing or otherwise stirred.isThit was literally a reflex action. | shook my
head and said, “Let’'s move, people.”

Molly and | wrestled the wounded Warden into hiseefchair again. He roused enough to
help a little, and sagged back into sleep as sedmeawas seated. Molly slung the strap of my
ritual box over her shoulder and started pushinggdo across the parking lot to the marina
docks. | grabbed a couple of heavy black nylon bags

“And what do we have in there?” Murphy asked me.
“Party favors,” | said.
“You're having a party out there?”

| turned my eyes to the east and stared out owetatke. You couldn’t see the island from
Chicago, even on a clear day, but | knew it wasethe sullen and threatening presence. “Yeah,”
| said quietly. A real party. Practically everyonbo’d wanted to kill me lately would be there.

Murphy shook her head. “All of this over one man.”

“Over a hero of the Council,” | said quietly. “Ovénre most feared man on the Wardens.
Morgan nearly took out the Red King himself—a vampmaybe four thousand years old,
surrounded by some disgustingly powerful retaindrdie hadn’t bugged out, Morgan would
have killed him.”

“You almost said something nice about him,” Mursayd.

“Not nice,” | said. “But | can acknowledge who & Morgan has probably saved more lives
than you could count, over the years. And he’sdilinnocents, too. I'm certain of it. He’s been
the Council's executioner for at least twenty oirtthyears. He's obsessive and tactless and
ruthless and prejudiced. He hates with a holy pass$ie’s a big, ugly, vicious attack dog.”

Murphy smiled faintly. “But he’s your attack dog.”



“He’s our attack dog,” | echoed. “He’d give hisdifwithout hesitation if he thought it was
necessary.”

Murphy watched Molly pushing Morgan down the dotRod. It's got to be awful, to know
that you're capable of disregarding life so comgliet Someone else’s, yours, doesn'’t really
matter which. To know that you're so readily cagabf taking everything away from a human
being. That's got to eat away at him.”

“For so long there’s not a lot left, maybe,” | sditithink you’re right about the killer acting in
desperation. This situation got way too confusedl @mplicated for it to be a scheme. It’s just .
.. a big confluence of all kinds of chickens cogiirome to roost.”

“Maybe that will make it simpler to resolve.”

“World War One was kind of the same deal,” | sdBut then, it was sort of hard to point a
finger at any one person and say, ‘That guy didbrld War Two was simpler, that way.”

“You've been operating under the assumption thertethis someone to blame,” Murphy said.
“Only if I can catch him.” | shook my head. “If o't . . . well.”

Murphy turned to me. She reached up with both hgmaisthem on the sides of my head, and
pulled me down a little. Then she kissed my forehaad my mouth, neither quickly nor with
passion. Then she let me go and looked up at megyles worried and calm. “You know that |
love you, Harry. You're a good man. A good friend.”

| gave her a lopsided smile. “Don’t go all gushyroa, Murph.”

She shook her head. “I'm serious. Don'’t get yourk#led. Kick whatsoever ass you need to
in order to make that happen.” She looked down. ‘Myld would be a scarier place without
you in it.”

| chewed my lip for a second, feeling very awkwarthen | said, “I'd rather have you
covering my back than anyone in the world, Karrincteared my throat. “You might be the best
friend I've ever had.”

She blinked quickly several times and shook herdhé@kay. This is going somewhere
awkward.”

“Maybe we should take it from ‘whatsoever ass,’sulggested.
She nodded. “Find him. Kick his ass.”

“That is the plan,” | confirmed. Then | bent downdakissed her forehead and her mouth,
gently, and leaned my forehead against hers. “lyove too,” | whispered.

Her voice tightened. “You jerk. Good luck.”

“You, too,” | said. “Keys are in the ignition.”



Then | straightened, hitched up the heavy bagsstaikled toward the docks. | didn’t look at
her as | walked away, and | didn’t look back.

That way, we could both pretend that | hadn’t Saencrying.

My brother owned an ancient battered commerciairig boat. He told me it was a trawler. Or
maybe he said troller. Or schooner. It was onenosé—unless it wasn’t. Apparently, nautical
types get real specific and fussy about the firséirditions that categorize the various vessels—
but since I'm not nautical, |1 don’t lose much sle@r the misuse of the proper term.

The boat is forty-two feet long and could have baetunt double for Quint’s fishing boat in
Jaws It desperately needed a paint job, as the wihiites dwull had long since faded to grey and
smoke-smudged black. The only fresh paint on it avesw of letters on the bow that réAthter
Beetle

Getting Morgan on board was a pain—literally, is base. We got him settled onto the bed in
the little cabin and brought all the gear aboarflerAthat, | climbed up onto the bridge, started
the engines with my copy of th&ater Beetls key, and immediately realized | hadn’t cast off
the lines. | had to go back down to the deck taeuns from the dock.

Look, I just told you—I'm not nautical.

Leaving the marina wasn’t hard. Thomas had a sitwas very near the open waters of the
lake. | almost forgot to flick on the lights, bubtgthem clicked on before we got out of the
marina and onto the open water. Then | checkeddhgass next to the boat’s wheel, turned us
a degree or two south of due east, and openeceugnidine.

We started out over the blackness of the lakebthe’s engines making a rather subdued,
throatylub lub dub lubsound. The boat had originally been built for ¢liause in the open sea,
and it had some muscle. The water was calm torggiut,the ride remained smooth as we rapidly
built up speed.

| felt a little nervous about the trip. Over thespgear, Thomas and | had gone out to the
island several times so that | could explore trez@l He'd been teaching me how to handle the
boat, but this was my first solo voyage.

After a few minutes, Molly came partway up the shadder to the bridge and stopped. “Do |
need to ask permission to come up there or songg&thin

“Why would you?” | asked.
She considered. “It's what they do Star TrelR”

“Good point,” | said. “Permission granted, Ensign.”



“Aye aye,” she said, and came up to stand nextéoS$he frowned at the darkness to the east,
and cast a wary glance back at the rapidly fadgigyd of the city. “So. We’re going out to the
weird island, the one with that big ley line rungithrough it?”

“Yep,” | said.
“Where my dad got . . .”

| tried not to remember how badly Michael Carperitad suffered when he had gone there
with me. “Crippled,” | said. “Yeah.”

She frowned quietly. “I heard him talking to my maitnout the island. But when | tried to go
look it up, | couldn’t find it on any of the magdsot even in the libraries.”

“Yeah,” | said. “From what | hear, bad things hapge to everyone who went out there. There
used to be some kind of port facility for fishingdamerchant traffic, big as a small town, but it
was abandoned. Sometime in the nineteenth centtueycity completely expunged the place
from its records.”

“Why?”

“Didn’t want anyone to go out there,” | said. “lhey merely passed a law, they knew that
sooner or later some moron would go there out @esltontrariness. So they pretty much
unmade the place, at least officially.”

“And in more than a century, no one’s ever seéeh it?

“That dark ley line puts off a big field of energysaid. “It makes people nervous. Not insane
or anything, but it's enough to make them subcansty avoid the place, if they aren’t making
a specific effort to get there. Plus, there ar@eteeefs around a big portion of the island, and
people tend to swing wide around it.”

She frowned. “Couldn’t that be a problem for us?”

“I'm pretty sure | know where to get through them.”

“Pretty sure?”

“Pretty sure.”

Maybe she looked a little paler. “Oh,” she saidotd. And we’re going there why?”
“The sanctum invocation,” | said. “The island hasdrad of spirit to it, an awareness.”
“A genius logj” she said.

| nodded approval. “Exactly that. And fed by thay line, it's a big, strong one. It doesn’t
much care for visitors, either. It's arranged tib &ibunch of them.”



Molly blinked. “And you want to do aanctum invocatichThere?

“Oh, hell no,” | said. “I don’twantto. But I've got to find some way to give myseif adge
tomorrow, or it’s all over but the crying.”

She shook her head slowly. Then she fell silenii we actually reached the island a little
while later. It was dark, but | had enough moortlighd starlight to find the buoy Thomas and |
had placed at the entry through the reef. | swumgWater Beetlethrough it, and began
following the coastline of the island until | pads& second buoy and guided the boat into the
small floating dock we’d constructed. | managedgtt the vessel next to the dock without
breaking anything, and hopped off with lines in ¢ham tie it off.

| looked up to find Molly holding my ritual box. 8tpassed it to me and | nodded to her. “If
this works, it should take me an hour or so,” ttbkr. “Stay with Morgan. If I'm not back by
dawn, untie the boat, start the engine, and dtiteack to the marina. It's not too different from a
car, for what you'll be doing.”

She bit her lip and nodded. “What then?” she asked.
“Get to your dad. Tell him | said that you needlisappear. He’ll know what to do.”
“What about you?” she asked. “What will you be dih

| slipped the strap to the ritual box over one $theny took up my staff, and started toward the
interior of the island.

“Not much,” | said over my shoulder. “I'll be deé&d.

Chapter Thirty-six

Grimm’s fairy tales, a compilation of the most wigddnown scary stories of Western Europe,
darn near always feature a forest as the settirmgsifious and terrifying things live there. When
the hero of a given story sets out, the forestpéaae of danger, a stronghold of darkness—and
there’s a good reason for it.

It can be freaking frightening to be walking a fetren the dark. And if that isn’t enough, it's
dangerous, to boot.

You can’'t see much. There are sounds around yom the sigh of wind in the trees to the
rustle of brush caused by a moving animal. Invesitilings touch you suddenly and without
warning—tree branches, spiderwebs, leaves, brusé.gfound shifts and changes constantly,
forcing you to compensate with every step as tth deelow you rises or dips suddenly. Stones
trip up your feet. So do ground-hugging vines, tisproranches, and roots. The dark conceals
sinkholes, embankments, and the edges of rockehéhat might drop you six inches or six feet.

In stories, you read about characters running tiivaiforest at night. It's a load of crap. Oh,
maybe it's feasible in really ancient pine foresthere the ground is mostly clear, or in those
vast oak forests where they love to shoot RobindHmovies and adaptations of Shakespeare’s



work. But if you get into the thick native brushtime U.S., you're better off finding a big stick
and breaking your own ankle than you are tryinggont through it blind.

| made my way cautiously uphill, passing througé tamshackle, decaying old buildings of
what had been a tiny town, just up the slope froendock. The trees had reclaimed it long since,
growing up through floors and out broken old window

There were deer on the island, though God knows timy got there. It's big enough to
support quite a few of the beautiful animals. l@uhd signs of foxes, raccoons, skunks, and
wildcats, plus the usual complement of rabbitsjrsels, and groundhogs. There were a few wild
goats there as well, probably descendants of essdpem the former human residents of the
island.

| began to sense the hostile presence of the idlafate I'd gone twenty steps. It began as a
low, sourceless anxiety, one | barely noticed agjaiihe backdrop of all the perfectly rational
anxiety | was carrying. But as | continued up tiik i got worse, maturing into a fluttery panic
that made my heart beat faster and dried out mytimou

| steeled myself against the psychic pressurecantinued at the same steady pace. If | let it
get to me, if  wound up panicking and bolted, uilcbend up a victim of the normal threats of a
forest at night. In fact, that was probably what island had in mind, so to speak.

| gritted my teeth and continued, while my eyesmyoadjusted to the night, revealing the
shapes of trees and rocks and brush, and makanlittie easier to move safely.

It was a short hike to the mountain’s summit. Timalfbit of hill was at an angle better than
forty-five degrees, and the only way one could blitsafely was to use the old steps that had
been carved into the rock face. They had felt vigifamiliar and comfortable the first time |
went up them. That hadn’'t changed noticeably inseghent visits. Even now, | could go up
them in the dark, my legs and feet automaticaljystthg to the slightly irregular spacing of the
steps, without needing to consult my eyes.

Once at the top of the stairs, | found myself drald crown of a hilltop. A tower stood there,
an old lighthouse made of stone. Well, about tlgearters of it stood there, anyway. Some of it
had collapsed, and the stones had been cannibaimkdsed to construct a small cottage at the
foot of the tower.

The silent presence of the island was stronger, lrelgooding and dangerous thing that did
not care for visitors.

| looked around the moonlit hilltop, nodded onceramed over to the flat area in front of the
cottage and planted my ritual box firmly on thegrd.

What | was about to attempt had its beginningsniciemt shamanic practice. A given tribe’s
shaman or wise one or spirit caller or whatever ld/@et out into the wild near home and seek
out a place of presence and power, such as this@egending on the culture involved, the
practitioner would then invoke the spirit of thegd and draw its full attention. The ritual that
happened next wasn’t quite an introduction, orallehge, or a staking of a claim on the land, or



a battle of wills, but it incorporated elementsaifof those things. If the ritual was successiul,
would form a sort of partnership or peerage betwhershaman and tlyenius locin question.

If it wasn’t successful, well . . . It's a bad thito have the full attention of a dangerous spirit
that can exert control over the environment aroymual This spirit, bolstered by the dark energy
of the ley line that ran beneath the tower, wasemtbian capable of driving me insane or
recycling me into food for its animals and trees.

“And yet here | am about to pop you in the noseriuttered. “Am | daring or what?”
| set my staff down and opened the box.

First, the circle. Using a short whisk broom, Iady cleared dirt and dust from the rock shelf
beneath me in an area about three feet across. ITissd a wooden-armed chalk compass, like
those used in geometry classrooms, to draw out réeqtecircle on the stone in faintly
luminescent, glow-in-the-dark chalk. The circle rdidhave to be perfectly round in order to
work, but it was a little bit more efficient, anavlnted every advantage | could get.

Next, | got five white candles out of the box, afbcked a magnetic compass so that | could
align them properly. The compass needle spun wibdlg aimlessly. The turbulence of the
nearby ley line must have been throwing it off.uk phe thing away and sighted on the North
Star, setting the candles out at the five points péntagram, its tip aligned with due north.

After that, | got out an old and genuine KA-BAR UJgarine combat knife, along with a
plain silver chalice and a silver former Salvatimy bell with a black wooden handle.

| double-checked each of the objects and the c¢irttlen stepped a few feet away and
undressed completely, losing my rings, braceled, ah my other magical gear except for the
silver pentacle amulet around my neck. | didn'té&v do the ritual sky clad, but it reduced the
chances of any of the enchantments on my gearrgpusierference by a small if significant
amount.

All the while, the pressure from the island’s aweags kept doubling and redoubling. My head
started pounding, which was just lovely in combioratwith the fresh bumps on it. The hairs on
the back of my neck stood up. Mosquitoes beganhio@vand buzz around me, and | shuddered
to think of the places that were going to get hittéhile | did this.

| went to the circle, checked everything again, @diox of matches out of the ritual box, and
then knelt down in the circle. Yes, | could hawghiem with a spell—but again, that would have
left an energy signature on the candles that cpuol@ntially interfere. So | did it the old-
fashioned way. As | struck the first match and &zhdown to light the northernmost candle, a
screech owl let out an absolutely alien-soundingfiam so nearby that | almost jumped out of
my skin. | barely kept from losing my balance antudging the circle.

“Cheap shot,” | muttered. Then I lit a fresh magstd began again. | lit the five candles, then
turned to face the north and reached out to geatlgh the chalk circle. A mild effort of will
closed it, and the psychic pressure I'd been fgefor the last half hour or more abruptly
vanished.



| closed my eyes and began to regulate my breatingtgxing my muscles group by group,
focusing my thoughts on the task at hand. | feltwily begin to gather. Outside my circle, the
owl shrieked again. A wildcat let out an earspigtiyowl. A pair of foxes set up a yipping,
howling chorale in the brush.

| ignored them until | felt that | had gathered thié strength | could. Then | opened my eyes
and picked up the bell. | rang it sharply once, &lheld my voice with the power of my will. “I
am not some clueless mortal you can frighten awlagdid to the hilltop. “I am magi, one of the
Wise, and | am worthy of your respect.”

A wind came rushing up from the lake. The treestenatl and sighed with the force of it, a
sound like angry surf, enormous and omnipresent.

| rang the bell again. “Hear me!” | called. “I amagi, one of the Wise, and | know your nature
and your strength.”

The wind continued to rise around me, making thedts flicker. With an effort of will, |
steadied their flames, and felt the temperaturaybody drop a couple of degrees in reaction.

| set the bell down, took up the knife, and drewldng the knuckles of my left hand, opening
a thin line in my flesh. Blood welled up immediatel put the knife down, took up the chalice,
and let my blood trickle into the cup.

And as it did, | used the one thing that made nrekth was possible—jugbossible—to pull
this thing off.

Soulfire.

During a case a little more than a year ago, ahaagel had decided to invest in my future.
Uriel had replaced the power I'd lost when | remisthe temptations offered me by one of the
Fallen. The demon’s Hellfire had been literal hall wheels for destructive purposes. Soulfire
was apparently the angelic equivalent of the saomeef the flip side of the coin—fires of
creation rather than those of destruction. | hadrfterimented with it much. Soulfire used my
own life force as its source of energy. If | pouted much into any given working, it could Kkill
me.

As the blood dripped down into the chalice, | resatlout to the place in my mind where the
archangel’s gift resided, and poured soulfire imp blood. Silver-white sparks began to stream
from the cuts and accompanied the blood down ih# dhalice, filling it with supernatural
power far in excess of what my blood, a common a®wf magical energy, contained on its
own.

| lifted the chalice in my right hand and the silMgell in my left. Droplets of blood and
flickering sparks of soulfire fell on the silveméwhen it rang again, the sound was piercing, the
tone so perfect and pure that it could have slettglass.

“Hear me!” | called, and my soulfire-enhanced voiaeg out in a similar fashion, sharp and
precise, strong and resonant. Small stones fath feobroken section of the tower wall. “I am



magi, one of the Wise! | make of my blood this ¢dtyou, to honor your strength and to show
my respect! Come forth!” | set the bell down aneépared to break the circle and release the
spell. “Come forth!” | bellowed, even loudéCOME FORTH!”

| simultaneously broke the circle, released my,vaiid poured out the scarlet and silver fire of
my enhanced blood onto the stone of the hilltop.

Animals of the forest erupted into screams and bBoBirds exploded from their sleeping
places to swarm in the skies above me. Half a do@Enbranches snapped all together in the
rushing wind, the sounds crackling over the staititop like rifle shots.

And, an instant later, a bolt of viridian lightnimgashed down out of a completely clear sky
and struck the ground in the center of the emp#yl sifi the old lighthouse.

There was little enough in the lighthouse that ddalirn, but some brush and grasses grew
there. Their light danced and flickered on the sjalf only for a few seconds—and then
suddenly revealed an indistinct and solid shapeens

| took a slow breath and rose to my feet, facirgyliphthouse. It was a rare thing for such an
entity to take material form, and | had thoughsdt unlikely to happen that | had scarcely
bothered to plan for it.

The woods all around me rustled, and | darted neg dgft and right without moving.

Animals had appeared. Deer were the largest antd sbosus, the stags’ horns wicked in the
moonlight. Foxes and raccoons were there, too,elisas rabbits and squirrels and all manner of
woodland creatures, predator and prey alike. Thenewall staring at me with obvious awareness
that was far more than they should have had, draf tiem were eerily still.

| did my best not to think about what it might llkeelto be overrun and chewed to death by
hundreds of small wild animals. | turned my eyeskita the tower, and waited.

The dark shape, indistinct in the heavy shadows,eathi@nd came closer, until it looked like . .
. something that was not quite human. Its shoulderg too wide, its stance too crooked, and it
walked with a slow, limping gaigrag-thump, drag-thumpgt was covered with what appeared to
be a voluminous dark cloak—oh, and it was elevetwetve feet tall.

Yikes.

Green eyes the same color as the bolt of unndtghahing burned inside the darkness of the
cloak’s hood. They faced me and flashed brightecepand a gust of wind washed down onto
me, almost taking me from my feet.

| gritted my teeth against it and endured, untii@ment later it died away.

| looked at the dark shape for a moment, and thedded. “Right,” | said. “I get you.” |
reached for my will, infused it with a meager ponmtiof soulfire, and hurled my right hand
forward, calling,"Ventas servitas!”



Wind festooned with ribbons of silver light rushigdm my outstretched hand, crashing into
the figure. It didn’t move the thing—the entity wis too massive for that—but the wind cast
the grey cloak back as sharply as a ship’s flaglegin a gale, making the fabric snap and pop.

My evocation died away, and the entity’s cloak lsdttdown again. Once more, its eyes
flashed, and the earth beneath my feet and sliglghynd me erupted, solid rock splitting and
cracking. Sharp shards flew up from the supernhinmgact, and | instantly felt half a dozen hot,
stinging cuts on my legs and back.

“Ow,” | muttered. “At least they weren’t in any t@er spots, | guess.” Then again | summoned
my will and soulfire, this time focusing on the #anear the entity:Geodas!” | shouted, and
the earth beneath the entity twisted and screasugltlenly opening into a sinkhole.

The entity never moved. It justoodthere on empty air, as if | hadn't literally pul¢he
ground out from under it.

The entity’s eyes kindled to life again, but three | had anticipated it. Flame gathered before
it in a lance and rushed toward me, leaving a ngatif sudden frost and ice on the ground
beneath it as it came. But my own will had reactdedn into the ground below me, and found
the water from the stream that fed the cottagéfle lwell. | drew it up through the cracks the
entity had created in the rock, taking advantagehef work it had done, with a shout of,
“Aquilevitas!” A curtain of water rose up to meet the onrushlaghé, and they consumed one
another, leaving only darkness and a cloud of steam

| lifted a hand and my soulfire-enhanced will ahdwed,"Fuego!” A column of silver-and-
blue flame as thick as my chest roared acrossrinend and struck the entity hard in the center
of its mass.

It rocked back at the impact. Not much. Maybe halfinch, though that column of fire would
have blown apart a brick wall. Buthbd moved it that half an inch. There was no doubtuabo
that.

Weariness was slowly seeping into my limbs as thiéyestared at me. | forced myself to
stand straight and face the being without blinkiragzg-without looking weak.

“You want to keep it up?” | asked it aloud. “I cdudo this all night.”
The entity stared at me. Then it walked clo8gag-thump. Drag-thump.

| was not at all scared. Even a little. The onlgs@ my mouth was so dry was all that fire
that had been flying around.

It stopped five feet away, towering over me.
And | realized that it was waiting.

It was waiting formeto act.



My heart pounded harder as | bowed my head resgigctf don’t know why | said what | did,
exactly. | just know that my instincts screameanatthat it was the right thing to say, my voice
infused with my will.

“I am Harry Dresden, and | give thee a name, haheparit. From this day on, be thou called
Demonreach.”

Its eyes flashed, burning more brightly, sendingteadrils and streams of greenish fire in a
nimbus around its head.

Then Demonreach mirrored my gesture, bowing its bead in reply. When it looked up, its
head turned briefly toward the cottage. Then thedwose again, and darkness fluttered over the
hilltop.

When it passed, | was alone, the hilltop emptyntite and animal alike. | was also freezing.

| staggered toward my clothes and gathered thenshgking so hard that | thought | might
just collapse on the ground. As | rose with my geamy arms, | saw a light flickering in the
cottage.

| frowned and shambled over to it. The door, like windows, had long since rotted away,
and there was very little roof to speak of—but tuttage did have one thing in it that still
functioned.

A fireplace.

A neat stack of fallen wood was burning in thedleze, putting off a cheery warmth, its
golden flames edged with flickers of green at threny edges.

| blinked at the fire for a moment, and then madewnay over to it, reveling in the warmth as
| dressed again. | glanced up, searching for tiett @resence. | found it immediately, still there,
still alien, still dangerous, though it no longeemed determined to drive me away.

| slid will into my voice as | said, simply, “Thanjou.”
The gentle wind that sighed through the trees gh@&each may have been a reply.

Or maybe not.

Chapter Thirty-seven

| didn’t return to the dock by the same route I'keta to the tower. There was a much shorter,
easier way, down what looked like a sheer rock .wafproved to have an ancient narrow gully
worn into the stone, almost completely hidden hyshr The gully’s floor had a thin layer of silt

in it, leaving little room for plants to grow, amehs as easy to traverse as a sidewalk, even in the
dark. Following it brought me back to the islansf®reline in half the time it had taken to go up.



| didn’t wonder how I'd known about the path untitepped out of the woods and saw the
dock again. | hadn’t been that way before. | haéntawn it existed. Yet when | decided to take
that trail, the knowledge had come to me as coralyletnd immediately as if | had lived there
for years: pure information.

| paused and looked around me. | knew not to walikcty to the dock from where | stood.
There was a large hornet’s nest in the earth abaise of a fallen tree, and | would risk arousing
their anger if | accidentally crushed it while wialgg by. | also knew that a grumpy old skunk
was trundling its way back to its den, thirty yandshe other direction, and that it would happily
douse me with musk if | came anywhere close.

| glanced over my shoulder, back toward the towasting out my supernatural senses. The
island’s awareness continued being that same aungtasence I'd felt ever since leaving the
tower. | considered going back, taking the oldrst#iis time, to see what would happen, and
immediately | understood that there was a cottorimtlat made its home in a large crack on
the twenty-sixth step. If | delayed the trip uddter in the morning, the snake would be out on
the stones, sun-bathing to build up its body hesatfe day.

The dawn was approaching, and the sky had beglighten from black to blue. | could see
the tower standing, lonely and wounded, but unbowedblack shape against the sky.
Demonreach began to awaken to the first trillsoofgbirds.

| walked down to the dock, thoughtfully, and walkedt to where théVater Beetlewas
moored. “Molly,” | called.

Feet pounded on the deck, and Molly burst up ouhefship’s cabin. She flew across the
distance between us, and nearly tackled me intavtiter on the far side of the dock with the
enthusiasm of her hug. Molly, the daughter of tem€ious warriors, was no wilting violet. My
ribs creaked.

“You came back,” she said. “l was so worried. Yame back.”

“Hey, hey. | need my rib cage, kid,” | said, bubhugged her in return for a quiet moment,
before straightening.

“Did it work?” she asked.

“I'm not exactly sure. God, | need something tonlri We both boarded th&/ater Beetle
and | went below and removed a can of Coke froralanet. It was warm, but it was liquid, and
more important, it was Coke. | guzzled the canistents and tossed it into the trash bin.

“How’s Morgan?” | asked.
“Awake,” Morgan rumbled. “Where are we?”
“Demonreach,” | said. “It's an island in Lake Migain.”

Morgan grunted without emphasis. “Luccio told meuatht.”



“Oh,” | said. “Oh, good.”

“Miss Carpenter says you were attempting a sanatwication.”
“Yeah.”

Morgan grunted. “You're here. It worked.”

“I think so,” | said. “I'm not sure.”

“Why not?”

| shook my head. “I thought that when a bond waméa with the land in question, it gave
you access to its latent energy.”

“YeS_”

Which meant that my magic would be subsidized leyiskand, whenever | was here. I'd get a
lot more bang for my buck, so to speak. “I thoutatt was all it did.”

“Generally,” Morgan said. | saw him turn his heatard me in the dim cabin. “Why? What
else has happened?”

| took a deep breath and told him about the hiddah the hornets, and the skunk.

Morgan sat up in his bunk by the time | got to &émel. He leaned forward intently. “You're
sure you aren’t mistaken? Confrontations witeaius locican leave odd aftereffects behind.”

“Hang on,” | said.

| went back to the woods where | knew the hornateeywand found their nest in short order. |
retreated without crushing anything and went badké boat.

“Yeah,” | said. “I'm sure.”

Morgan sank back onto the bunk as if he was bdowlyg deflated. “Merciful God,” he said.
“Intellectus.”

| felt my eyebrows go up. “You're kidding.”

Molly muttered a couple of candles to light so that could see each other clearly. “Intell-
whatsis?” she asked me.

“Intellectus,” | said. “Um. It's a mode of existemdfor a very few rare and powerful
supernatural beings—angels have it. I'm willingbiet old Mother Winter and Mother Summer
have it. For beings with intellectus, all realityists in one piece, one place, one moment, and
they can look at the whole thing. They don’t seelaajuire knowledge. They jukhowthings.
They see the entire picture.”



“I'm not sure | get that,” Molly said.

Morgan spoke. “A being with intellectus does notlerstand, for example, how to derive a
complex calculus equation—because it doesn’t needotocess. If you showed him a problem
and an equation, he would simply understand it da straight to the answer without need to
think through the logical stages of solving thelpeo.”

“It's omniscien®?” Molly asked, her eyes wide.

Morgan shook his head. “Not the same thing. Thadasiith intellectus has to be focused on
something via consideration in order to know itendas an omniscient being knows all things at
all times.”

“Isn’t that pretty close?” Molly asked.

“Intellectus wouldn’t save you from an assassinididi if you didn’t know someone wanted
to kill you in the first place,” | said. “To knowt ivas coming, you’'d first need to consider the
guestion of whether or not an assassin might denlgrin a dark doorway or on top of a bell
tower.”

Morgan grunted agreement. “And since beings ofllettis so rarely understand broader
ideas of cause and effect, they can be unlikehgédize that a given event might be an indicator
of an upcoming assassination attempt.” He turnech¢o “Though that's a terrible metaphor,
Dresden. Most beings like that are immortal. Thdyedhard-pressed to notice bullets, much less
feel threatened by them.”

“So,” Molly said, nodding, “it might be able to kwoanything it wants to know—-but it still
has to ask the right questions. Which is alwayslérathan people think it is.”

“Yeah,” | said. “Exactly.”
“And now you've got this intellectus, too?”

| shook my head. “It's Demonreach that has it.téjpped when | got out over the water.” |
tapped my finger against my forehead. “I've gothmog going on in here at the moment.”

| realized what | had said just as the last wofdnigy mouth, and glanced at Morgan.
He lay on the bunk with his eyes closed. His maudis turned up in small smile. “Too easy.”
Molly fought not to grin.

Morgan pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Can the enféed you any other information, Dresden?
The identities of those behind LaFortier's murder,example.”

| almost hit myself in the head with the heel of hand. | should have thought of that already.
“I'll let you know,” | said, and went back to theéare.



Demonreach sensed me at the same time as | patatiamd the mutual sensation felt oddly
like a hand wave of acknowledgment. | frowned thuafidly and looked around the island,
concentrating on the issue of LaFortier’s Kkiller.

Nothing sprang to mind. | tried half a dozen otllengs. Who was going to win the next
World Series? Could | get thglue Beetleout of impound yet? How many books had Mister
knocked off my shelves in my absence?

Zip.

So | thought about hornet’s nests, and instanttycertain that there were thirty-two of them
spread around the hundred and fifty or so acreékeofsland, and that they were especially thick
near the grove of apple trees on the island’s eantkide.

| went back to the boat and reported.

“Then it only exists upon the island itself,” Momyuumbled, “like any othegenius loci This
one must be bloody ancient to have attained a ofatgellectus, even if it is limited to its own
shorelines.”

“Could be handy,” | noted.

Morgan didn’t open his eyes but bared his teetla wolf's smile. “Certainly. If your foes
were considerate enough to come all the way oa toemeet you.”

“Could be handy,” | repeated, firmly.
Morgan arched an eyebrow and gave me a sharp look.

“Come on, grasshopper,” | said to Molly. “Cast tik lines. You're about to learn how to
drive the boat.”

By the time we made it back to the marina, the Isaoh risen. | coached Molly through the steps
of bringing theWater Beetlesafely into dock, even though | wasn’t exactly &ta Hornblower
myself. We managed to do it without breaking okiig anything, which is what counts. | tied
off the boat and went onto the dock. Molly followee@ anxiously to the rail.

“No problem here, grasshopper. Take her out fouaben minutes in a random direction that
you choose. Then turn off the engine and waitsidinal you when I'm ready for you to pick me

up.”
“Are you sure we shouldn’t stay together or somegfai she asked anxiously.

| shook my head. “Tracking spells can’'t home in teell over water,” | said. “And you'll
know if someone’s coming for you from a mile awhgerally. Keep Morgan out there, and you
should be as safe as anywhere.”



She frowned. “What if he gets worse?”

“Use your noggin, kid. Do whatever you think is riiely to keep you both alive.” | started
untying the line. “I shouldn’t be gone more thacoaiple of hours. If | don’t show, the plan is the
same as when | went up to the tower. Get yourseiished.”

She swallowed. “And Morgan?”
“Make him as comfortable as you can and leave him.”
She stared at me for a minute. “Really?”

“If | get taken out, | don’t think you’ll be abletprotect him,” | said, as matter-of-factly as |
could. “Or catch the real bad guy. So run like laeldl let him look out for himself.”

| saw her think that over. Then she smiled slightly

“It would really humiliate him if he found himselinder the protection of a girl. An
apprentice. And a possible warlock, to boot.”

| nodded. “True.”

Molly pursed her lips thoughtfully. “That might beorth staying for.”

“Kid,” | said, “the smart thing for you to do if d@ll goes sour is to run.”
“Smart,” she said. “But not right.”

| studied her soberly. “You sure? Because ther&sidd of hurt waiting to fall.”
She nodded, her face pale. “I'll try.”

And she would. | could see that in her eyes. StewKpetter than most exactly how dangerous
such a thing would be for her, and it clearly fexd her. But she would try.

“Then if 'm taken off the board, see Murphy,” lida“She knows everything | do about the
case. Listen to her. She’s smart, and you can lerst

“All right,” she said.
| tossed the mooring lines back onboard. “Get aermv.”

| started walking down the dock. Behind me, Molafled, “Harry? What signal are you going
to use?”

“You'll know it,” | called back.

| left the docks in search of the tool that coufdapart this tangled web of suspicion, murder,
and lies.



| found it in the marina’s parking lot.
A pay phone.

Lara answered on the second ring. “Raith.”
“Dresden,” | said. “What have you got for me?”

“Oh, to have straight lines like that more ofteslie said, her tone wry. “What makes you
think | have anything for you?”

“’Cause I've got something to trade.”

“Men generally seem to think that way. Most of thiand to overestimate the value of their
wares.”

“Pheromone Lass,” | said, “can we have the reshisfconversation above the waistline?”

She let out that rich, throaty laugh of hers, andhurmones sounded the charge. | ignored
them. Stupid hormones.

“Very well,” she said. “It should interest you tmdw that the money deposited in Warden
Morgan’s account came from a dummy corporatioredaWindfall.”

“Dummy organization?” | asked. “Who owns it?”
“I do,” she said calmly.

| blinked. “Since you're sharing this informatioh,take it that it happened without your
knowledge.”

“You are quite correct,” she said. “A Mr. Kevin Angs is the corporation’s manager. He is
the only one, other than myself, with the authaiitynove that much money around.”

| thought furiously. Whoever aced LaFortier hagn4t intended the Council to implode. He
or they had also gone to a lot of trouble to inbibstility with the White Court.

Hell's bells.

My imagination treated me to a prophetic nightmdtergan fights against the injustice of his
frame. Hostilities erupt, creating strife betweearious factions of wizards. The Council
eventually runs down the money trail, discoversaLan the other end, and the Council seizes
upon the opportunity to unify the factions agalgrks to a common enemy. Hostilities with the
vampires start fresh. The Red Court sees the poodydinated Council exposing itself in battle
with the White Court, and pounces, breaking theklmddhe Council. And after that, it would all
be over but the heroic last stands.

Hell's bells, indeed.



“We’'re being played against one another,” | said.
“That was my conclusion as well.”

A couple more pieces clicked into place. “Madeliriesaid. “She got to this Aramis guy and
coerced him into betraying you.”

“Yes,” Lara hissed. Barely suppressed, wholly inanmage filled her level, controlled voice.
“When | catch up to her, I'm going to tear out ketrails with my bare hands.”

Which took care of my hormone problem. | shivered.

I'd seen Lara in action. | could never decide ifidd been one of the most beautiful terrifying
things I'd ever seen, or if it was one of the mestifying beautiful things I'd ever seen.

“You might try looking at the Hotel Sax, room twelthirty-three,” | said. “If I'm right,
you're going to find Mr. Aramis’s body there. Maned’s working for someone, a man. She
didn’t say anything that would help identify himol should also know that she has hired the
services of a mercenary named Binder. Not exactigcaet scientist, but smart enough to be
dangerous.”

Lara was silent for a second. Then she said, “HoWwydu learn this?”
“Shockingly, with magic.”

| heard her speaking to someone in the room with Tigen she got back on the phone and
said, “If Aramis is dead, Madeline has tied up lib@se end in her plan. It will be impossible to
provide credible evidence that | did not in facy par LaFortier's murder.”

“Yeah. That's why she did it.”

| heard her make a displeased sound, but it wihsastylike. “What do we intend to do about
this, Harry?”

“Do you have a nice dress?”
“Pardon?”

| found myself grinning maniacally. “I'm throwingzarty.”

Thomas’s phone rang four times before the conneajmened. There was a moment of silence.
Then Thomas spoke, his voice raw and ragged. “Rarry

My heart just about stopped beating to hear myherts voice. “Thomas. How's it going?”
“Oh,” he rasped, “I'm just hanging around.”

I've seen Thomas in agony before. He sounded gxiat! this.



The phone emitted random noises, and then the pawing voice of the skinwalker came
over the line. “He is here. He is alive. For novwé&me the doomed warrior.”

“Okay,” | said.

There was a moment of silent consternation fronfahend of the line.
“Bring him to me,” it said.

“Nah. That isn’t going to happen.”

“What?”

“You’re coming to me.”

“Do you wish me to end his life this instant?”

“Frankly, Shaggy, | don’t give a damn,” | said, dorg boredom into my voice. “It'd be nice to
be able to return one of the vampires to his oveh ngyself a marker | can call in some day. But
| don’t need it.” | paused. “You, on the other handed Thomas to be alive, if you expect me to
trade Morgan for him. So this is how it's goinggo down. At dusk, you will be contacted on
this phone. You will be told where our meeting walke place. When you arrive, you will show
me the vampire, alive and well, and when he isrnettl to me, you will take Morgan without
contest.”

“I am not some mortal scum you can command, mageling,” Skstgrseethed.

“No. You're immortal scum.”

“You blind, flesh-feedingvorm” Shagnasty snarled. “Who are you to speak toof?é s
“The worm who’s got what you need,” | said. “Dugteep the phone handy.”

| hung up on him.

My heart hammered against my chest and cold swe&elout over my upper body. | felt
myself shaking with terror for Thomas, with weassgwith reaction to the conversation with
Shagnasty. | leaned my aching head against théeearpf the phone and hoped that | hadn’t just
ended my brother’s life.

One more call.

The White Council of Wizards uses telephone comiatiuns like everyone else, albeit with
a lot more service calls. | gave headquarters @ gave them the countersign to their security
challenge, and got patched through to one of thmiradtrative assistants, an earnest young
woman not quite finished with her apprenticeship.

“I need to get a message to every member of theS€puncil,” | told her.



“Very well, sir,” she said. “What is the message?”
“Get this verbatim. Okay?”
“Yes, sir.”

| cleared my throat and spoke. “Be advised tha@avehbeen sheltering Warden Donald
Morgan from discovery and capture for the past dags. An informant has come to me with
details of how Warden Morgan was framed for thedwuof Senior Council Member LaFortier.
Warden Morgan is innocent, and what's more, | caveit.

“I am willing to meet with you tonight, on the uraitted island in Lake Michigan, east of
Chicago at sundown. The informant will be presemtd will produce testimony that will
vindicate Warden Morgan and identify the true ciilpf the crime.

“Let me be perfectly clear. | withot surrender Warden Morgan to the alleged justicéhef
Council. Come in peace and we will work things dut should you come to me looking for a
fight, be assured that | will oblige you.”

The assistant had started making choking soundstatt very first sentence.
“Then sign it ‘Harry Dresden,’ ” | said.

“Um. Yes, sir. Sh-shall | read that back to you?”

“Please.”

She did. I'd heard sounds of movement in the bamkgs around her, but as she read aloud,
all of those sounds died to silence. When sheleds she asked, in a rather small, squeaky
voice, “Do | have that down correctly, sir?”

Murmurs burst out in the background over the phereited and low.

“Yeah,” | told her. “Perfect.”

Chapter Thirty-eight

| figured | had an hour, maybe, before someone wagygo show up from Edinburgh. It was
time enough to grab a cab and head to the hospital.

Back in the ICU, Will was sacked out in the waitirgpm and Georgia was the one sitting
with Andi. A middle-aged couple who looked as iéyrhadn’t slept much was in there with her.
| knocked on the glass. Georgia said somethindhéocouple and rose to come out into the
hallway with me. She looked tired but alert, and har long, rather frizzy hair pulled back into
a ponytail.

“Harry,” she said, hugging me.



| returned the hug, cutting it off a little earlfydow is she?”

Georgia studied me for a second before she answéneblad shape. The doctors don’'t seem
to be willing to say whether or not she’ll recover.

“Better that way,” | said. “If one of them said &hée fine and then she wasn't . . .”

Georgia glanced at the couple sitting beside Anoi#d, holding each other’s hands. “I know.
It would be cruel to offer false hope, but . . .”

“But you're still irrationally angry that the dod¢saven’t saved her yet. You know better, but
you’re upset anyway.”

She nodded. “Yes. Irrationality is not something Eomfortable with.”

“It isn’t irrational,” | said. “It's human.”

She gave me a small smile. “Will and | talked. Amdi’re in a hurry.”

| nodded. “I need you both, and right now.”

“I'll get him,” Georgia said.
We took Georgia’s SUV back down to the marina amived with ten minutes to spare on my
estimated time window. | definitely wanted to be ouer open water by the time members of
the Council started showing up. The water wouldét a perfect protection from incoming
magic, but it would make it a lot harder for anyaadarget me solidly, and it was a hell of a lot
better than nothing.

“Okay,” | said. “You guys wait here for a minute.”

Will frowned. “Why?”

“I need to talk to someone who can be a little afgund strangers. One minute.” | hopped out
of the SUV and walked down the rows of cars untdund two vans parked together. | slipped
between them, put the fingers of one hand to ns; lmd let out a sharp whistle.

There was a whirring sound and Toot-toot streak®endfrom overhead, came to a hover in
front of me, drew his little sword, and saluted €%/ my liege!”

“Toot, | have two missions for you.”
“At once, my lord!”
“No, | want you to do them one at a time.”

Toot lowered his sword, his expression crestfafl@mn.”



“First, | want you to find the boat out on the lakat my apprentice is in. She’s not more than
a mile or two from shore.” | took off my silver pcle amulet, wrapped the chain around it, and
handed it to Toot-toot. “Leave this where she witice it right away.”

Toot accepted the amulet gravely, tucking it uratex arm. “It will be done.”
“Thank you.”
Toot-toot’s chest swelled out, and he stood allit straighter.

“Second,” | told him. “I need to know how many tietlittle folk you could convince to join
the Guard for one night.”

He frowned and looked dubious. “I don’t know, Loktharry. The pizza ration is already
stretched as far as it can go.”

| waved a hand. “The Guard’s pay won't change. diltler extra to pay for the new guys’
service. Call them the Za-Lord’s Militia. We onleed them sometimes. How many do you
think would agree to that?”

Toot buzzed in an excited circle. “Fpou? Every sprite and pixie and dewdrop faerie within
hundred miles knows that you saved our kind fronmdpémprisoned by the Lady of the Cold
Eyes! There’s not a one who didn’t have comrad@rotanguishing in durance vile!”

| blinked at him. “Oh,” | said. “Well. Tell them #t there may be great danger. Tell them that
if they wish to join the Militia, they must obeydsrs while they serve. And | will pay them one
large pizza for every fourscore volunteers.”

“That’s less than you pay the Guard, Harry,” Teatissmugly.
“Well, they’re amateurs, not full-time veteransdiitou and your men, are they?”
“Yes, my lord!”

| looked at him seriously. “If you can recruit alMa and if they perform as asked, there’s a
promotion in it for you, Toot.”

His eyes widened. “Does it come with cheese irctlist and extra toppings?”

“It isn't a pizza.” | said. “It's a promotion. Gehis work done, and from that time forward,
you will be . . .” | paused dramatically. “Major-@eral Toot-toot Minimus commanding the Za-
Lord’s Elite.”

Toot’s body practically convulsed in a spasm ofiexgent. Had a giant yellow exclamation
point suddenly appeared in the air over his headould not have been surprised. Major-
GeneraP”

| couldn’t resist. “Yes, yes,” | said solemnly. ‘Major-General.”



He let out a whoop of glee and zipped up and ddwenlittle space between vans. “What do
you wish us to do when | have them, my lord!”

“l want you to play,” | said. “Here’s what we’re mg to do. . . .”

| rejoined Will and Georgia, and ten minutes latbe Water Beetleeame chugging back toward
the marina. The grasshopper got my brother’s baatdock with only a mildly violent impact. |
secured lines quickly, and Will and Georgia jumped Almost before Will's feet were on the
deck, | was already untying the lines and followihgm onto the boat. Molly, for her part,
already had the engine in reverse.

“Now what?” she called down to me from the wheepahe cabin.

“Use the compass on the dashboard. One to two eeguth of due east, and call me when
you spot the island.”

“Aye aye!”
Will squinted at Molly and then at me. “ ‘Aye ay&’?

| shook my head sadly. “Landlubbers. I'm going toshiver timbers or something. | haven’t
slept in a while.”

“Go ahead, Harry,” Georgia said. “We’'ll wake yowaifything happens.”

| nodded, shambled down to the second bunk, arskdasut immediately.
Someone shook me two seconds later and | saiday.”

“Sorry, Harry,” Will said. “We’re here.”

| said several uncouth and thoughtless things, thamned up and opened my eyes, always the
hardest part of waking up. | sat up, and Will rateel from the cramped cabin with a glance at
Morgan’s unconscious form. | sat there with my nhofgteling like it had been coated in Turtle
Wax. It took me a second to identify a new sound.

Rain.
Raindrops pattered onto the deck of the boat amdabf of the cabin.

| shambled out onto the deck, unconcerned aboutdimeruining my leather duster. One
handy side effect of going through the painfullyeg@se ritual of enchanting it to withstand
physical force as if it had been plate steel was the thing was rendered waterproof and
stainproof as well—yet it still breathed. Let's d&&rman’s or Wilson’s dthat.

Sufficiently advanced technology, my ass.



| climbed up to the bridge, keeping an eye on theas | did. Lowering clouds of dark grey
had covered the sky, and the rain looked to beng,lsteady soaker—a rarity in a Chicago
summer, which usually went for rough-and-tumblentdterstorms. The heat hadn’t let up much,
and as a result the air was thick and heavy entugtvim through.

| took the wheel from Molly, oriented myself by uskthe compass and the island, now only a
few minutes away, and yawned loudly. “Well. Thiskeathings less pleasant.”

“The rain?” Molly asked. She passed me my pentacle.

| slipped it back over my head and nodded. “I'dnpled on lying off the island until closer to
dark.”

“Why?”
“Mostly because I just challenged the Senior Cduoca brawl there at sundown,” | said.
Molly choked on her gum.

| ignored her. “I didn’t want to make it easy ftvetn to slip up on me. Oh, and I've arranged
to trade Thomas for Morgan with Shagnasty. He wget word of where to go until later,
though. I think otherwise he’d cheat and show upyeBlle looks like a shifty character.”

The pun went past Molly, or maybe she was just guaid at ignoring it. “You'’re trading
Morgan for Thomas?”

“Nah. | just want to get Shagnasty out here witlorfilas in one piece so that the White Court
can take him down.”

Molly stared at me. “The White Court, too?”
| nodded happily. “They’'ve got a stake in this adlw
“Um,” she said. “Why do you think the Senior Courmeill take you up on your challenge?”

“Because | told them | was going to be producingirdarmant who would give testimony
about who really killed LaFortier.”

“Do you have someone like that?” Molly asked.
| beamed at her. “No.”

She stared at me for a moment, clearly thinkingerrghe said, “But the killer doesn’'t know
that.”

My smile widened. “Why, no, Miss Carpenter. He doesl made sure word got around
headquarters of my challenge to the Senior CouHels got nochoicebut to show up here if
there’s any chance at all that | might actually dahdound an informant ready to blow his



identity—which, by the way, would also provide stavgial proof of the existence of the Black
Council.”

Her golden brows knitted. “What if there’s no chamd such an informant existing?”

| snorted. “Kid, groups like these guys, the oné®wnaim and kill and scheme and betray—
they do what they do because they love power. Ahénvyou get people who love power
together, they're all holding out a gift in one damhile hiding a dagger behind their back in the
other. They regard an exposed back as a justiffaioieocation to stick the knife in. The chances
that this group has no one in it who might belidydiave second thoughts and try to back out by
bargaining with the Council for a personal profi éess than zero.”

Molly shook her head. “So . . . he or she will galthe Black Council to help?”

| shook my head. “I think this is happening becatingekiller slipped up and exposed himself
to LaFortier. He had to take LaFortier out, buthaall the security at Edinburgh, there was every
chance something could go wrong and it did. Evemgthelse he’s done has smacked of
desperation. | think that if the Black Council fs@ut that their mole has screwed up this
thoroughly, they’d kill him themselves to keep tinal from leading back to them.” | stared at
the glowering mass of Demonreach. “His only chasde tie off any loose ends that might lead
back to him. He’ll be here tonight, Molly. And hejstto win. He has nothing to lose.”

“But you're puttingeveryondogether in a confined space, Harry,” Molly sdithis is going
to be a huge mess.”

“Pressure cooker, padawan,” | said, nodding. “Tkepps already desperate enough to be
acting hastily and making mistakes. Especially tistake of taking things a step too far and
trying to incriminate the White Court in LaFortisrdeath as well.”

Molly stared out at the water thoughtfully. “So yput him together in a confined space with
two major groups of power who will want to kill hinkis worst nightmare has got to be the
wizards and the White Court being drawn intd@seralliance because of what he’s done. And
with as much power as they have, there’s no way geing to be able to fight them all.”

| smiled at her. “Yeah. Isucksto feel helpless,” | said. “Especially for a widabecause we
usually aren’t. Or at least, we’re usually abledmvince ourselves that we aren’t.”

“You think he’ll crack,” she said.

“I think he’ll be there. | think that with enoughrgssure, something is going to pop loose,
somewhere. | think he’ll try something stupid. Mayh preemptive spell, something to take
everyone down before they know a fight is on.”

“A sneak attack,” Molly said. “Which won't be a seattack if you know where he is and
what he’s doing. Intellectus!”

| tapped my temple with a finger. “Capital thinkjrggasshopper.”



Thunder rumbled far away.

| sighed. “Thomas can sail in bad weather, but md&now how to do it intelligently.
Something like this could turn ugly, fast. We'reigpto have to head into the dock and take our
chances.”

| navigated. Sheesh, listen to me, “navigated.” bhat had a steering wheel and a lever to
make it go faster. It was about as complicated &xearmove as a bumper car. Granted, simple
isn't the same thing as easy, but even so. Theabptacess of pointing the boat and making it
go is not complicated enough to deserve to bedcabwigation.

| drove theWater Beetlearound to the safe passage through the reef, alletipher into the
dock, much more smoothly this time. Will was waitioy the rail and ready. He hopped onto the
dock and Georgia threw him the mooring lines.

“Don’t step onto the land until I get a chance &t there, first!” | called to them. “I want to,
ah, sort of introduce you.”

Billy gave me an oblique look. “Um. Okay, Harry.”

| climbed down from the bridge and was just abauhop to the dock when a tall, slender
figure in a black robe, black cape, and black happeared from behind a veil, standing at the
very end of the dock. He lifted his old rune-cansdff, muttered a word, and then brought it
smashing down onto the wooden planks.

A disk of sparkling blue light washed out from h&nt of impact. | had time, barely, to draw
in my will, cross my arms at the wrists, holdingh against my chest, and slam will into both
my shield bracelet and into strengthening my mesteé&tnses.

Smears of deep blue, purple, and dark green appdéee puffs of smoke where the
expanding ring struck Molly, Will, and Georgia, atlde three of them simply collapsed,
dropping into sprawling heaps on the dock and #ek ef the boat. My vision darkened and for
an instant | felt unbearably tired—but in a panforiced more energy into my defenses, and the
instant passed.

The robed figure stood staring at me for a few sdsoThen it spoke in a deep voice. “Put the
staff down, Dresden.” Swirling narcotic colors gattd around his staff, and he pointed it at me
like a gun. “It is over.”

Chapter Thirty-nine

The rain came down steadily. | risked a glance atothers. They were all down, but breathing.
Molly’s head, shoulders, and arms hung off the sifi¢he boat. Wet, her sapphire-dyed hair
looked like a much darker hue. Each rock of thet Inbade her hands swing. She was in danger
of falling into the water.



| turned back to the cloaked figure and peeredmat Big billowy cloaks and robes are nicely
dramatic, especially if you're facing into the wirdbut under a calm, soaking rain they just look
waterlogged. The outfit clung to the figure, loakirather miserable.

The rain also made the cloth look darker than g.vi@oking closer, | could see faint hints of
color in the cloth, which wasn't actually blackwas a purple so deep that it was close.

“Wizard Rashid?” | asked.

The Gatekeeper’s staff never wavered as he facedHmdifted a hand and drew back his
hood. His face was long and sharp-featured andh&ezd like old leather. He wore a short beard
that was shot through with silver, and his silvairtwas short, stiff brush. One of his eyes was
dark. The other had a pair of horrible old silvears running through it, from his hairline down
to his jaw. The injury had to have ruined his naltwye. It had been replaced with something
that looked like a stainless-steel ball bearingd8led,” he said calmly.

“Should have seen it sooner. There aren’t manynggtaller than me.”

“Lay aside your staff, Wizard Dresden. Before arg/efse is hurt.”

“I can’'t do that,” | said.

“And | cannot permit you to openly challenge the WICouncil to battle.”

“No?” | asked, thrusting out my jaw. “Why not?”

His deep, resonant voice sounded troubled. “Ibisyet your hour.”

| felt my eyebrows go up. “Notet. .. ?”

He shook his head. “Places in time. This is nottittne, or the place. What you are about to do
will cost lives—among them your own. | wish you harm, young wizard. But if you will not

surrender, so be it.”

| narrowed my eyes at him. “And if | don’t do then innocent man is going to die. | don't
want to fight you. But I'm not going to stand bydallet the Black Council kill Morgan and dance
off behind the curtains so that they can do it agaithe future.”

He tilted his head slightly. “Black Council?”

“Whatever you want to call them,” | said. “The péothe traitor is working for. The ones who
keep trying to stir up trouble between the powdrko keep changing things.”

The Gatekeeper’s expression was unreadable. “Vidhregs?”

“The weirdness we've been seeing. Mysterious figuranding out wolf belts to FBI agents.
Red Court vampires showing up to fights with Owssdon the roster. Faerie Queens getting
idealistic and trying to overthrow the natural ardé the Faerie Courts. The Unseelie standing
by unresponsive when they are offered an enormuaidtiby the vampires trespassing on their



territory. The attack on Arctis Tor. | can think lndlf a dozen other things to go with those, and
those are just the things I've personally gotteroimed with.” | made a broad gesture with one
hand, back toward Chicago. “The world is gettingrder and scarier, and we’ve been so busy
beating on one another that we can’t even seeimmedne’s behind it.”

He watched me silently for a long moment. Thendid,sYes.”

| frowned at him, and then my lips parted as lizeal what was going on. “And you think I'm
with them.”

He paused before speaking—»but then, he damn ngaysadid. “Perhaps there is reason. Add
to your list of upset balances such things as apariare erupting between the Red Court and
the White Council. A Seelie crown being passed fiame young Queen to the next by bloody
revolt, and not the will of Titania. Wardens corsay with White Court vampires on a regular
basis. College students being taught magic suffidie allow them to become werewolves. The
Little Folk, Wyld fae, banding together and orgamiz The most powerful artifacts of the
Church vanishing from the world—and, as some sigdigate, being kept by a wizard who does
not so much as pay lip service to the faith, meds believe.”

| scowled. “Yeah, well. When you put it likkat”
He smiled faintly.

| held up my hand, palm out. “I swear to you, by mggic, that | am not involved with those
lunatics, except for trying to put out all theseedi they keep starting. And if questionable things
surround me, it's because that’'s the kind of thimgt happens when you're as outclassed as |
usually am. You have to find solutions where yon, ceot where convenient.”

The Gatekeeper pursed his lips thoughtfully, coersid) me.

“Look, can we agree to a short truce, to talk tig?” | said. “And so that | can keep my
apprentice from drowning?”

His gaze moved past me to Molly. He frowned andelied his staff at once. “Five minutes,”
he said.

“Thanks,” | said. I turned around and got Molly hediback onto the boat. She never stirred.
Once she was safely snoozing on deck, | went dbwrbck to stand in front of the Gatekeeper.
He watched me quietly, holding his staff in botdis leaning on it gently. “So,” | said.
“Where’s the rest of the Senior Council?”

“On the way, | should think,” he said. “They’ll ndééo secure transportation to the island in
Chicago and then find their way here.”

“But not you. You came through the Nevernever?”

He nodded, his eyes watching me carefully. “I kreoW/ay. I've been here before.”



“Yeah?” | shook my head. “I thought about tryingfited a Way out here, but | didn’t want to
chance it. This isn't exactly Mayberry. | doubt hboks up to anything pleasant in the
Nevernever.”

The Gatekeeper muttered something to himself ianguage | didn’t understand and shook
his head. “I cannot decide,” he said, “whether yoa the most magnificent liar | have ever
encountered in my life—or if you truly are as igaot as you appear.”

| looked at him for a minute. Then | hooked my thuop at my ridiculous head bandage.
“Dude.”

He burst out into a laugh that was as rich and desjis speaking voice, but . . . more,
somehow. I'm not sure how to explain it. The soohthat laugh was filled with a warmth and a
purity that almost made the air quiver around &,ifait had welled up from some untapped
source of concentrated, unrestrained joy.

| think maybe it had been a while since Rashidlaaghed.
“You,” he said, barely able to speak through itp“ld that tree. Covered with mud.”
| found myself grinning at him. “Yeah. | remember.”

He shook his head and actually wiped tears awaw finis good eye. It took him another
moment or two to compose himself, but when he spbiseliving eye sparkled, an echo of his
laughter. “You've endured more than most young pedme said. “And tasted more triumph
than most, as well. It is a very encouraging skgat you can still laugh at yourself.”

“Well, gosh,” | said. “I'm just so ignorant, | danknow what else to do.”
He stared at me intently. “You don’t know what tplace is.”

“It's out of the way of innocent bystanders,” 1 dafAnd | know it better than most of the
people who are on the way.”

He nodded, frowning. “l suppose that is logical.”
“So?”

‘Hmm?”

| sighed. Wizards. “So? What this place?”

He considered his words for a moment. “What do ok it is, beyond the obvious physical
and tactical terrain?”

“Well,” | said. “I know there’s a ley line that cas through here. Very dark and dangerous
energy. | know that there’sgenius locipresent and that it is real strong and isn’t viagndly. |
know that they tried to start up a small town hérded with the shipping interests in the Great
Lakes, but it went sour. Demonreach drove them a®aynsane, apparently.”



“Demonreach?” he asked.

“Couldn’t find a name on the books,” | said. “Smade up my own.”

“Demonreach,” the Gatekeeper mused. “It's . . taiply fitting.”

“So?”

He gave me a tight smile. “It wouldn’t help you foe to say anything more—except for this:
one of your facts is incorrect. The ley line yoeak of does not gtinroughthe island,” he said.
“This is where it wells up. The island is gsurce”

“Ah,” | said. “Wells up from what?”

“In my opinion, that is a very useful question.”

| narrowed my eyes. “And you aren’t going to give amything else.”

He shrugged. “We do have other matters to discuss.”

| glanced back at my unconscious friends. “Yeah.d&/é

“I am willing to accept that your intentions arebh®” he said. “But your actions could set
into motion a catastrophic chain of events.”

| shrugged. “I don’t know about that,” | said. “WtHado know is that you don’t kill a man for
a crime he didn’t commit. And when someone elsstrd do it, you stop them.”

“And you think that this will stop them?” the Gagsper asked.
“I think it's my best shot.”

“You won’t succeed,” he said. “If you press ahaaaill end in violence. People will die, you
amongst them.”

“You don’t even know what | have in mind,” | said.

“You're laying a trap for the traitor,” he said. ©¥'re trying to force him to act and reveal
himself.”

A lesser man might have felt less clever than lteehenoment before. “Oh.”

“And if | can work it out,” the Gatekeeper saidhén so can the traitor.”

“Well, duh,” I said. “But he’ll show up anyway. Hmn't afford to do anything else.”
“And he’ll come ready,” the Gatekeeper said. “Hehlloose his moment.”

“Let him. I've got other assets.”



Then he did something strange. He exhaled slovigylifing eye closing. The gleaming steel
eye tracked back and forth, as if looking at somgththough | could only tell it was moving
because of the twitches of his other eyelid. A mainater, the Gatekeeper opened his eye and
said, “The chances that you’ll survive it are miairh

“Yeah?” | asked him. | stepped around him and hdpp# the dock and onto the island,
immediately feeling the connection with Demonreash turned to face him. “How about now?”

He frowned at me, and then repeated the littl@kitu

Then he made a choking sound. “Blood of the Prgphetswore, opening his eyes to stare at
me. “You . . . you've claimethis place as a sanctum?”

“Uh-huh.”
“How?”
“I punched it in the nose. Now we’re friends,” icda

The Gatekeeper shook his head slowly. “Harry,” &iel,shis voice weary. “Harry, you don’t
know what you've done.”

“I've given myself a fighting chance.”

“Yes. Today,” he replied. “But there is always &prfor knowledge. Always.”

His left eyelid twitched as he spoke, making therse¢hat framed the steel orb quiver.
“But it will be me paying the price,” | said. “N@&veryone else.”

“Yes,” he said quietly. We were both silent for eed minutes, standing in the rain.
“Been longer than five minutes,” | said. “How dowwant it to be?”

The Gatekeeper shook his head. “May | offer you prazes of advice?”

| nodded.

“First,” he said, “do not tap into the power ofgllace’s well. You are years away from being
able to handle such a thing without being altengd.b

“I hadn’t planned on touching it,” | said.

“Second,” he said, “you must understand that rdgasdof the outcome of this confrontation,
someone will die. Preferably, it would be the taitbut if he is killed rather than captured, no
one will be willing to accept your explanation ofeats, no matter how accurate it may be.
Morgan will be executed. Odds are excellent thatwdl be as well.”

“I'm sure as hell not doing this for me.”



He nodded.

“Don’t suppose you’d be willing to lend a hand?”

“I cannot set foot on the island,” he said.

“Why not?”

“Because this place holds a grudge,” he said.

| suddenly thought of thérag-thumplimp of the island’s manifest spirit.
Damn.

He turned to the dock behind him and flicked a hainithe air. A neat, perfectly circular portal
to the Nevernever appeared without a whisper okdli of wasted power. The Gatekeeper gave
me a nod. “Your friends will awaken in a momenuill do what I can to help you.”

“Thank you,” | said.

He shook his head. “Do not. It may be that truelkess would have been to kill you today.”

Then he stepped through the portal and was goranished an instant later. | stood there in
the rain and watched the others begin to stir. Theighed and walked back to them, to help

them up and explain what was going on.

We had to get moving. The day wasn’t getting anynger, and there were a lot of things to
do before nightfall.

Chapter Forty

We worked for three hours before | started dropimnggs, tripping on nice flat ground, and
bumping into other people because I'd forgottekdep an eye out for them.

“That’s it, Harry,” Georgia said firmly. “Your slgéng bag is in the cottage. Get some more
sleep.”

“I'll be all right,” | said.

“Harry, if anything happens to you, we aren’t gotoghave anyone we know looking out for
us. You need to be able to focus. Go rest.”

It sounded awfully good, but my mouth opened omws. “We've still got to lay out the—"

Will had come up behind me in complete silence.pdéed my arm behind my back in a
capable, strong grip, and twisted carefully. Itrdidhurt, until he leaned gently into me and | had
to move forward to keep the pressure off. “You ddhae lady,” he said. “We can finish the rest
of it on our own. We'll wake you up if anything hzgms.”



| snorted, twisted at the waist, bumping Will offlance with my hip, and broke the lock. Will
could have broken my arm and kept hold of me, hsieiad he let go before it could happen. “All
right, all right,” | said. “Going.”

| shambled into the cottage and collapsed ont@epshg bag that lay on top of a foam camp
pad.

Four hours later, when Will shook me awake, | wasd in the exact same position. Late-
afternoon light slanted into the half-ruined co&dgpm the west. Morgan lay on his own pallet,
made by stripping the foam mattress from the bumkhe Water BeetleHis eyes were closed,
his breathing steady. Will must have carried hinfrom the boat.

“Okay,” I slurred. “I'm up. I'm up.”
“Georgia has been patrolling the shoreline,” he s&he says there’s a boat approaching.”

My heart began beating a little faster, and my stcimfluttered. |1 swallowed, closed my eyes
for a moment, and imagined a tranquil tropical bemcan effort to calm my thoughts. But the
beach kept getting overrun by shapeshifting zormbrepires with mouths on the palms of their
hands.

“Well, that's useless,” | said in sleepy disgustgdt to my feet and gathered my things.
“Where’s it coming from?”

“West.”

“He’ll have to sail a third of the way around thsland then, to get through the reefs,” |
yawned. “Where’s Georgia?”

Claws scraped on hard-packed earth, and a largeytewlf appeared in the doorway. She sat
down and looked at me, her ears perked forward.

“Good work,” | told her. “Molly?”

“Here, Harry,” she called, as she hurried into tbage. She held a crystal of white quartz
about two inches thick and a foot long in her hands

“Get to work, grasshopper. Don't hesitate to usedtystal if things get dicey. And good luck
to you.”

She nodded seriously and went to Morgan’s side. i8aehed out and took his limp hand,
frowned in mild concentration, and they both vaatsibvehind one of her wonder veils. “God be
with you, Harry,” she said, her voice coming ouhofvhere.

“Will,” | said. “Get your game face on.” | turned Will to find the young man gone and a
burly dark-furred wolf sitting in his place nextagile of loose clothes. “Oh,” | said. “Good.”



| checked my gear, my pockets, my shoelaces, aled that | had crossed the line between
making sure | was ready and trying to postponeiribeitable. | straightened my back, nodded
once, and began to stride toward the cottage dbet's go, people. Party time.”
* ® *

It was getting darker over the enormous expanséheflake. Twilight is a much different
experience when you're far away from the lightaaity or town. Modern civilization bathes us
in light throughout the hours of darkness—Iightellbbards, streetlights, headlights, airplane
lights, neon decorations, the interior lights offes and businesses, floodlights that strobe
across the sky. They're so much a part of ourthsg the darkness of night is barely a factor in
our daily thinking anymore. We mock one anotheaskl of courage with accusations of being
afraid of the dark, all the while industriously nvadk our own lights brighter, more energy
efficient, cheaper, and longer-lasting.

There’s power in the night. There’s terror in tlalahess. Despite all our accumulated history,
learning, and experience, we remember. We remetithes when we were too small to reach
the light switch on the wall, and when the darknessf was enough to makes us cry out in fear.

Get a good ways out from civilization—say, mileslaniles away on a lightless lake—and the
darkness is there, waiting. Twilight means morenthast time to call the children in from
playing outside. Fading light means more than fjustend of another day. Night is when terrible
things emerge from their sleep and seek soft feegh hot blood. Night is when unseen beings
with no regard for what our people have built andptace in what we have deemed the natural
order look in at our world from outside, and thotdrk and alien thoughts.

And sometimes, just sometimes, they do things.

| walked down the ancient hillsides of Demonreant &elt acutely aware of that fact; night
wasn't falling, so much as sharpening its claws.

| walked out to the end of the floating dock aloBdly and Georgia remained behind, in the
woods. You would not believe how sneaky a wolfapable of being until you've seen one in
action. Wolves acting with human-level intelligereand exceptionalhuman intelligence at
that—are all but invisible when they choose to be.

A boat was rounding the buoy that marked the omemirthe reef. It was a white rental boat,
like any number available to tourists in the aayraft about twenty feet long and rigged for
waterskiing. The wind had risen, coming in from theuthwest, and the lake was getting
choppier. The rental boat was wallowing a littledaouncing irregularly against the waves,
throwing up small shocks of spray.

| watched it come in over the last few hundred gacohtil | could see who was on board. The
boat was fairly new. Its engine made an odd, ciatgenoise, which served to identify the
occupants. The White Council, it seemed, had atrouetime.



Ebenezar McCoy was at the wheel of the boat, H&liead shiny in the rain. Listens-to-Wind
sat in the passenger seat, wearing a rain ponzhe hand gripping the side of the boat, the other
holding on to the dashboard in front him. His weatbeamed face was grim.

In the center of the rear bench was a tiny figarevhite silk embroidered with red flowers.
Ancient Mai was Chinese, and looked as delicatefemiblas an eggshell teacup. Her hair was
pure white and long, held up with a number of jadmbs. Though she was now old, even by the
standards of the White Council, she was still pessé of a sizable portion of what would have
been a haunting, ethereal beauty in her youth.e{dpression was serene, her dark eyes piercing
and merciless.

She frightened me.

Veteran Wardens sat on either side of Ancient Mauyr in their grey cloaks, and three more
were sitting or crouching elsewhere in the boat-eathem from the hard-bitten squad that had
been on standby back in Edinburgh. They were alledr to the teeth, and their expressions
meant business. Apparently Mai scared them at Esmshuch as she did me: one of them was
holding an umbrella for her.

| waited at the end of the dock, inviting Ebendaagesture to pull up on the side opposite the
Water BeetleHe brought the boat in with considerably mordl skan | had shown, killed the
ailing engine while it was still moving, and got tgptoss me a line. | caught it and secured the
boat to the dock without taking my eyes off of amgan the boat. No one spoke. Once the
engine had fallen silent, the only sound was raih\waind.

“Evening,” | ventured, nodding to Ebenezar.

He was staring hard at me, frowning. | saw his esgam the shoreline and come back to me.
“Hoss,” he said. He rose and stepped out onto ¢la&.dOne of the Wardens tossed him another
line, and he secured the back end of the craftn figegot off, walked up to me, and offered me
his hand. | shook it.

“Rashid?” he whispered so low | could barely heéawer the rain.
“With us,” | replied as quietly, trying not to mowey lips.

His head tipped me a tiny nod, and then he turndaetkon the others. Wardens and Senior
Council members began clambering out of the boatalked down the dock beside Ebenezar,
watching the Wardens over my shoulder. They weeesthrt of men and women who had no
illusions about violence, magical or otherwisethiéy decided that the best way to deal with me
would be to shoot me in the back, they wouldn'titads.

| stepped off the dock and onto the island agaid ammediately felt the presence of
Demonreach. At the moment, the only persons oistard were those | had brought with me.

Ebenezar followed me, and | felt it the instantdtepped onto the shore. It wasn’t as if
someone had whispered in my ear. | simihgw felt it, the way you know it when an ant is
crawling across your arm. He stopped a step latad, | kept going until | was about ten feet



away. | turned to face them as their group camenditve dock to stand on the shore. | kept close
track of them through the link with the island, rmak sure that there weren’'t any Wardens
hiding behind veils so that they could sneak ugrmeme and start delivering rabbit punches.

Ebenezar, Ancient Mai, and Listens-to-Wind, hisresgion bearing a faintly greenish cast,
stood side by side, facing me. The Wardens fannedbehind them, wary eyes watching every
possible route of approach, including from the lake

“Well, Wizard Dresden,” Ebenezar said. He leanedhisrstaff and regarded me blandly. “We
got your note.”

“I figured,” | said. “Did you get as far as the parhere | said if you wanted a fight, | would
oblige you?”

The Wardens didn’t actually bare their teeth aadt sharling, but it was close.

“Aye, aye,” Ebenezar said. “I thought it might bem profitable if we could talk about things
first.”

“Indeed,” said Ancient Mai. Her voice was too sntoaind too confident to match the tiny
fragile person speaking in it. “We can always kdu afterward.”

| didn’t actually break out into rivulets of swebtjt it was close.

“Obviously, the disrespect you have offered the ¥/hCouncil merits some form of
response,” she continued. “Do not flatter yourbglthinking that we have come to you because
we lack other options.”

Ebenezar gave Mai a mild look. “At the same timbg said, “your reputation as an
investigator is unrivaled within the Council. Thatided to the nature of your relationship with
the alleged murderer, is reason enough to hear yauwahave to say.”

“Wizard Dresden,” Listens-to-Wind said. “You saiduyhad proof of Morgan’s innocence.
You said you had a witness.”

“And more,” | replied.
“And where are they?”
“We need to wait a moment,” | said, “until everycareives.”

Ancient Mai’'s eyes narrowed. The Wardens got everenalert, and spread out a bit, hands
on their weaponry.

“What others, Hoss?” Ebenezar asked.

“Everyone directly involved in this plot,” | sai@Warden Morgan wasn’t the only one being
set up as a patsy. When you manage to track dogvsdtirce of the money found in Morgan’s
account, you'll find that it comes from a corpooatiowned by the White Court.”



Listens-to-Wind frowned. “How do you know this?”

“l investigated,” | said. “After further investigan, | concluded that the money had probably
been moved without the knowledge of the White Ceudaders. The guilty party not only
wished LaFortier dead, and Warden Morgan to take lilame for it, he also wanted to
manipulate the Council into renewing hostilitiegwihe Vampire Courts.”

The Wardens traded looks with one another wherdl that. It was getting darker, and | had
trouble making out their expressions. Listens-toxi8 face became thoughtful, though. “And
there is proof of this?” he asked.

“I believe there will be,” | replied. “But it mightake time to find—longer than the duration of
Morgan’s unjust trial and undeserved executionnayy’

Ancient Mai suddenly smiled, an expression withtlad joy and life of frozen porcelain. “In
other words,” she said, “whatever measures beikgntéo veil Morgan from our tracking spells
were near their limits, forcing you to seek thisetneg.”

| had to work hard to keep from twitching. The otiling worse than scary ssnartand scary.

Mai turned to Ebenezar. “It seems obvious that @aswas involved in this plot on some
level, and if Dresden is here, Morgan is probaldgrby. Arrest Dresden and resume attempting
to track Morgan immediately. We can attend to thsifiess in a proper and orderly fashion back
at Edinburgh.”

Ebenezar eyed Mai and then looked at Listens-toeWin

The old medicine man stared at me for a time, &ed reached up an ink-stained finger to
pull back a few loose hairs that had been plasterdus face by the rain. He leaned on his staff
and looked around the island for a long minute giigression distant. “No mention was made of
other parties being present,” he said, finally. iSTis Council business, and no one else’s.
Adding representatives of the White Court to this meeting could prove as disastrous as the
war you claim to be trying to avoid, Wizard Dresden

Ebenezar’s jaw tensed up. “That’s not the sameythgsaying we should arrest him.”

Listens-to-Wind faced Ebenezar stolidly. “If what kays is so, the truth will come out. We
can postpone a trial so that if this evidence existan be found.”

“You know as well as | do,” Ebenezar said, “thag thutcome of the trial is not going to be
changed by the truth.”

Listen-to-Wind’s voice became hard and rough, hda deep and burning anger that | had
never heard from the old man before. “There isvibed that should be,” he growled, “and the
world thatis. We live in one.”

“And must create the other,” Ebenezar retortedit i ever to be.”



Listens-to-Wind looked down and shook his headldd&ed very old and very tired. “There
are no good paths to choose, old friend,” he saietly. “All we can do is choose if many die, or
a few.” He looked up at me, his face hard. “I anrygoHoss Dresden. But | must agree. Arrest
him.”

Chapter Forty-one

Demonreach allowed me to sense Billy and Georgiiglg closer, and to feel an uncertain
sense of excitement that could have been tensidaaoror anger coming from them. It had a
much more vague idea of the emotions of the Wardmrtd could tell that they weren’t eager to
start a fight with me.

Which made me want to laugh. | mean, seriously. @mene, sure, maybe | could have been
a handful for any of them. But there weheee members of the Senior Council there, any one of
which could have tied me in knots. And they hadauegumbered five to one, beyond that.

And then it hit me. They were dealing with someghfar more dangerous than me, Harry
Dresden, whose battered old Volkswagen was cuyrémtihe city impound. They were dealing
with the potential demonic dark lord nightmare wak they’d been busy fearing since | turned
sixteen. They were dealing with the wizard who faamkd the Heirs of Kemmler riding a zombie
dinosaur, and emerged victorious from a fight thad flattened Morgan and Captain Luccio
before they had even reached it. They were dealitigthe man who had dropped a challenge to
the entire Senior Council, and who had then actualpwed apparently willing to fight—on the
shores of an entirely too creepy island in the teidd a freshwater sea.

Granted, | technically was that person, but they ha idea how close several of those calls
had been. They didn’'t know the small details, thwrks of fate, or the assists from allies |
probably didn’'t deserve that allowed me to shanthieof those clouds of insanity in more or
less one piece.

They just knew that | was the one still standing-d-#mat fact inspired a healthy and rational
fear. More than that, they were afraid of what tdé&n’t know | could do. And none of them
knew that | wouldso much rather be back in my apartment, reading @ ¢omk and drinking a
cold beer.

| didn’t move when Listens-to-Wind made his statatngjust stood there, as if | wasn’t much
impressed. The Council had evidently sent the tBe@or members as a kind of quorum, and |
would think that the word of two of them would bsoegh to decide a course of action—but the
oldest of the Wardens there, a large man with dlaigk beard whose name was Beorg, or Yorg,
or Bjorn—definitely Scandinavian—turned to lookkdienezar.

The wizard of the Ozarks stood looking at me, allssmaile on his face. | recognized the
smile. When I'd first gone to live with him, aftéd killed my foster father, we would go into
town every week for supplies. A gang of teenagespbbygred, reacted to the presence of a new
boy with typical adolescent thoughtlessness. Ortbarh had tried to get me to fight him.



At the time, | remember being annoyed at the ditba from my day. Because | had just
wiped out a major demon and a former Warden oi/éte Council in a pair of fair fights, local
teenage bullies were really kind of beneath myasoti hey were kids playing a game, and | had
grown older very quickly. I could have killed themd| of them, without too much trouble, but
the very idea was laughable. It would have beem liking a flamethrower to clean cobwebs out
of the house.

I'd stood there, just looking at them, while theied to tease me into fighting. | hadn’t moved,
or said anything, or done anything. | just stooer¢hin a wall of silence and stillness, until that
silence had become heavier and heavier. They haat@ally been pushed back by it, and | had
simply walked past them.

And | was doing the same thing again, letting tlense fuel their uncertainty.
| met Ebenezar’s gaze, and we both smiled faintlgaknowledgment of the memory.

“Well, gentlemen,” Ebenezar said, turning to faoe Wardens. “You've heard the will of the
Council, such as it is. But you should be advisget since you'd be doing something foolish at
the behest of someone acting foolish, | won’t lestisig you.”

Mai’'s head snapped around to focus on EbenezarCayt

Ebenezar bowed his head to her. “Wizard Mai, | waadvise you not to seek a quarrel with
the young man. He’s a fair hand in a fight.”

The old woman lifted her chin haughtily. “He wad truily your apprentice. You kept watch
over him for a mere two years.”

“And came to know him,” Ebenezar said. He turneeye Listens-to-Wind. “What did that
raccoon pup you had think of him? You go on abobatwgood judges of character young
animals can be. Is he the sort of man who wouldlireshimself in that kind of plot? You know
the answer.”

Listens-to-Wind shook his head tiredly. “It isnth@ut that and you know it.”

“If you do not assist us in subduing him,” Mai salter voice crisp and thrumming with
tension, “it could be considered treason, WizardCigl.”

“I am assisting you,” Ebenezar said. “By advisirgyyto avoid conflict.” He paused and said,
“You might try asking him.”

“Excuse me?” Mai said.

“Asking him,” Ebenezar said. He hooked a thumb e strap of his overalls. “Ask him
politely to come with you back to Edinburgh. Mayied cooperate.”

“Don’t bother, sir,” | said. “l won't.”



“Ancient Mai,” rumbled Warden Bjork. “If you woulgdlease return to the boat, we will see to
this.”

| remained just as I'd been standing, and hopetititigaothers would be arriving soon. | didn’t
want to start up the dance music until everyonethdn the floor, but if the Wardens pressed
me, | might need to.

“Ancient Mai,” Warden Yorgi repeated. “Do you wisls to—"

He didn't get to finish the phrase before there wadeafening roar and a helicopter swept
over the hillside behind us, flying about an inctda half above the treetops. It soared past us
and then banked around in a turn over the lakey tinketurn and hover thirty feet above the
shoreline, maybe a hundred yards away.

In the movies, special forces guys come zippingrdow lines. I've even been the guy on a
line once, sort of, though | was more sack of nteah Navy SEAL. But when the people
jumping off the helicopter are vampires, you dddther with a lot of lines.

Or any lines. At all.

Three figures in white leapt from the hovering gbep neatly flipped once on the way down,
and landed together in a dancer’s crouch. Thenahepse, the movement as beautiful, smooth,
and coordinated as anything you'd see at the Cidgu8oleil.

Lara and her two sisters walked toward us, and Weg good at it. Lara was wearing a white
sundress that showed off her curves, with two blaekher belts that crossed on her hips. A
handgun in a holster hung from one of the belte ®ther belt supported a sword, a genuine
rapier whose worn handle looked as if it had sexunah use. Her long black hair was pulled up
in a net, and the top of her head was coveredvimite cloth, a very Gypsy sort of look. She
wore a choker made of pure platinum, the metal gggeto hold its own glow, even in the failing
light, and a single large bloodred ruby hung from i

As she walked, it was impossible not to noticegbegeously feminine curves of her body, the
casual sway of her hips from side to side, eacham@nt emphasizing the fact that she carried
deadly weapons. And, since it was raining on heitemiress, it was impossible not to notice a
whole lot of other things about Lara—such as tlot tlaat other than the weapons and her shoes,
it was all she was wearing.

| concentrated on keeping my tongue from hangingrdpast my chin, and forced my eyes to
look elsewhere.

Her sisters were wearing much different gear. Thotugy also wore white, they had both
donned what looked like motorcycle leathers—nog ldcchetypical American bikers, but more
like the gear you see professional racing motorstecwearing. It looked very high-tech, and
was obviously armored. In standard gear, the amwas heavy plastic, there to protect the rider
in the event of a collision or a fall. | was wilfjrio bet that it had been upgraded to something a
lot stronger in the Raith’s gear. They, too, wegaipped with sidearms of both the past and



present. Their hair was tied up and back, andl&e, their skin was pale, their eyes were wide
and grey, their lips dark and inviting.

| watched the three Raith sisters come and thowgmyself that if there was any justice in the
universe, | would get to watch that in slow motion.

Alas.

Out of the corner of my eye, | saw Mai calmly ldt hand to Warden Berserkergang,
motioning him to stand down. It didn’t surprise nAacient Mai had very strong notions of
proper behavior and how it ought to be followede Sfould never condone observable division
amongst members of the Council where outsidergdowithess it.

Lara stopped twenty feet away, and her sistergstbp couple of feet behind her. Their eyes
were on the Wardens, who returned the vampiregstaith calm attention.

“Harry,” she said, her voice warm, as if we’'d jush into one another at a soiree. “You are a
wicked, wicked man. You didn’t tell me I'd havegbare you with others tonight.”

“What can | say?” | asked, turning to face Laranliled at her and bowed my head without
taking my eyes off her. It was a more enjoyableapaia than I'd observed for the Wardens, if
no less wary. “I used to be a trusting, gentle sout the rigors of the cruel world have made me
cynical and cautious.”

Lara looked from the Wardens to me, her expressp@tulative. Then she gave them a smile
that could have melted plate steel and walked tpsmmehow making a swagger look perfectly
feminine. She extended both hands to me as she came

| smiled in return, though mine was a lot stiffadamore artificial, and whispered, through my
smiling teeth, “You have got to be kidding.”

She cast her eyes down demurely, toning the smiMndo a smirk, and breathed, “Be nice to
me, wizard mine, and I'll return the favor.”

| don’t think | hesitated very long before | offdr@er my hands in return. We clasped them.
Her fingers were silken-smooth and very cold. Shéesl radiantly and inclined her head to me,
a slow, graceful, formal gesture.

Then, faster than | could blink, much less move, sthacked me in the kisser.

She used her open hand, which prevented the blaw freing a lethal one. Even so, it hit like
a club. It knocked me several steps back, spinmegas | went, and | wound up caught in a
drunken corkscrew that ended with my ass hittirggiound ten feet away.

“Once again you havied to us,” Lara snarled.Usedus. | have had my fill of your deceits,
wizard.”



| sat there with my mouth open, wondering if my jasuld start wobbling bonelessly in the
rising breeze.

Fury radiated from her in a cold sphere, and evdrgr of her body looked ready to do
violence. She faced me with the members of the €iban her left, the darkness of the forest on
her right. | focused on my shield bracelet, certhiat there was every possibility that she might
be about to draw her gun and plug me.

“If my brother is not returned to me whole this mig she continued, her voice cold and
deadly, “there will be blood between us and my momidl not be satisfied until one of us lies
dead on the dueling ground.”

And then she winked at me with her right eye.
“Do you understand?” she demanded.
“Uh,” | said, trying to move my jaw. It was appatignwhole. “Yeah. Message received.”

“Arrogant child.” She spat on the ground in my diren. Then she turned and walked
purposefully toward the Senior Council members. Sbpped about ten feet from Ancient Mai,
just before the Wardens standing behind her woale lsnapped and started hurling thunder and
fury. She came to a graceful stance of attentiod,then bowed, rather deeply, to Ancient Mai.

Mai's face revealed nothing. She returned the geshowing less deeply.
“It is a pleasure to meet you in the flesh,” Laa&ds “You must be Ancient Mai.”
“Lara Raith,” Mai replied. “I had not anticipatedwyr presence at this meeting.”

“Nor | yours.” She gave me a rather disgusted gari€ourtesy, it seems, is a devalued
commodity in this world.” She bowed again, to Ebsveand Listens-to-Wind, and greeted them
by name. “Your reputations, gentlemen, precede’you.

Injun Joe nodded without speaking.

“Lady Raith,” Ebenezar said, calmly. “Touch thatytaain and the only things left for your
kin to bury will be your five-hundred-dollar shoes.

“Aiya,” Ancient Mai said in a flat tone.

Lara paused at Ebenezar's statement. It didn'terdugr, precisely, but she gave Ebenezar
another look and then inclined her head to him.ri&een, lady. Obviously we both have
urgent concerns that must be addressed. Equalipwdly, none of us anticipated the presence
of the other, and a violent incident would beneéitone. On behalf of the White Court, | propose
a formal agreement of nonaggression for the duraifdhis meeting.”



Ancient Mai gave Ebenezar a hard look, then liftezt chin slightly and turned away,
somehow giving the impression that she had forndiynissed him from reality. “Agreed,” she
said. “On behalf of the Council, | accept the pregdd

| managed to stagger back to verticality. My wouhtlead felt like Lara had split it open, and
I'd have a hand-shaped bruise on my cheek, bushivgoing to sit there moaning about getting
slapped by a girl. Granted, the girl was hundrddgears old and could change a fire truck’s tires
without using a jack, but there was a principlevatk here. | got to my feet and then walked
carefully over to stand beside Ebenezar, facingvimapires. One of the Wardens there made a
little room for me, all his attention focused fomdan Lara and her sisters.

Heh. They were much more comfortable with me wheras$ aimed at an enemy. | tried to
keep a running portion of my awareness focused @mdhreach. | had done as much as | could
in assembling this group. | was counting on myneate of the killer to take it to the next level,
and until he showed up, | had to keep stringindpth@tra and the Council along.

The best way to do that, for the moment, was t@kpeet and let them talk.

“I suppose the first thing we must do is share Keoge,” Lara said to Ancient Mai. “Would
you prefer it if | went first?”

Mai considered that for a moment and then bowedéad in a slight acknowledgment.

Lara proceeded without further ado. “My brother,ofifas Raith, has been taken by a
skinwalker, one of the ancient naagloshii. The whilker has offered an exchange. My brother
for Warden Donald Morgan.”

Mai tilted her head to one side. “How is Dresderolued in this matter?”

“He claims that he is attempting to establish Warddéorgan’s innocence in some sort of
matter internal to the Council. As a gesture ofdyeitl to the Council and to help keep the peace
within Chicago, | have instructed my brother toeoffeasonably low-risk aid and assistance to
Dresden.” She glanced at me. “He has abused my gdedtions repeatedly. This time, he
somehow involved my brother in his investigatiomdaThomas was ambushed by the
skinwalker.”

“And that is all?” Mai asked.

Lara glared at me again, and seemed to visiblyeftverself to take a moment to think. “He
claims that a third party was behind Warden Morggmedicament, and attempting to set the
Court against the Council. To my surprise, my omwvestigation did not immediately disprove
his statements as lies. It seems possible thatobrmay financial managers may have been
somehow coerced into embezzling the contents alnsiderable account. Dresden claims the
money was sent to an account that was made to fgpleelong to Warden Morgan.”

Mai nodded. “Was it?”



Lara shrugged elegantly. “It is possible. My peoate working to find evidence that will
establish what happened more precisely.”

Mai nodded and was still for several seconds besheesaid, “Despite how carefully you have
danced around the subject, you know exactly whyareehere.”

Lara smiled very slightly.

“The tale Dresden tells us lacks the credibilitysahplicity,” Mai continued. “Despite how
carefully you have danced around saying the aactwoadls, it seems that you wish us to believe
that the White Court was not involved in the matietaFortier’s death. Thus, your story, too,
lacks the credibility of simplicity.”

“In my experience, matters of state are rarely $gngmes,” Lara responded.

Mai moved a hand, a tiny gesture that somehow g@d/acknowledgment. “Yet given recent
history, the actions of a known enemy seem a faertkely source for LaFortier's murder than
those of some nameless, faceless third party.”

“Of course. You are, after all, wizards,” Lara saihout a detectable trace of irony. “You are
the holders of great secrets. If such a group existou would surely know of it.”

“It is possible that | am unfairly judging your g&e in accusing them of plotting LaFortier’s
death,” Mai replied, her voice utterly tranquil. Y are, after all, vampires, and well-known for
your forthright and gentle natures.”

Lara inclined her head, smiling faintly. “Regardiewe find ourselves here.”

“That seems incontrovertible.”

“l seek the safe return of my brother.”

Mai shook her head firmly, once. “The White Counuill not exchange one of our own.”
“It seems to me,” Lara said, “that Warden Morganasin your company.”

“A transitory situation,” Mai said. She didn’t loakt me, but | felt sure that the steel in her
voice was aimed in my direction.

“Then perhaps a cooperative effort,” Lara said. “Méed not allow the skinwalker takethe
Warden.”

“Those who ally themselves with the White Court eoto regret it,” Mai replied. “The
Council has no obligation to assist you or yourtheo.”

“Despite the recent efforts made on your behaliryyKing and his Court?” Lara asked.

Mai faced her without blinking and said nothing eor



“He is my blood,” Lara said quietly. “I will havarh returned.”

“| appreciate your loyalty,” Mai said, in a toneathsuggested she didn’t. “However, this
matter of the skinwalker wishing an exchange isdlyagermane to where we stand at the
moment.”

“Actually,” | said. “It kind of is, Ancient Mai. had someone tell Shagnasty where to meet me
tonight. Depending on how he crosses the watecphll be here any moment.”

Ebenezar blinked. Then he turned his face to ngegkpression clearly asking whether or not
| was out of my damned mind.

“Wile E. Coyote,” | said to him soberly. “Suuuuuugeenius.”

| saw him thinking and | recognized it when my oténtor got it, when he understood my
plan. | could tell because he got that look onfage I've only seen when he knows things are
about to go spectacularly wrong and he wants teady for it. He let his staff fall to rest against
his chest and idly dug in a pocket, his eyes ftigkacross the woods around us.

| don’'t know where Mai’'s head was, or if she worlad anything at all. | had a feeling that
she wouldn’t. Since her thought processes wouldhabe to start from given assumptions that
were incorrect, she didn’'t have much of a chancepafing to a correct conclusion.

“All that means,” she said to me, “is that it woué wise to finish our business here and
retreat from this place.”

“Sadly, | am reaching a similar conclusion,” Laegdsdeliberately. “Perhaps it is time for this
meeting to adjourn.”

Behind her, one of her sisters shifted one hang sieghtly.

Lightning flashed overhead, and thunder forced aseainto the conversation. The wind
picked up again, and Listens-to-Wind suddenly diftes head. His gaze snapped around to the
north, and his eyes narrowed.

An instant later, | sensed a new presence on tardsMore people had just touched down
onto the far side of the bald hill where Demonredolwer stood. There were twelve of them,
and they began moving toward the hilltop at inhurspeed. White Court vampires, they had to
be.

Seconds later, another pair of humanlike presesoeply appearedin the woods four
hundred yards away. And if that wasn’t enough, tmare people arrived on the northwest shore
of the island.

Mai took immediate note of Injun Joe’s expressiod &lted her head, staring hard at Lara.
“What have you done?” she demanded.



“I have signaled my family,” Lara replied calmlyl. did not come here to fight you, Ancient
Mai. But Iwill recover my brother.”

| focused on the two smaller groups, both of thexinspof new presences, and found that their
numbers were growing. On the beach, many, many rpairs of feet had begun beating the
ground of Demonreach, thirty of them or more. |a torest nearby, a presence that the island
had never before encountered appeared, followeddyg and more and more of the same.

There was only one explanation for that—the newals were calling forth muscle from the
Nevernever. | was betting that the pair on the bemas Madeline and Binder, and that he had
begun calling out his grey men the moment his Feethe ground. The two who had simply
appeared in the forest had to have taken a Wagmareiged from the Nevernever onto the island
directly. It was possible a second summoning likedBr's was under way, but | thought it far
more likely that someone had gathered up suppdrbasught it with them, through the Way.

Meanwhile, Mai and Lara were beginning to barerthlsws.
“Is that a threat, vampire?” Mai said in a flatéon

“I would prefer that you regard it as a truth,” haeplied, her own tone losing the charm and
conviviality it had contained in some measure tigimut the conversation.

The Wardens behind me started getting nervousuldceel it, both for myself and through
Demonreach. | heard leather creak as hands wete phu grips of holstered guns and upon hilts
of swords.

Lara, in response, rested her fingertips lightlpruher own weapons. Her two sisters did the
same.

“Wait!” | snapped. “Wait!”

Everyone turned to look at me. | must have looklesl & raving mad-man, standing there with
my eyes half focused, looking back and forth outpafe instinct and force of habit as the
island’s intellectus informed me of the rapidly rispiring events. The White Court
reinforcements had bypassed the tower hill and wheaded for the beach to support Lara—
which was something, at least. Lara’s helicoptetnftadropped them up there specifically to
look for Morgan. It must have come up low, from tin@th, using the terrain of the hilltop to
mask the sound of its arrival.

| forced my attention back to the scene around ‘iidely crap. | knew this would put the
pressure on him. But this guy’s gone to war.”

“What?” Listens-to-Wind asked. “What are you tatikiabout?”
“Don’t start in on one another!” | snapped. “Lavge need to work together or we're all dead.”

She turned her head a little to one side, starimgea “Why?”



“Because better than a hundred—one hundred ten-+mings have just arrived at different
points of the island and they aren’t here to ctterlittle mixer we’ve got going. There are only
nine of us and fifteen of you. We’re outnumberee fio one Sixto one, now.”

Mai stared at méWhat?”

Howls slithered into the air, muffled by the fatlimain, but were made all the more eerie by
the lack of direction to them. | recognized thenoate—Binder’'s grey men. They were coming,
moving with mindless purpose that cared nothinglierdanger of a forest at night.

The second group was nearer. They'd stopped groatiaghundred and twenty-five, and were
already on the move toward us. They weren't as dasthe grey men, but they were moving
steadily and spreading out into an enormous cutved meant to sweep the forest and then
encircle their quarry when they found it. Red lidilggan to pour through the trees in their
direction, casting eerie black shadows and turttiegain to blood.

| forced myself to think, to ask Demonreach thehtiguestions. A second’s consideration
revealed that the two forces would converge ontexactly the same time—they were working
together.

The numbers disadvantage was too great. The Wardegig get some spells off, and the
Senior Council members would probably leave mouafiorpses piled around them—but
outnumbered six to one, on a dark night, when tlveuld have trouble seeing their targets
before they were within a few steps, they woulgmévail. The large group would hit them from
one side, and the smaller one would come from therpboxing us in.

Unless.. ..

Unless we could get to one of the two groups &rst eliminate it before its partner reached us
and hit us from behind.

Outnumbered as hideously as we were, the smahiest Wwould have been to run like hell—
but | knew that no one would. The Council still Hadecover Morgan. Lara still had to recover
Thomas. Neither of them enjoyed the advantage .| Bidthem, the danger was only a vague
threat, some howls in the dark, and it would rensaimuntil it was todate to run.

Which left us only one option.
We had to attack.
The grey men howled again, from much closer.

| gave Ebenezar a desperate glance and then steppexatd, lifting my staff. “They've got us
boxed in! Our only chance is to fight our way cldaveryone, with me!”

Lara and her sisters stared at me in confusion.\Wardens did the same—but the fear in my
voice and on my face was very real, and when omeanubeing displays a fear response, those



nearby it tend to find it psychologically contagsourhe Wardens’ eyes immediately went to
Ancient Mai.

| started jogging, beckoning as | went, and Ebengzmediately fell in with me. “You heard
the man!” Ebenezar roared. “Wardens, let's move!”

At his bellow, the dam broke, and the Wardens slifgeward to join us.

Lara stared at me for another half a second, aed thied, “Go, go!” to her sisters. They
began running with us, effortlessly keeping pabeirtmotion so graceful and light that it hardly
seemed possible that they would leave footprints.

| looked over my shoulder as | slowly increasedghee. Ancient Mai had turned toward the
hateful red glare coming from the forest to thetkptacing it calmly. “Wizard Listens-to-Wind,
with me. Let us see if we can slow the progresstadtever is coming this way.”

Injun Joe went to her side, and the two of therodstihere, gathering their will and muttering
to each other.

| consulted Demonreach for the best route to followard the enemy, put my head down, and
charged the demons that were coming to kill us,d&ias and vampires alike at my side.

Chapter Forty-two

Adrenaline does weird things to your head. You hegple talk about how everything slows
down. That isn’t the cas@&lothingis happening slowly. It's just that you somehowrmeto be
able to fit a whole lot more thinking into the tiraad space that's there. It migbellike things
have slowed down, but it's a transitory illusion.

For example, | had time to reflect upon the natfreadrenaline and time while sprinting
through the woods at night. It didn't make me ruwy daster, though. Although if | wasn’t
actually moving my arms and legs faster than narredn why was | twenty feet ahead of
everyone else, the vampires included?

| heard someone curse in the dark behind me asttipped over an exposed root. | didn'’t
trip. It wasn't that | had become more graceful-udtjknew where to put my feet. It was as if
every step | took was over a path that | had walednany times that it had become ingrained
in my muscle memory. | knew when to duck out of ¥y of a low-hanging branch, when to
bound forward at an angle to my last step in otdetlear an old stump, exactly how much |
needed to shorten a quick pair of steps so thatilddeap a sinkhole by pushing off my stronger
leg. Lara Raith herself was hard-pressed to keep path me, though she managed to close to
within three or four yards, her pale skin all bldvgng in the dark.

The whole time, | tried to keep track of the pasitof the enemy. It wasn't a simple matter. |
didn’t have a big map of the island in my headhvglowing dots marking their positions. | just
knewwhere they were, as long as | concentrated onikgégack of them, but as the number of
enemies continued to increase, it got harder tp keek.



The nearest of the hostile presences was aboytyfartls away when | lifted my fingers to my
lips and let out a sharp whistle. “Out there, onfrof me!” | shouted. “Now, Toot!”

It had been an enormous pain in the ass to wrapvdirks in plastic to waterproof them
against the rain, and even more of a pain to make that a waterproof match was attached to
each of the rockets, Roman candles, and miniatartans. When | had Molly and Will scatter
them around the woods in twenty separate posititohgjotten those “Is he crazy?” looks from
both of them.

After all, it isn’t as if fireworks are heavy-dutyeaponry, capable of inflicting grievous bodily
harm and wholesale destruction. They're just lond laright and distracting.

Which, under the circumstances, was more or lédsakded.

Toot-toot and half a dozen members of the Guardecsimeaking out of nowhere, miniature
comets flashing through the vertical shadows ofttees. They went zipping ahead, alighting on
low branches, and then tiny lights flickered asesatoof matches were set to fuses. A second
later, a tiny shrill trumpet shrieked from somewhahead of us, and a dozen Roman candles
began shooting balls of burning chemicals out itite darkness, illuminating the crouched
running forms of at least ten of Binder’s grey nienheir cheap suits, not fifty feet away. They
froze at the sudden appearance of the flashinggutaics, attempting to assess them as threats
and determine where they were coming from.

Perfect.

| dropped to one knee, lifting my blasting rod,tlke human-seeming demons shrieked at the
sudden appearance of the bright lights. | traitemhithe nearest hesitating grey man, slammed
my will down through the wooden haft, and snarl&diego!”

It was more difficult to do than it would have beéit hadn’t been raining, but it was more
than up to the task. A javelin of red-gold flamedad through the rain, leaving a trail of white
steam behind it. It touched the nearest of the greg on one flank, and his cheap suit went up
as readily as if it was lined with tar instead @jon.

The grey man yawled and began thrashing furioddig. fire engulfed him, throwing out light
for a good thirty yards in every direction, andifinating his companions.

| dropped flat, and an instant later the forestieime belched forth power and death.

Guns roared on full automatic fire. That would he Raiths. Lara and her sisters’ sidearms
had been modified submachine guns, with an enlaagehunition clip. Given the superhuman
strength, perception, and coordination the vamghes at their disposal, they didn’t suffer the
same difficulties a human shooter would have facedning at full speed in the dark, firing a
weapon meant to be braced by a shooter’s entirerdpgly in one hand—and their left hands at
that. Bullets chewed into three different grey miem, or eleven rounds each, all of them hitting
between the neck and temple, blasting the demaristbaectoplasm.

Then it was the Wardens’ turn.



Fire was the weapon of choice when it came to commzayic. Though it was taxing upon the
will and physical stamina of the wizard, it gotoa bf energy concentrated into a relatively small
space. It iluminated darkness, something that weasly always to a wizard’s advantage—and it
hurt. Every living thing had at least a healthy respictot an outright fear of fire. Even more to
the point, fire was a purifying force in its nonysical aspect. Dark magic could be consumed
and destroyed by fire when used with that intent.

The Wardens used the zipping little fireballs frdme Roman candles and my own improvised
funeral pyre to target their own spells, and thesréal fireworks started.

Each individual wizard has his own particular qaivhen it comes to how he uses his power.
There is no industrial standard for how fire is lea into use in battle. One of the Wardens
coming up behind me sent forth a stream of tingsstaat slewed through the night like machine-
gun fire, effortlessly burning holes through treescks, and grey men with equal disdain.
Another sent a stream of fire up in a high arc, arctashed down among several grey men,
splashing and clinging to any moving thing it skli&e napalm. Lances of scarlet and blue and
green fire burned through the air, reminding meadenad moment of a scene fronstar Wars
movie. Steam hissed and snarled everywhere, asth ivwoodland forty yards across and half
as deep vanished into light and fury.

Hell’'s bells. I mean, I'd seen Wardens at work befdut it had all been fairly precise,
controlled work. This was pure destruction, whollesedustrial-strength, and the heat of it was
so intense that it sucked the air out of my lungs.

The grey men, though, weren’'t impressed. Eithey theren’t bright enough to attempt to
preserve their own existence or they just didnfecdhey scattered as they advanced, spreading
out. Some of them rushed forward, low to the groand half hidden by the brush. Others
bounded into the trees and came leaping and svgrfigmvard, branch by branch. Still more of
them darted to the sides, out of the harsh glatkeofires, spreading out around us.

“Toot!” | screamed over the roaring chaos. “Go afte flankers!”

A tiny trumpet added its own notes to the din, #m&Pizza Patrol zipped out into the woods,
two or three of the little faeries working togethercarry fresh Roman candles. They gleefully
kept on with the fireworks, sending the little smtus balls of flame chasing the grey men trying
to slip around us through the shadows, marking thesitions.

Lara let out a piercing call and came up to my ,sgien in hand, snapping off snarling bursts
every time a target presented itself. | pointeditber side and said, “They’re getting around us!
We've got to stop them from taking Mai and Injure Joom behind!”

Lara’s eyes snapped left and right, and she saitegong to her sisters in ancient Etruscan,
the tongue of the White Court. One of them werdither direction, vanishing into the dark.

A grey man came crashing out of the flame twengt tavay from me, blazing like a grease
fire. He showed absolutely no concern for the flaie just sprinted forward and leapt at me,
hands spread wide. | made it up to my knees ancktirane end of my quarterstaff against the
ground, aiming the other at the grey man’s cenftenass. The staff struck it, but not squarely. It



twisted to one side at the impact, bounced offgiteeind, took a fraction of a second to reorient
itself on me—

And erupted into a cloud of ectoplasm as rounds ftara’s gun took its head apart.

The next attacker was already on the way, out énddrkness beyond the firelight. | came to
my feet and on pure instinct snapped off anothasthif fire at the empty air twenty feet beyond
Lara and about ten feet up. There was nothing therereleased the blast, and | knew it, but as
the fire hissed through the falling rain, it illumated the form of a grey man in the midst of a
spectacular leap that would have ended at the swhdlara’s back. The blast struck him and
hammered him to one side so that he came dowralik&ning jet, crashing across a dozen yards
of ground before dissolving into flame-licked mosraf swiftly vanishing transparent jelly.

Lara didn’t see the attacker until he’d tumbledtp&3h,” she said, her voice conversational.
“That was gentlemanly of you, Dresden.”

“I've been known to pull out chairs and open dotws,” | said.
“How very unfashionable,” Lara said, her pale eglemming. “And endearing.”

Ebenezar stumped up to us, staff in hand, his ege®w and flickering all around us while
Wardens continued to send blasts of power hammaéringargets. Off in the woods behind us,
submachine guns chattered. Apparently Lara’s sistare still hunting the grey men who had
gotten around us.

“We’ve got one Warden down,” Ebenezar said.

“How bad?”

“One of those things came out of a tree above héitaere her head off,” he said.

| tracked a slight motion in a nearby treetop antvsled to point a finger. “Sir, up there!”

Ebenezar grunted a word, reached out a hand, add angharp, pulling motion. The grey man
who had been clambering toward us was seized hynaeen force, ripped out of the tree, and
sent sailing on an arc that would land it in Lakeeigan a quarter of a mile from the nearest
shore.

“Where is the second group?” Ebenezar asked.

| thought about it. “They’re at the dock, at thegedf the trees. They're closing on Mai and
Injun Joe.” | glanced at Lara. “I think the vamgiteave been holding them off.”

Ebenezar spat a curse. “That summoner is stiltlere somewhere. His pets won't last long
in this rain, but we can’t afford to give him tirteecall up more. Can you find him?”

| checked. There was so much confusion and motiorthe island that Demonreach had
trouble distinguishing one being from another, bitad a solid if nonspecific idea of where



Binder was. “Yeah.” | sensed more movement andtpdibehind us, to where a trio of grey men
had managed to close on a pair of Wardens who stareding on either side of a still, red-
spattered form on the ground. “There!”

Ebenezar stopped talking to make another swiftugestspoke a word, and one of the
approaching grey men was suddenly hiedally pounded flat by an invisible anvil. Ectoplasmic
ichor flew everywhere. The two Wardens, warned hy nagical strike and now facing even
odds, made short work of the remaining two.

Ebenezar turned back to me and said, “Shut dowh ghamoner, Hoss. I'm taking the
Wardens back to support Injun Joe and Mai. Letsvgmpire.”

“No,” Lara said. “If Binder is nearby, then so isyreweet cousin Madeline. I'll stay with
Dresden.”

Ebenezar didn’t argue with her. He just snarleddena fist, and lifted it up, and Lara let out a
short, choking cry and rose up ten feet into thigler arms and legs snapping down straight,
locking her body into a rigid board.

| put a hand against his chest. “Wait!”
He glanced at me from beneath shaggy grey brows.

“Let her down. She can come along.” Ebenezar hadayof knowing that | wasn't out there
alone. Georgia and Will were lurking nearby, andldde at my side in a couple of seconds if
necessary. Between the two of them, they had ateduor three grey men, too. | tried to put
that knowledge behind a very slight emphasis inomg and told him, “I'll be fine.”

Ebenezar frowned at me, then shot a glance oteatwvbods and gave me a reluctant nod. He
turned back to Lara and released her from the a@fripis will. She didn’'t quite manage to fall
gracefully, and landed in a sprawl that gave meeatgook at her long, intriguingly lovely legs.
The old man eyed her and said, “You just remembetwtold you, missy.”

She rose to her feet, her expression unreadabletdnatw her well enough to know that she
was furious. My old mentor had just insulted hernounltiple levels, not the least of which was
pointing out to her exactly how easy it would be fian to make good on his previous threat.
“I'll remember,” she said, her tone frosty.

“Wardens!” Ebenezar said. “On me!” The old man lerakto a woodsman'’s lope, a shuffle-
footed, loose-kneed gait that managed unpredictédri@in well and covered ground with
deceptive speed. The four remaining Wardens fetl an wedge shape behind him and they
moved out heading south, back toward the dockstlemaonfrontation with whoever had come
forth from the Nevernever with his own army.

Lara turned to me and nodded her head once, gegtore to lead. | tried to fix Binder’s
presence firmly in mind, and was certain he wasdlté us and to the north, probably trying to
circle widely around the scene of the battle witk minions. | started out through the woods
again, pushing myself to move faster.



This time, Lara stayed close behind me. She mindickg movements, down to the length of
my stride, taking advantage of my instinctive knesige of Demonreach.

“I have little interest in this mercenary,” sheds& me as we ran. She wasn't even breathing
hard. “Do with him as you would. But Madeline isnai”

“She might know something,” | said.

“I can't believe anyone with half a mind would ardgt her with knowledge of any
importance.”

“And | can’t believe the treacherous bitch wouldsteal every bit of information she could
find to use against whoever she’s working withrgplied, glancing back.

Lara didn’t dispute the statement, but her eyesldraad like silver mirrors, reflecting the
dancing flames that were still burning here andetss we moved through the site of the battle
and out the other side. “Madeline has betrayed me House, and my Court. She is mine. |
prefer you remained a living, breathing ally. Yoill wot interfere.”

What do you say to something like that? | shut nopth and concentrated on finding Binder.

It took us about five minutes to reach the piecsladreline where Binder and his companion
had come ashore. A pair of Jet Skis lay discaraethe beach. So that's how they’'d done it. The
tiny craft would have no problems at all skimmingeothe stone reefs surrounding the island,
though they would have been hellish to ride inrthegh water.

We swung past the discarded equipment and uplerdigeline, running along a deer trail. |
knew we were getting close, and suddenly Lara acatdd past me, supernaturally fleet of foot
on the even ground.

| don’t know what triggered the explosion. It migtdve been a tripwire stretched across the
trail. It's possible that it was detonated manuaibp. There was a flash of light, and something
hit me in the chest hard enough to knock me downudly asymmetrical shape was burned into
my vision as | lay on my back, trying to sort ouiav had just happened.

Then my body tingled, and Madeline Raith appearedr ane. | realized that she was
straddling me. There was a fire burning somewhkrgechby, illuminating her. She was wearing
a black surfer's wet suit with short arms and lagsipped past her navel. She held a mostly
empty bottle of tequila in one hand. Her eyes weide and shining with a disorienting riot of
colors as she leaned down and kissed me on thiegfadeand . . .

And Hell's freaking bells.

The pleasure that surged through me from that gnqaich was delicious to the point of pain.
Every nerve ending in my entire body lit up, asudio someone had run up the wattage on my
pleasure centers, or injected their engines wittous. | felt my body arch up and shudder, a
purely sexual reaction to a physical bliss that twiam beyond sexuality. | stayed that way,
locked into a quivering arch of ecstasy. It tookyb®ten or fifteen seconds to subside.



From akisson theforehead
God. No wonder people came back to the vampiresitoe.

| could barely register what was happening arourel 80 | only dimly noticed when
Madeline produced a gun of her own, the other fisanodel of those with more than human
strength—a Desert Eagle.

“Good night, sweet wizard,” Madeline purred, hgoshgrinding a slow rhythm against mine.
She drew the half-inch-wide mouth of the gun ovgrceheek as she took a slug of tequila and
then rested the gun’s barrel gently on the spodsjust kissed. It felt obscenely good, like a
caress on skin that has just been shaved smootimabnit yet been touched. | knew that she was
about to kill me, but I couldn’t stop thinking hogood it felt. “And flights of angels,” she
panted, her breath coming faster, her eyes alightexcitement, “sing thee to thy rest.”

Chapter Forty-three

| was still sorting things out after the titanic @@l the explosion had given the inside of my
skull, when a dark-furred wolf emerged from the dshas of the night and slammed into
Madeline Raith like a loaded armored canebrdbones breaking under the impact, and she was
ripped off me by the force of the dark wolf's rush.

Will didn’t stop there. He’'d already hammered hec®, and he knew better than to try his
strength infighting with a vampire, even if the mmars of the White Court were physically the
weakest of the breed. He hit the ground and bouadey into the dark.

Madeline screamed in surprised rage, and her gum efEseveral times, but I'm not sure you
could call it shooting. She was on her knees, ditimat big old Desert Eagle with one delicate
hand and holding the now-broken tequila bottleh@ dther when a sandy brown wolf swept by
on silent paws and ripped at Madeline’s weapon haitid her fangs. The rip went deep into the
muscles and tendons of Madeline’s forearm, an almsasgically precise attack. The gun
tumbled from her fingers, and she whirled to swimg broken bottle at Georgia, but she was no
more eager for a fair fight than Will had been, &ydthe time Madeline turned, Georgia was
already bounding away—and Will, unnoticed, was mway back in again.

Fangs flashed. Pale Raith blood flowed. The twoveslrushed back and forth in perfect
rhythm, never giving the vampire a chance to pie of them down. When Madeline finally
realized how they were working her, she attempteckverse herself suddenly the same instant
Georgia began to retreat, to meet Will’s rush seglyarbut Will and Georgia had learned their
trade from a real wolf, and they'd had eight yearsvhat amounted to low-intensity but deadly
earnest combat duty, defending several square ®laround the University from the
depredations of both supernatural and mortal poeslatThey knew when the reverse was
coming, and Georgia simply pirouetted on her pawskldindsided Madeline again.

The vampire screamed in frustrated rage. She wasub+—and she was slowing down. The
members of the White Court were flesh and blooadmei They bled. Bleed them enough, and
they would die.



| forced myself to start using my head again, finahaking off the effects of both Madeline’s
psychotically delicious kiss and the concussionvbtever had exploded. | realized that | was
covered with small cuts and scratches, that | whaerwise fine, and that Binder was less than
twenty feet away.

“Will, Georgia!” | screamed. “Gun!”

The wolves leapt out of sight and vanished intoftiiest with barely a leaf disturbed by their
movements, half a second before Binder came otlteofvoods, a semiautomatic assault shotgun
pressed against his shoulder. The mercenary wasattan a wet suit as well, though he’d put
on a combat jacket and equipment harness ovardtyware combat boots on his feet.

Binder aimed the weapon after Will and Georgia atatted rapidly hammering the woods
with shells, more or less at random.

Everyone thinks that shotgun pellets spread osbtoe ridiculous degree, and that if you aim
a shotgun at a garage door and pull the trigger]liylme able to drive a car through the resulting
hole. That isn’t so, even when a shotgun has a, wery short barrel, which allows the load of
pellets to spread out more. A longer-barreled weapke Binder’s, will only spread the pellets
out to about the size of my spread fingers at alfethor a hundred and fifty yards. Odds were
good that he hadn’t hit a damned thing, and givierekperience he probably knew it. He must
have kept up the salvo to increase the intimidaaator and force the wolves to stay on the run.

In the heat and adrenaline of a battle, gunshatdeahard to count, but | knew he fired eight
times. | knew because through Demonreach, | cadtithe eight brass and plastic shell casings
lying on the ground around him. He stood protetyiv@ever Madeline as he reached into his
pockets, presumably to reload the weapon with febshis.

| didn’t give him the chance. | pulled my .44 ouditney duster pocket, sat up, and tried to stop
wobbling. | sighted on his center mass and pulhedttigger.

The revolver roared, and Binder’s left leg flew tnam beneath him as if someone had hit it
with a twenty-pound mallet. He let out a yelp ofavlsounded more like surprise than pain and
hit the ground hard. In the odd little beat of heailence that came after the shot, | almost felt
sorry for the guy. He’'d had a tough couple of dayseard him suck in a quick breath and clench
his teeth over a howl of pain.

Madeline whirled toward me, her dark hair gonenglyiand flat in the rain. Her eyes burned
pure white, as the hunger, the demon inside hdmé&s more and more of its power and asserted
more and more control. Her wet suit had been tpendn several places, and paler-than-human
blood smeared her paler-than-human flesh. She waswing as well as she should have been,
but she stalked toward me in a hunter’s crouchbdedte and steady.

My bells were still ringing hard, and | didn’t thkil had time or focus to pull together a spell.
And besides, my gun was already right there. ltrgzklike it would be a waste not to use it.



| sighted on the spot where Madeline’s heart shbake been and shot her in the belly, which
wasn’t terrible marksmanship under the circumstangée cried out and staggered to one knee.
Then she looked up, her empty white eyes furiond,shood up, continuing toward me.

| shot again and missed, then repeated myselfipped the gun with both hands, clenching
my teeth as | did, knowing I only had two more rdsinThe next shot ripped a piece of meat the
size of a racquetball out of one of her bicepsdsgnher down to one knee and drawing another
scream.

Before she could start moving again, | aimed aretifthe last round.

It hit her in the sternum, almost exactly between et suit- contoured breasts. She jerked,
her breath exploding from her in a little huff afrprise. She swayed, her eyelids fluttering, and |
thought she was about to fall.

But she didn't.

The vampire’s empty white eyes focused on me, andriouth spread into a maniac’s sneer.
She reached down and picked up her own fallen weaploe had to do it left-handed. The right
was covered in a sheet of blood and flopped limply.

Running low on options, | threw my empty gun at ta&e. She bat-ted my revolver aside with
the Desert Eagle.

“You,” Madeline said, her voice hollow and wheezifigre a bad case of herpes, wizard.
You're inconvenient, embarrassing, no real thraatl you simplywill not go away.”

“Bitch,” | replied, wittily. | still hadn’t gottenmy head back together. Everything’s relative,
right?

“Don’t kill him,” Binder rasped.
Madeline shot him a look that could freeze vodk&hat?”

Binder was sitting on the ground. His shotgun vaather away than he could reach. He must
have tossed it there, because when he had fallagtstill in his hands. Binder had realized
precisely how badly the fight had gone for his sitteat he had been lamed and therefore
probably could not escape, and he was making darsonezl that he didn’'t look armed and
dangerous. “Death curse,” he said, breathing Hadel.could level the island with it.”

| drew in my breath, lifted my chin, and tried tedp my eyes from slipping out of focus.
“Boom,” | said solemnly.

Madeline looked bad. One of the bullets might hapened an artery. It was hard to tell in the
near-darkness. “Perhaps you're right, Binder,” shal. “If he was a better shot, | suppose |
might be in trouble. As it is, I'm inconveniencedder eyes widened slightly, and her tongue
lashed quickly over her lips. “And | need to feédim to repair it.” She lowered the gun as if it
had suddenly become too heavy to keep supportidgn't worry, Binder,” she said. “When



he’s screaming my name he won’t be cursing anyAnd.even if he tries it . . .” She shivered.
“I'll bet it will taste incredible.”

She came closer, all pale skin and mangled flesthyay body suddenly went insane with lust.
Stupid body. It had a lot more clout at the monthkan it usually did, with my mind still reeling
from the blast.

| aimed a punch at Madeline’s face. She caught amglas the weak blow came in, and kissed
the inside of my wrist. Sweet silver lightning esgéd up my arm and down my spine. Whatever
was left of my brain went away, and the next thinghew she was pressing her chest against
mine, her mouth against mine, slowly, sensuouserloearing me.

And then a burned corpse came out of the woods.

That was all | could think of to describe it. HHle body was blacker than a hamburger that
had fallen through the bars of a charcoal grilleTest was red and purple and swollen with
bruises and bloody blisters, with very, very oconal strips of pale white skin. A few wisps of
dark hair were attached to her skull. | say heabse technically the corpse was female, though
that hardly mattered amongst all the burned andepizied meat that smelled slightly of tequila.

The only things | really recognized were the coldes eyes.

Lara Raith’'s eyes were bright with an insane rage a terrible hunger as she snaked her
bruised, swollen left arm around Madeline’s winggiand tightened it with a horrible strength.

Madeline cried out as her head was jerked backpbshRaiand then she made no sound at all as
the wind was trapped inside her lungs. The burb&tkened corpse that was Lara Raith dug
one fire-ruined hip into Madeline’s upper back,ngsMadeline’s own spine as a fulcrum against
her.

Lara spoke, and her voice was something straigin #dell. It was lower, smokier, but every
bit as lovely as it ever was. “Madeline,” she pdrrd’ve wanted to do this with you since we
were little girls.”

Lara’s burned black right hand, withered, it seema&own to bones and sinew, reached
slowly, sensually around Madeline’s straining abdamsSlowly, very slowly, Lara sunk her
fingertips into flesh, just beneath the floatintp wn Madeline’s left flank. Madeline’s face
contorted and she tried to scream.

Lara shuddered. Her shoulders twisted. And sheedppm open furrow as wide as her four
fingers across Madeline’s stomach, pale flesh pgytas wet red and grélyingsslithered out.

Lara’s tongue emerged from her mouth, bright parg touched Madeline’s earlobe. “Listen
to me,” she hissed. Her burned hand continuedrauthings out of Madeline’s body, a hideous
intimacy. “Listen to me.”

Power shuddered in those words. | felt an insaisea& rush toward Lara’s ruined flesh and
give her my ears, ripped off with my own fingefspecessary.



Madeline shuddered, the strength gone out of hdy.hdder mouth continued trying to move,
but her eyes went unfocused at the power in Lavaise. “For once in your life,” Lara
continued, kissing Madeline’s throat with her butnleroken lips, “you are going to be useful.”

Madeline’s eyes rolled back in her head, and hdylsagged helplessly back against Lara.

My brain got back onto the clock. | pushed myselag from Lara and Madeline’s
nauseating, horribly compelling embrace. Binder w#$ng with his hands over his ears, his
eyes squeezed tightly shut. | grabbed him underatimes and hauled him away from the
entwined Raiths, maybe fifty yards downhill, thrbugpme thick brush and around the bole of a
large old hickory tree. Binder was obviously inmpass | pulled him—and he was pushing with
his unwounded leg, doing his best to assist me.

“Bloody hell,” he panted, as | set him down. “Blgodell and brimstone.”

| staggered and sat down across from him, pantirget my breath back and to push the sight
of Lara devouring Madeline out of my head. “No kitgl”

“Some of the bloody fools I've known,” Binder safCan’t stop talking about how tragic they
are. The poor lonely vampires. How they're juseliks. Bloody idiots.”

“Yeah,” | said, my voice raw.

We sat there for a few seconds. From up the stbpeg was a low, soft, and eager cry.
We shuddered and tried to look as if we hadn’t thearything.

Binder stared at me for a moment, and then saidyy®™

“Once Lara got going, she might not be able to.s&@’'d have eaten you, too.”

“Too right,” Binder agreed fervently. “But that &ithe question. Why?”

“Somebody has to be human.”

Binder looked at me as if | was speaking in a lagguhe’'d never been very good at, and
hadn’t heard in years. Then he looked sharply damch away. He nodded, without looking up,
and said, “Cheers, mate.”

“Fuck you,” | told him tiredly. “How bad are youtR’

“Broke the bone, | think,” he said. “Didn’t come tolidn’t hit anything too bad or I'd be
gone by now.”

He’'d already tied a strip of cloth tightly arourdetwound. His wet suit was probably aiding it
in acting as a pressure bandage.

“Who was Madeline working for?” | asked.



He shook his head. “She didn't tell me.”
“Think,” | said. “Think hard.”

“All 1 know,” he said, “is that it was some blokettv a lot of money. | never talked to him.
When she was on the phone with him, they spokeiéingHe wasn’t a native speaker. Sounded
like he’'d learned it from a Continental.”

| frowned. Television has most people confident tih@y could identify the nationality of
anyone speaking English, but in the real worldeats could be muddy as hell, especially when
you learned from a non-native speaker. Try to imadhe results, for example, of a Polish man
learning English from a German teaching at a Belgiaiversity. The resulting accent would
twist a linguist’s brain into knots.

| eyed Binder. “Can you get out of here on your 8vn
He shivered. “This place? | bloody well can.”

| nodded. Binder was responsible for the death Waden, but it wasn't as though it had
been personal. | could bill that charge to MadeRth’s corpse. “Do business in my town or
against the Council again and I'll kill you. Cle&r?

“Crystal, mate. Crystal.”

| got up and started to go. | didn’t have my staff; blasting rod, or my gun. They were back
up the hillside.

I'd come back for them later.

“Wait,” Binder said. He grunted and took off hisltbend | nearly kicked him in the head,
thinking he was going for a weapon. Instead, hé¢ qffered the belt to me. It had a fairly
normal-looking black fanny pack on it.

“What's that?” | asked him.
“Two more concussion grenades,” he said.

| put two and two together. My brain was back oa jitb. “You'd rather not be holding the
matches to the one that got Lara, eh?”

“Too right,” he said. | started to turn away andtbeched my leg. He leaned toward me a bit
and said, very quietly, “Waterproof pocket insidesta phone in it. Boss lady had me hold it for
her. It's powered off. Maybe the lady cop woulddfim interesting.”

| stared hard at him for a second, and an undetistgipassed between us. “If this pans out,” |
said, “maybe I'll forget to mention to the Wardehat you survived.”

He nodded and sank back onto the ground. “Nevet wasee you again, mate. Too right |
don't.”



| snapped the belt closed and hung it across oaselddr, where | could get to the larger
pouch in a hurry if | needed to. Then | got onhe hext point of business—finding Will and
Georgia.

They were both lying on the ground maybe sixty gaftbm where I'd last seen them. It
looked like they'd been circling around the sitetloé battle with Madeline, planning on coming
back in from the far side. | moved easily and sdéesgly through the woods and found them on
the ground, back in human form.

“Will,” I hissed quietly.
He lifted his head and looked around vaguely. “Wnat?”

“It's Harry,” | said, kneeling down next to him.tbok off my pentacle amulet and willed a
gentle light from it. “Are you hurt?”

Georgia murmured in discomfort at the light. Thetaf them were twined together rather
intimately, actually, and | suddenly felt extremalyn, inappropriate. | shut off the light.

“Sorry,” he slurred. “We were gonna come back, ibwas . . . really nice out here. And
confusing.”

“I lost track,” Georgia said. “And fell over.”

Their pupils were dilated to the size of quartarg] | suddenly understood what had happened
to them: Madeline’s blood. They'd been inadvertgnilugged while ripping at a succubus with
their fangs. I'd heard stories about the bloodhef White Court, but | hadn’'t been able to find
any hard evidence, and it wasn’t the sort of thihgmas would ever talk about.

“Hell’s bells,” | muttered, frustrated. Madelineeseed to have a habit of inflicting far more
damage by coincidence than intention.

| heard a short, desperately pleasurable cry fraarby, in the direction where | knew
Madeline and Lara were on the ground—then silence.

And Madeline wasn’t on the island anymore.

| lifted a hand in the air and let out a soft wlasfThere was a fluttering sound, and then a
small faerie hovered in the air beside me, supprgdke light that usually gathered around them
when they flew. | could hear its wings buzzing aswhsed its position through the island’s
intellectus. It wasn’t Toot-toot, but one of hisbsudinates. “Put a guard around these two,” |
said, indicating Will and Georgia. “Hide them amgltb lead off anyone who comes close.”

The little faerie let its wings blur with blue ligltwice in acknowledgment of the order and
zipped off into the dark. A moment later, a doutbbzen of the Militia were on the way, led by
the member of the Guard.



Toot and company were generally reliable—withinithienits. This was going to be pushing
them. But | didn’'t have any other way of helpingIMénd Georgia at the moment, and the
insanity was still in progress. Putting the Litfelk on guard duty might not be a foolproof
protection, but it was the only one | had. I'd jhsive to hope for the best.

| reached out to Demonreach to find out about Eb@nend the others, when a sense of
fundamentalvrongnesdwitched through my brain and sent runnels of &t rage that did not
belong to me oozing down my spine. | focused ondinarce of those feelings, and suddenly
understood the island’s outrage at the presenca wsitor it actively detested. It had come
ashore on the far side of the island from Chicagal, was now moving swiftly through the trees,
dragging a half-dead presence behind it.

My brother.
The naagloshii had come to Demonreach.

| stood there without allies, without most of myapens, and grew sick with horror as the
skinwalker bypassed the battle at the docks andethav a straight line toward Demonreach
Tower.

Toward Molly. Toward Donald Morgan. And it was mogifast.

| put my head down, found the fastest route ughttheand broke out into a flat sprint, praying
that | could beat the skinwalker to the tower.

Chapter Forty-four

As | ran, | tried to keep track of the battle betwé®e White Council and the forces of the traitor
who had brought them to the island. Whatever tremmgnhad brought with him, they weren’t
anything close to human-shaped, and they werevall the place. The Council’s forces, together
with the White Court, were arranged in a half @rat the shoreline, their backs protected by the
lake. The attackers were stacked up at the tree \Wwhere they would be able to hide, and they
were probably making swift attacks at odd intervalse two human-shaped presences who had
arrived first were standing together in the forest|l back from the fight, and | felt a moment of
severe frustration.

If 1 could only get word to the Wardens, to teleth where the traitor was, they might be able
to launch an effective attack—but | was pretty stveasn’t possible. If | used more of the Little
Folk, I'd have to stop to whistle some of them uyl alispatch them to the task, and it was
always possible that they wouldn’t find the rightdget to point out to the Council with their
fireworks.

Then, too, a wizard would be a far different sdrthweat to the Little Folk than a vampire or
the grey men had been. A wizard, particularly omars enough to remain hidden within the
Council for years without betraying his treachergosls, could swat Little Folk out of the air
like insects, killing them by the score. Whethemot they thought they understood the risks, |
wasn’t going to send them into that.



But | had to figure out something. The fight wasgding well for the home team: there was
blood mixed heavily with the rain on the muddy grdun the center of their defensive position.

| gritted my teeth in frustration. | had to focus my task, for my brother’s sake. If | stopped
moving now, if | tried to bail the Council and Ladamily out of their predicament, it could
mean Thomas'’s life. Besides, if Ebenezar, Listeag/tnd, and Ancient Mai couldn’t hold off
their attackers, it was pretty much a given thabuldn’t be able to do any better.

They would have to manage without me.

| didn’t quite get up to the tower before the skabker, but it was damn near a tie. | guess
being a nine-foot-tall shapeshifter with a noctlinmedator’'s senses and superhuman strength
was enough to trump even my alliance with the gkspirit.

Taken as an omen for the rest of the evening, & waadly encouraging, but if | did the smart
thing every time matters got dangerous, the wondld/ probably come to an end.

As it turned out, moving through the forest withrfpet surety of where to put your feet is
very nearly the same thing as moving in perfeensié. | reached the edge of the trees, and saw
the skinwalker coming up the opposite side of thlel lknoll. | froze in place, behind a screen of
brush and shadows.

The wind had continued to rise and grow cooler, iognm from the northeast—which mean
that it was at the skinwalker’s back. It would wane creature should anything attempt to come
slipping up his back trail, but it offered me a dnaglvantage: Shagnasty wouldn’t be able to get
my scent.

He came up the hill, all wiry limbs and stiff yelNofur that seemed entirely unaffected by
what must have been a long swim or by the rain Was$ currently falling in intermittent
splatters. The racing clouds overhead parted flawaseconds, revealing a moon most of the
way toward being full, and a scythe of silver lightept briefly over the hilltop.

It showed me Thomas.

The naagloshii was dragging him by one ankle. Higt svas gone, and his upper body was
covered in so many fine cuts and scratches thatltdoked like marked roads in a particularly
detailed atlas. He'd been beaten, too. One eyeswatien up until it looked like someone had
stuck half of a peach against the socket. There wark bruises all over his throat, too—he’d
been strangled, maybe repeatedly, maybe for fun.

His head, shoulders, and upper back dragged omgrthend, and his arms followed limply
along. When the naagloshii stopped walking, | s&svhiead move a little, maybe trying to spot
some way to escape. His hair was still soakingamett clinging to his head. | heard him let out a
weak, wet cough.

He was alive. Beaten, tortured, half drowned inittyewater of Lake Michigan—but he was
alive.



| felt my hands clench as a hot and hungry angddeniy burned through me. | hadn’t
planned on trying to take the naagloshii alonewahted Lara and her people and every member
of the Council present to be there, too. That haenbpart of the plan: establish a common
interest by showing them that they had a commomgnd&hen take the naagloshii on with
overwhelming force and force it to flee, at thewkast, so that we could recover Thomas. | just
hadn’t counted on the traitor showing up in sucharcal strength.

Taking the naagloshii on alone would be a fool'stake. Anger might make a man bolder
than he would be otherwise. It was possible thatuld use it to help fuel my magic, as well—
but anger alone wouldn’t give a man skill or stitentipat he didn’t have already, and it wouldn’t
grant a mortal wizard undeniable power.

All it could do was get me killed if | let it cordk me. | swallowed down my outrage and
forced myself to watch the naagloshii with coldspdissionate eyes. Once | had a better
opportunity, once | had spotted something that mgghe me a real chance at victory, | would
strike, | promised my rage. I'd hit it with the besicker punch of my life, backed by the ambient
energy of Demonreach.

| focused my whole concentration on the skinwalked waited.

The skinwalker, | realized a moment later, was erowsly powerful. I'd known that already,
of course, but | hadn’'t been able to appreciate thiteat it represented beyond the purely
physical, even though I'd viewed it through my Sigh

(That memory welled up again, trying to club meamscious as it had before. It was difficult,
but | shoved it away and ignored it.)

Through Demonreach, | could appreciate its preseneemore tactile sense. The skinwalker
was virtually its own ley line, its own well of p@n It had so much metaphysical mass that the
dark river of energy flowing up from beneath thevéo was partially disrupted by its presence, in
much the same way as the moon causes tidal shifesisland reflected that disruption in many
subtle ways. Animals fled from the naagloshii asytimight from the scent of a forest fire.
Insects fell silent. Even the trees themselves sdetim grow hushed and quiet, despite the cold
wind that should have been causing their branamhessik, their leaves to whisper.

It paced up to the cottage, where Morgan and myeapice were hiding, and something odd
happened.

The stones of the cottage began to glimmer witkastiers of fox fire. It wasn't a lot of light,
only enough to be noticeable in the darkness, tihe naagloshii took another step forward, the
fox fire brightened and resolved itself into synsyabritten on each stone in gentle fire. | had no
idea what script it was written in. | had neverrstee symbols before.

The naagloshii stopped in its tracks, and anothekelr of moonlight showed me that it had
bared its teeth. It took another step forward, gredsymbols brightened even more. It let out a
low, snarling noise, and tried to take another.step



Suddenly, its wiry fur was plastered tight to thent of its body, and it seemed unable to take
another step forward. It stood there with one ifgd and let out a spitting curse in a language |
did not know. Then it retreated several steps,lisigarand turned to the tower. It approached the
ruined tower a bit more warily than it had the ag#, and once again those flowing sigils
appeared upon the stones, somehow seeming to eepelsraagloshii before it could get closer
than eight or ten feet to it.

It let out a frustrated sound, muttered somethmgtgelf, and flicked out a hand, sending
unseen streamers of power fluttering toward theetowhe symbols only seemed to glow
brighter for a moment, as if absorbing the magat the skinwalker had presumably meant to
disrupt them.

It cursed again, and then lifted Thomas idly, asth it planned on smashing its way through
the stones using Thomas’s skull. Then it glancedyabrother, cursed some more, and shook its
head, muttering darkly to itself. It fell back frotime tower, clearly frustrated, and just as clearly
familiar with the symbols that allowed the stonesshed the power of a skinwalker as swiftly
and as easily as they shed rainwater.

Demonreach’s alien presence rarely seemed to canwaning understandable about itself—
but for a few instants it did. As the skinwalketreated, the island’s spirit allowed itself a brief
moment of smug satisfaction.

What the hellvasthat stuff?

Never mind. It didn’t matter. Or, rather, it coulit for further investigation. The important
thing was that the game had just changed.

| no longer had to get Thomas away from the skikerahnd then find a way to defeat it. All |
had to do was get Thomasvay. If | could grab my brother and drag him into thecle of the
broken tower or into the sheltering walls of thétage, it seemed as though we would be fine. If
the very stones of the cottage repulsed the skkexal presence, then all we’'d need to do is let
Molly activate the crystal and wait the naagloghit. Regardless of the outcome of this night's
battle, the Councivouldwin the day, eventually—and even the worst thimgytmight do to us
would be a better fate than the skinwalker wouldenoeit.

In an instant of rational clarity, | acknowledgem myself that there were about a million
things that could go wrong with that plan. On thieo hand, that plan had a significant
advantage—there was at leasie thing that could gaight, which was exactly one more right
thing than the previous “take back my brother awag beat the skinwalker up” plan could
produce if | tried it unassisted.

| might actually pull this one off.

“Wizard,” the skinwalker called. It faced the cgaand began walking in a slow circle
around it. “Wizard. Come forth. Give me the doomeadrior.”

| didn’t answer him, naturally. | was busy changpasition. If he kept pacing a circle around
the cottage, he would walk between me and the emhpbyway. If | timed it right, | might be



able to unleash a kinetic blast that would rip Thenout of its grip and throw him into the
cottage.

Of course, it might alstail to rip Thomas out of the skinwalker’s grip, in whicase it might
whiplash his limp body severely enough to breaknisk. Or it might succeed and hit him hard
enough to stop his heart or collapse a lung. Amdyifaim was off, | might be blasting Thomas
out of the skinwalker's hands and into a stone w@iven how badly off he looked at the
moment, that might well kill him.

Of course, the skinwalkevouldkill him if | did nothing.
So. I would just have to be perfect.

| got into position and licked my lips nervouslywas harder to work with pure, raw kinetic
energy, with force, than almost any other kind ofgm. Unlike using fire or lightning,
summoning up pure force required that everythinghi spell had to come from the wizard’s
mind and will. Fire, once called, would behave ¢lyalike fire unless you worked to make it
otherwise. Ditto lightning. But raw will had no &g the natural order, so the visualization of it
had to be particularly vivid and intent in the miofthe wizard using it.

That was one reason | usually used my staff, otremarticle,