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Chapter One
W inter came early that year; it should have been atip-off.

A snowball soared through the evening air and smacked into my apprentice’s mouth. Since shewas
muttering a mantra-style chant when it hit her, she wound up with amouthful of frozen cheer—which may
or may not have been more tartling for her than for most people, given how many metalic piercings
were suddenly in direct contact with the snow.

Molly Carpenter sputtered, spitting snow, and around of hooting laughter went up from the children
gathered around her. Tal, blond, and athletic, dressed in jeans and a heavy winter coat, she looked
natural in the snowy setting, her cheeks and nose turning red with the cold.

“Concentration, Molly!” | cdled. | carefully kept any laughter | might have wanted to indulgein from my
voice. “You've got to concentrate! Again!”

The children, her younger brothers and ssters, immediately began packing fresh ammunition to hurl at
her. The backyard of the Carpenter house was dready thoroughly chewed up from an evening of winter
warfare, and two low “fortress” walls faced each other across ten yards of open lawvn. Mally stood
between them, shivering, and gave me an impatient look.

“Thiscan't possibly bered training,” she said, her voice quavering with cold. “Y ou're just doing thisfor
your own sick amusement, Harry.”

| beamed at her and accepted a freshly made snowball from little Hope, who had apparently appointed
hersdf my squire. | thanked the small girl gravely, and bounced the snowball on my pam afew times.
“Nonsense,” | said. “Thisiswonderful practice. Did you think you were going to start off bouncing
bullets?’

Molly gave me an exasperated |ook. Then shetook a deep breath, bowed her head again, and lifted her
left hand, her fingers spread wide. She began muttering again, and | felt the subtle shift of energiesmoving



as she began drawing magic up around her in an dmost solid barrier, ashield that rose between her and
theincipient missle sorm.

“Readly!” | called out. “Aim!”

Every single person there, including myself, threw before | got to the end of aim, and snowballs sped
through the air, flung by children ranging from the eldest, Danidl, who was seventeen, down to the
youngest, little Harry, who wasn't yet big enough to have much of athrowing arm, but who didn’t let that
stop him from making the largest snowbdl he could lift.

Snowballs pelted my apprentice’ s shield, and it sopped thefirst two, the frozen missiles exploding into
puffs of fresh powder. The rest of them, though, went right on through Molly’ s defenses, and shewas
splattered with severa pounds of snow. Little Harry ran up to her and threw last, with both hands, and
shrieked merry triumph as his bread-loaf-sized snowball splattered al over Molly’ s scomach.

“Fire!” | barked belatedly.

Molly fdll onto her butt in the snow, sputtered some more, and burst out in along belly laugh. Harry and
Hope, the youngest of the children, promptly jumped on top of her, and from therethe lessonin
defensive magic devolved into the Carpenter children’ slongstanding tradition of attempting to shovel as
much snow as possible down the necks of one another’ s coats. | grinned and stood there watching them,
and amoment later found the children’ s mother standing beside me.

Molly took after Charity Carpenter, who had passed her coloring and build on to her daughter. Charity
and | haven't dways seen eye-to-eye—waell, in point of fact, we ve hardly ever seen eye-to-eye—but
tonight she was smiling at the children’ santics.

“Good evening, Migter Dresden,” she murmured.
“Charity,” | replied amiably. “Thishappen alot?’

“Almost aways, during thefirst red snowfal of the year,” she said. “Generdly, though, it'scloser to
Chrigmasthan Halloween.”

| watched the children romping. Though Mally was growing quickly, in anumber of senses, shereverted
to childhood easily enough here, and it did me good to seeit.

| sensed Charity’ sunusudly intense regard and glanced at her, lifting an eyebrow in question.
“Y ou never had asnowbal fight with family,” shesaid quietly, “did you?’

| shook my head and turned my attention back to the kids. “No family to have the fight with,” | said.
“Sometimes the kids would try, at school, but the teacherswouldn't let it happen. And alot of timesthe
other kids did it to be mean, ingtead of to have fun. That changesthings.”

Charity nodded, and a so looked back at the kids. “My daughter. How is her training progressing?’

“Wadll, I think,” | said. “Her talentsdon’t lie anywhere close to the same areas mine do. And she’ s never
going to be much of acombat wizard.”

Charity frowned. “Why do you say that? Do you think sheisn’t strong enough?’
“ Strength has nothing to do with it. But her greatest talents make her unsuited for it in someways.”

“| don't understand.”



“Widl, she' sgood with subtle things. Delicate things. Her ability at handling fine, sendgtive magicis
outstanding, and increasing dl thetime. But that same sengitivity meansthat she has problems handling the
psychic stresses of real combat. It also makes the gross physical stuff areal chalengefor her.”

“Like stopping snowbalIs?’ Charity asked.
“Snowballs are good practice,” | said. “Nothing gets hurt but her pride.”
Charity nodded, frowning. “But you didn’t learn with snowbdls, did you.”

The memory of my firg shielding lesson under Justin DuMorne wasn't aparticularly sentimenta one,
“Basebdls”

“Merciful God,” Charity said, shaking her head. “How old were you?’
“Thirteen.” | shrugged a shoulder. “Pain’sagood motivator. | learned fast.”
“But you aren’t trying to teach my daughter the sameway,” Charity said.
“Therésnorush,” | said.

The noise from the children stopped, dropping to furtive whispers, and | winked at Charity. She glanced
from the children to me, amusement evident in her face. Not five seconds later Molly shouted, “Now!”
and multiple snowballs came zipping toward me.

| lifted my left hand, focusing my will, my magic, and drew it into the shape of abroad, flat disk in front of
me. It wasn't agood enough shield to stop bullets, or even well-thrown baseballs, but for snowballs it
wasjust fine. They shattered to powder on my shield, reveding it inlittle flashes of paebluelight asa
circular plane of force centered on the outspread fingers of my extended |eft hand.

The children laughed asthey cried out their disapproval. | shouted, “Hah!” and lifted atriumphant fist.
Then Charity, standing behind me, dumped a double handful of snow down the neck of my coat.

| yelped asthe cold ate my spina cord, jumped up out of my tracks, and danced around trying to shake
the snow out from under my clothes. The children cheered their mother on and began flinging snowballs

at more or lessrandom targets, and in al the excitement and frivolity | didn’t redlize that we were under

attack until the lights went out.

The entire block plunged into darkness—the floodlights illuminating the Carpenters backyard, house
lightsin every nearby home, and the streetlights were dl abruptly extinguished. Eerie, ambient werdight
reflected from the snow. Shadows suddenly yawned where there had been none before, and the scent of
something midway between askunk and abarrd of rotting eggs assaulted my nodirils.

| yanked my blasting rod out of its holder on theinside of my coat and said to Charity, “ Get them ingde.”

“Emergency,” Charity said in afar cdmer voice than | had managed. “ Everyone into the safe room, just
likein practice”

The children had just begun to move when three creatures | had never seen before came bounding
through the snow. Time dowed asthe adrendine hit my system, and it felt like | had haf an hour to Sudy
them.

They weren't terribly tal, maybe five-foot-sx, but they were layered with white fur and muscle. Each had
ahead that was amost goatlike, but the horns atop them curled around to the front like a bull’ s rather



than arching back. Their legs were reverse-jointed and ended in hooves, and they moved in a series of
single-legged legps more than running. They got better air than a Chicago Bull, too, which meant | was
dedling with something with supernatura strength.

Though, thinking about it, I couldn’t actualy remember the last time I’ d dedlt with something that didn’t
have supernaturd strength, which is one of the drawbacks of the wizard business. | mean, somethings
are stronger than others, sure, but it wouldn’t much matter to my skull if aparanorma bruiser could
bench-pressalocomotive or if hewas merely buff enough to juggle refrigerators.

| trained thetip of my blasting rod on the lead whatsit, and then abunch of snow fdl from abovein my
periphera vison, landing on the ground beside me with a soft thump.

| threw mysdlf into aforward dive, rolled over one shoulder, and cameto my feet dready moving
laterdly. | wasjust in timeto avoid the rush of afourth whatsit, which had knocked the snow loose just
before it dropped down onto me from the tree house Michael had built for hiskids. It let out ahissing,
bubbling snarl.

| didn’t have time to waste with this backstabbing twit. So | raised the rod asitstip burst into scarlet
flame, unleashed my will, and snarled, “ Fuego!”

A wrigt-thick lance of pure flame leapt from the blasting rod and seared the creature’ s upper body to
blackened mest. The excess heat melted snow all around it and sent up abillow of scalding steam.
Judging by the tackle hanging between the thing' slegs as the steam burst up from the snow, it probably
inflicted as much pain asthe actud fire.

The whatsit went down, and | had to hope that it wasn't bright enough to play possum: The Carpenter
children were screaming.

| whirled around, readying the rod again, and didn’'t have aclear shot. One of the white-furred creatures
was running hard after Daniel, Molly’ s oldest brother. He' d begun to fill out, and he ran with hisfingers
locked on the back of the coats of little Harry and Hope, the youngest children, carrying them like

luggege.

He gained the door with the creature not ten feet behind him, its wicked-looking horns lowered asiit
charged. Danid went through the door and kicked it shut with hisfoot, never dowing down, and the
cresture dammed into it head-on.

| hadn’t redlized that Michael had instdled al-stedl, wood-paneled security doors on hishome, just as|
had on mine. The creature probably would have pulverized awooden door. Instead it dammed its head
into the stedl door, horns leading the way, and drove afoot-deep dent into it.

And then it lurched away, letting out a burbling shriek of pain. Smoke rose from its horns, and it
staggered back, swatting at them with itsthree-fingered, clawed hands. There weren't many things that
reacted to the touch of sted! like that.

The other two whatsits had divided their attention. One was pursuing Charity, who was carrying little
Amandaand running like hell for the workshop Michael had converted from afreestanding garage. The
other was charging Mally, who had pushed Aliciaand Matthew behind her.

There wasn't time enough to help both groups, and even lessto waste over the mora dilemmaof a
difficult choice.

| turned the rod on the beastie chasing Charity and let it haveit. The blast hit it in the smdll of itsback and



knocked it from its hooves. It flew sideways, damming into the wall of the workshop, and Charity
dashed through the door with her daughter.

| turned my blasting rod back to the other creature, but | dready knew that | wouldn't beintime. The
creature lowered its horns and closed on Molly and her siblings before | could line up for another shot.

“Molly!” | screamed.

My apprentice seized Alicia s and Matthew’ s hands, gasped out aword, and all three of them abruptly
vanished.

The creature s charge carried it past the space they’ d been in, though something | couldn’t see struck its
hoof and sent it staggering. It whedled around at full speed, kicking up snow asit did, and | felt asudden,
fierce surge of exdtation and pride. The grasshopper might not be able to put up adecent shield, but she
could do veilslike they were going out of style, and she’ d kept her focus and her wits about her.

The creature dowed, head sweeping, and then it saw the snow being disturbed by invisible feet, moving
toward the house. It bawled out another unworldly cry and went after them, and | didn’t dare risk
another blast of flame—not with the Carpenters housein theline of fire. Soinstead | lifted my right hand,
triggered one of thetriple-layered rings on it with my will, and sent aburst of raw force at the whatsit.

The unseen energy struck it in the knees, throwing itslegs out from under it with such strength that its
head dammed into the snow. The disturbance in the snow rushed around toward the front door of the
house. Molly must have redlized that the deformation of the security door would makeit difficult, if not
impossible, to open, and once again | felt fierce approval.

But it faded rather rapidly when the whatsit that had been playing possum behind me dammed into the
gmall of my back like a sulfur-and-rotten-egg-driven locomotive.

The horns hit hard and it hurt like hell, but the defensive magic on my long black leather duster kept them
from impaling me. Theimpact knocked the wind out of me, snapped my head back sharply, and flung me
to the snow. Everything got confusing for asecond, and then | realized that it was standing over me,
ripping at the back of my neck with its claws. I hunched my shoulders and rolled, only to be kicked in the
nose by acloven hoof, and an utterly gratuitous amount of pain came with aside order of whirling ars.

| kept trying to get away, but my motions were duggish, and the whatst was faster than me.

Charity stepped out of the workshop with a stedl-hafted ball-peen hammer in her left hand, and a
heavy-duty contractor’ snail gunin her right.

She lifted the nail gun from ten feet away and started pulling the trigger as she walked forward. 1t made
phut-phut-phut sounds, and the dready seared whatsit started screaming in pain. It leapt up wildly,
twidting in agonized gyrationsin midair, and fell to the snow, thrashing. | saw heavy nails sticking up out
of its back, and the smoking wounds were bleeding green-whitefire.

It tried to run, but | managed to kick its hooves out from under it before it could regain its footing.

Charity whirled the hammer in averticd stroke, letting out asharp cry as she did, and the stedl head of
the tool smashed open the whatsit’s skull. The wound erupted with greyish matter and more green-white
fire, and the creature twitched once before it went ill, its body being consumed by the eerie flame.

| stood up, blasting rod il in hand, and found the remaining beasties wounded but mobile, their yellow,
rectangul ar-pupiled eyes glaring in hate and hunger.



| ditched the blasting rod and picked up a steel-headed snow shove that had been left lying next to one
of the children’ s snow forts. Charity raised her nail gun, and we began walking toward them.

Whatever these things were, they didn’t have the ssomach for afight against mortas armed with cold
stedl. They shuddered asif they had been asingle being, then turned and bounded away into the night.

| stood there, panting and peering around me. | had to spit blood out of my mouth every few breaths. My
nose fet like someone had superglued acouple of live codstoit. Little Slver wires of pain ran dl through
my neck, from the whiplash of getting hit from behind, and the smal of my back felt like one enormous
bruise.

“Areyou dl right?” Charity asked.
“Faeries,” | muttered. “Why did it have to be faeries?’

Chapter Two
“W dl,” Charity said, “it’sbroken.”

“Youthink?" | asked. Thelight touch of her fingers on my nose was less than pleasant, but | didn’t twitch
or make any sounds of discomfort while she examined me. It'saguy thing.

“Atleast itisn’'t out of place,” Michael said, knocking snow off of hisboots. “ Getting it set back isthe
sort of thing you don’t mind forgetting.”

“Find anything?’ | asked him.

The big man nodded his head and set a sheathed broadsword in a corner against the wall. Michagl was
only acouple of inches shorter than me, and alot more muscular. He had dark hair and a short beard,
both of them peppered with silver, and wore blue jeans, work boots, and a blue-and-white flanne shirt.
“That corpseis il there. It'smostly aburned mess, but it didn't dissolve.”

“Yeah,” | said. “Faeriesaren’t wholly beings of the spirit world. They leave corpses behind.”

Michael grunted. “Other than that there were footprints, but that’ s about it. No sign that these goat-things
were dtill around.” He glanced into the dining room, where the Carpenter children were gathered at the
table, talking excitedly and munching the pizzather father had been out picking up when the attack
occurred. “The neighbors think the light show must have come from ablown transformer.”

“That’' sasgood an excuse asany,” | said.

“I thank God no onewas hurt,” he said. For him it wasn't just an expresson. He meant it literdly. It
came of being adevout Catholic, and maybe from toting around a holy sword with one of the nailsfrom
the Crucifixion wrought into the blade. He shook himsdlf and gave me a short smile. “ And you, of course,
Harry.”

“Thank Daniel, Mally, and Charity,” | said. “I just kept our visitors busy. Y our family’ swho got thelittle
onesto safety. And Charity did dl the actud smiting.”

Michael’ s eyebrows went up, and he turned his gaze on hiswife. “Did she now?’

Charity’ s cheeks turned pink. She briskly swept up the various tissues and cloths |’ d bloodied, and
carried them out of the room to be burned in thelit fireplace in the living room. In my business, you don't
ever want samples of your blood, your hair, or your fingernail clippingslying around for someone elseto



find. | gave Michad the rundown of the fight while shewas gone.

“My nail gun?’ he asked, grinning, as Charity came back into the kitchen. “How did you know it wasa
feerie?’

“I didn’t,” shesad. “I just grabbed what was at hand.”

“Wegot lucky,” | said.

Michael arched an eyebrow at me.

| scowled at him. “Not every good thing that happensis divine intervention, Michadl.”

“True,” Michael sad, “but | prefer to give Him the credit unless | have agood reason to believe
otherwise. It ssems more polite than the other way around.”

Charity cameto stand at her husband’ s Sde. Though they were both smiling and speaking lightly about
the attack, | noticed that they were holding hands very tightly, and Charity’ s eyes kept drifting over
toward the children, asif to reassure hersdlf that they were still there and safe.

| suddenly felt like an intruder.
“Wadl,” | said, rising, “lookslike I’ ve got anew project.”
Michael nodded. “Do you know the motive for the attack?’

“That' sthe project,” | said. | pulled my duster on, wincing as the motion made me move my siffening
neck. “1 think they were after me. The attack on the kids was adiversion to give the onein the tree ashot
at my back.”

“Areyou sure about that?” Charity asked quietly.
“No,” | admitted. “It' s possble that they’ re holding a grudge about that businessat Arctis Tor.”

Charity’ s eyes narrowed and went stedly. Arctis Tor was the heart of the Winter Court, the fortress and
sanctum sanctorum of Queen Mab hersdf. Some nasty customers from Winter had stolen Mally, and
Charity and |, with alittle help, had stormed the tower and taken Mally back by main force. The whole
mess had been noisy as hell, and we' d pissed off an entire nation of wicked fae in the process of making
it.

“Keep your eyesopen, justincase,” | told her. “And let Molly know that I"d like her to stay here for the
timebeing.”

Michael quirked an eyebrow at me. “Y ou think she needs our protection?’
“No,” | said. “I think you might need hers.”
Michael blinked. Charity frowned quietly, but did not dispute me.

| nodded to both of them and Ieft. Molly wasn't rebelling against everything | told her to do purdly upon
reflex these days, but fait accompli remained the best way of avoiding argumentswith her.

| shut the door to the Carpenter household behind me, cutting off the scent of hot pizzaand the sound of
loudly animated children’ svoices, raucous after the excitement.



The November night was slent. And very cold.

| fought off an urgeto shiver and hurried to my car, abesat-up old Volkswagen Bestle that had originally
been powder blue, but was now amix of red, blue, green, white, yellow, and now primer grey on the
new hood my mechanic had scrounged up. Some anonymous joker who had seen too many Disney
movies had spray-painted the number 53 inside a circle on the hood, but the car’ s name was the Blue
Bestle, and it was going to Stay that way.

| st looking at the warm golden light coming from the house for amoment.

Then | coaxed the Bestleto life and headed for home.

Chapter Three
“A nd you're surethey were faeries?” Bob the skull asked.

| scowled. “How many other things get their blood set on firewhen it touchesiron and stedl, Bob? Yes, |
think | know afaeriewhen | get my nose broken by one.”

| was down in my lab, which was accessed by means of atrapdoor in my basement apartment’ sliving
room and afolding wooden stepladder. It's a concrete box of aroom, deep enough under the rest of the
boardinghouse | livein to be perpetualy coal. In the summer that’ s nice. Come winter, not so much.

Thelab conssted of awooden table running down the center of the room, and was surrounded on three
sdes by tables and workbenches against the outer wall of the room, leaving a narrow wakway around
the table. The workbenches were littered with the tools of the trade, and I’ d installed those white wire
shelving units you can get pretty chesp at Wal-Mart on the walls above the benches, creating more
storage space. The shelves were covered with an enormous variety of containers, from alead-lined box
to burlap bags, from Tupperware to aleather pouch made from the genital sac of, | kid you not, an actua
Africanlion.

It was agift. Don't ask.

Candles burned around the room, giving it light and twinkling off the pewter miniature buildings on the
center table, ascale mode of the city of Chicago. I’ d brought down a single writing desk for Molly—all
the room | had to spare—and her own notebooks and dowly accumulating collection of gear managed to
stay nestly organized despite the tiny space.

“Wall, it looks like someoneis holding Arctis Tor against you,” Bob said. The skull, its eye sockets
glowing with orange flickers of light like candles you couldn’t quite see, sat on its own shelf on the
uncluttered wall. Half a dozen paperback romance novesllittered the shelf around it, and a seventh had
fdlen from the shelf and now lay on the floor, obscuring aportion of the silver summoning circlel’d
ingtalled there. “Faeries don't ever forget agrudge, boss.”

| shook my head at the skull, scooped up the fallen book, and put it back on the shelf. “Y ou ever heard
of anything like these guys?’

“My knowledge of the faerie relmsis mostly limited to the Winter end of things,” Bob said. “ These guys
don’'t sound like anything I'veruninto.”

“Then why would they be holding the fight at Arctis Tor against me, Bob?” | asked. “Hell, weweren't
even the ones who redlly assaulted Winter’ s capitd. We just walked in on the aftermath and picked a
fight with some of Winter’ s errand boys who had swiped Molly.”



“Maybe some of the Winter Sidhe hired out the vengeance gig as contract labor. These could have been
Wyldfae, you know. There' salot more Wyld than anything else. They could have been satyrs.” His
eyelights brightened. “Did you see any nymphs? If there are satyrs, there' s bound to be anymph or two
somewhere close”

“No, Bob.”

“Areyou sure? Naked girl, drop-dead gorgeous, old enough to know better and young enough not to
cae?

“I’d have remembered that if I'd seeniit,” | said.
“Feh,” Bob said, hiseydights dwindling in disgppointment. “Y ou can’'t do anything right, Harry.”

| rubbed my hand against the back of my neck. It didn’t make it hurt any less, but it gave me something
to do. “I’ ve seen these goat guys, or read about them before,” | said. “ Or at least something closeto
them. Wheredid | put those texts on the near reaches of the Nevernever?’

“North wall, green plastic box under the workbench,” Bob provided immediately.

“Thanks,” | said. | dragged out the heavy plastic storage box. It was filled with books, most of them
|eather-bound, handwritten treatises on various supernatura topics. Except for one book that was a
compilation of “Cavin and Hobbes’ comic strips. How had that gotten in there?

| picked up several of the books, carried them to the part of the table that was modeled as Lake
Michigan, and set them down. Then | pulled up my stool and started flipping through them.

“How wasthetrip to Dallas?’ Bob asked.

“Hmmm? Oh, fine, fine. Someone was being staked by aBlack Dog.” | glanced up at the map of the
United States hanging on the wall beneath Bob' s shelf on athick piece of poster board. | absently
plucked a green thumbtack from the board and poked it into Ddllas, Texas, where it joined morethan a
dozen other green pinsand avery few red ones, where the fal se larms had been. “ They contacted me
through the Paranet, and | showed them how to give Fido the bum’ srush out of town.”

“This support network thing you and Elaine have going isredly smart,” Bob said. “ Teach the minnows
how to gang up when abig fish shows up to eat them.”

“I prefer to think of it as teaching sparrows to band together and chase off hawks,” | said, returning to
my Seet.

“Either way, it means|ess exposure to danger and lesswork for you in the long run. Congtructive
cowardice. Very crafty. | gpprove.” Hisvoice turned wistful. “1 hear that they have some of the best strip
clubsintheworld in Dalas, Harry.”

| gave Bob ahard look. “If you' re not going to help me, at least don’t distract me.”

“Oh,” Bob said. “Check.” Theromance I’ d put back on the shelf quivered for a second and then flipped
over and opened to thefirst page. The skull turned toward the book, the orange light from its eyesfaling
over the pages.

| went through one old text. Then two. Then three. Hell’sbells, | knew I’ d seen or read something in one
of these.



“Rip her dress off!” Bob shouted.

Bob the skull takes paperback romances very serioudy. The next page turned so quickly that he tore the
paper alittle. Bob iseven harder on booksthan | am.

“That' swhat I’'m talking about!” Bob hollered as more pages turned.

“They couldn’t have been satyrs” | mumbled out loud, trying to draw my thoughtsinto order. My nose
hurt like hell and my neck hurt like someplace in the same zip code. That kind of pain wears you down
fast, even when you' re awizard who learned his basics while being violently bombarded with basebdls.
“ Satyrs have human faces. These thingsdidn't.”

“Weregoats?’ Bob suggested. He flipped another page and kept reading. Bob isa spirit of intellect, and
he multitasks better than, well, pretty much anybody. “ Or maybe goatweres.”

| stopped for amoment and gave the skull an exasperated look. “I can’t believe | just heard that word.”
“What?" Bob asked brightly. “Weregoats?’

“Weregoats. I'm fairly surel could have led a perfectly rich and satisfying lifeeven if | hadn’t heard that
word or enjoyed the mental imagesit conjures.”

Bob chortled. “ Stars and stones, you're easy, Harry.”

“Weregoats,” | muttered, and went back to reading. After finishing the fifth book, | went back for
another armload. Bob shouted at his book, cheering during what were apparently the love scenes and
heckling most of therest, asif the characters had al been live performers on astage.

Which would probably tell me something important about Bob, if | were an astute sort of person. After
al, Bob himsdf was, essentidly, aspiritual creature created from the energy of thought. The characters
within abook were, from a certain point of view, identical on some fundamental |evel—there weren't any
images of them, no physica tangibility whatsoever. They were picturesin the reader’ s head, constructs of
imagination and ideas, given shape by the writer’ swork and skill and the reader’ simagination. Parents,
of asort.

Did Bob, as he read his books and imagined their events, regard those constructed beings as...siblings,
of some sort? Peers? Children? Could abeing like Bob develop some kind of acquired taste for a
family? It was entirely possible. It might explain his congtant fascination with fictional subject matter
dedling with the origins of amortd family.

Then again, he might regard the charactersin the same way some men do those inflatable sex dolls. | was
pretty sure | didn’'t want to know.

Good thing I'm not astute.

| found our attackers on the eighth book, about halfway through, complete with notes and sketches.
“Holy crap,” | muttered, itting up straight.

“Find’em?’ Bob asked.

“Yeah,” | said, and held up the book so he could see the sketch. It was a better match for our goatish
attackers than most police sketches of perpetrators. “If the book isright, | just got jumped by gruffs.”

Bob’sromance novel dropped to the surface of the shelf. He made a choking sound. “Um. Did you say



oruffs?’

| scowled a him and he began to giggle. The skull rattled against the shelf.
“Gruffs?’ Hetittered.

“What?" | said, offended.

“Asin‘The Three Billy Goats Gruff 7’ The skull howled with laughter. “Y ou just got your ass handed to
you by anursery tale?

“I wouldn't say they handed memy ass,” | said.

Bob was nearly strangling on hislaughter, and given that he had no lungsit seemed gratuitous somehow.
“That’ s because you can't see yourself,” he choked out. “Y our noseisal swollen up and you' ve got two
black eyes. Y ou look like araccoon. Holding adidocated ass.”

“You didn't seethesethingsin action,” | said. “ They were strong, and pretty smart. And there were four
of them.”

“Jugt like the Four Horsemen!” he said. “ Only with petting zoos!”
| scowled somemore. “Fine, fing” | said. “I’'m glad | can amuseyou.”

“Oh, absolutely,” Bob said, his voice bubbling with mirth. “*Help me, help me! 1t' sthe Billy Goats
Gruff!’”

| glared. “Y ou're missing the point, Bob.”

“It can’'t be asfunny aswhat has comethrough,” he said. “I’ll bet every Sidhein Winter is giggling about
it”

“Betthey’renct,” | said. “That’ sthe point. The gruffswork for Summer. They’re some of Queen
Titania senforcers”

Bob'slaughter died abruptly. “Oh.”

| nodded. “ After that business at Arctis Tor, | could understand if someone from Winter had come after
me. | never figured to do thiskind of busnesswith Summer.”

“Waell,” Bob pointed out, “you did kind of give Queen Titania s daughter the death of athousand cuts.”
| grunted. “Y eah. But why send hitters now? She could have done it years ago.”
“That' sfaeriesfor you,” Bob said. “Logicisn't exactly their strong suit.”

| grunted. “Life should be so smple.” | thumped my finger on the book, thinking. “ There smoreto this.
I’'msureof it

“How high arethey in the Summer hierarchy?” Bob asked.

“They'reupthere” | said. “Asagroup, anyway. They’ ve got areputation for killing trolls. Probably
where the nursery tale comes from.”

“Troll killers” Bob said. “Trolls. Like Mab' s persond guard, whose pieces you found scattered al over
ArctisTor?’



“Exactly,” | said. “But what | did there ticked off Winter, not Summer.”
“I'vedways admired your ability to be unilaterdly irritating.”

| shook my head. “No. | must have done something there that hurt Summer somehow.” | frowned. “Or
hel ped Winter. Bob, do you know—"

The phone started ringing. | had run along extension cord from the outlet in my bedroom down to the
lab, after Molly had nearly broken her neck rushing up the stepladder to answer acal. The old windup
clock on one shdf told methat it was after midnight. Nobody calls methat late unlessit’ s something bad.

“Hold that thought,” | told Bob.
“It'sme,” Murphy said when | answered. “1 need you.”

“Why, Sergeant, I'mtouched,” | said. *Y ou’ ve admitted the truth at last. Cue Sweeping romantic theme
musc.”

“I’'m serious,” she said. Something in her voice sounded tired, strained.
“Where?’ | asked her.
She gave me the address and we hung up.

| barely ever got work from Chicago PD anymore, and between that and my frequent trips to other cities
aspart of my dutiesasaWarden, | hadn’t been making diddly as an investigator. My stipend asa
Warden of the White Council kept me from bankruptcy, but my bank account had bled dowly down to
the point where | had to beredlly careful to avoid bouncing checks.

| needed the work.

“That was Murphy,” | said, “making aduty call.”

“Thislate at night, what else could it be?’ Bob agreed. “Watch your back extra careful, boss.”
“Why do you say that?’ | said, shrugging into my coat.

“I don’'t know if you're up on your nursery tales,” Bob said, “but if you'll remember, the Billy Goats
Gruff had awhole succession of brothers”

“Yeah,” | said. “Each of them bigger and meaner than thelagt.”
| headed out to meet Murphy.
Weregoats. Jesus.

Chapter Four
| was standing there watching the fire with everyone else when the beat cop brought Murphy over to me.

“It' sabout time,” she said, her voice tense. Shelifted the police tape and beckoned me. | had aready
clipped my little laminated consultant’ s 1D to my duster’ slapd. “What took you so long?’

“There safoot of snow on the ground and it doesn’'t show signs of stopping,” | replied.

She glanced up a me. Karrin Murphy isaweelittle thing, and the heavy winter coat she wore only made



her look smdler. Thelarge, fluffy snowflakes il faling clung to her golden hair and glittered on her
eyelashes, turning her eyes glacid blue. “Y our toy car got stuck in adrift, huh? What happened to your
face?’

| glanced around at al the normds. “1 wasin asnowbal fight.”

Murphy grunted. “I guessyou logt.”

“Y ou should have seen the other guy.”

Wewere standing in front of asmall five-story apartment building, and something had blown it to hell.

Thefront facing of the building wasjust gone, asif some unimaginably huge ax had diced sraight downit.
Y ou could see thefloors and interiors of empty gpartments, when you could get aglimpse of them
through the pal of dust and smoke and thick falling snow. Fires burned in the building, insubstantial

behind the haze of flame and winter. Rubble had washed out into the street, damaging the buildings on the
other side, and the police had everyone cordoned off at least ablock away. Broken glass and steel and
brick lay everywhere. Theair was acrid, thick with the stench of burning materials never meant to feed a
fire

Despite the wegther, a couple of hundred people had gathered at the police cordons. Some enterprising
soul was selling hot coffee from abig thermos, and | hadn’t been too proud to cough up adollar for a
foam cup of java, powdered creamer, and a packet of sugar.

“Lotsof firetrucks,” | noted. “But only one ambulance. And the crew is drinking coffee while everyone
else shiversinthecold.” | sipped at my cup. “The bastards.”

“Building wasn't occupied,” Murphy said. “Being renovated, actudly.”
“Noonegot hurt,” | said. “That’saplus.”
Murphy gave meacryptic look. “ Y ou willing to work off the books? Per diem?’

| Spped coffeeto cover up awince. | far prefer atwo-day minimum. | guessthe city isn't coughing up
much money for consultants, huh?”

“SI” s been pooling the coffee money, in case we needed your take on something.”

Thistime| didn’t bother to hide the wince. Taking money from the city government was one thing.
Taking money from the copsin S was another.

Specid Investigations was the CPD’ sversion of apooal filter. Things that dipped through the areas of
interest of the other departments got dumped on Sl. Lots of times those things included the cruddy work
no one else wanted to do, so SI wound up investigating everything from apparent rains of toadsto
dogfighting racketsto reports of El Chupacabra molesting neighborhood petsfromitslar in aloca
sewer. It was acrappy job, no pun intended, and asaresult Sl was regarded by the city asakind of
asylum for incompetents. They weren't, but theinmates of Sl generally did share a couple of
traits—intelligence enough to ask questions when something didn’t make sense, and an inexcusable lack
of ability when it came to navigating the murky waters of office palitics.

When Sergeant Murphy had been Lieutenant Murphy, she’ d been in charge of Sl. She’ d been busted for
vanishing during twenty-four particularly critical hoursof an investigation. It wasn't like she could tell her
superiorsthat she was off storming afrozen fortressin the near reaches of the Nevernever, now, could
she? Now her old partner, Lieutenant John Stallings, wasin charge of SI, and he was running the place



on astrained, frayed, often knotted shoestring of a budget.
Hencethe lack of gainful employment for Chicago’sonly professiona wizard.

| couldn’t take their money. It wasn't like they wereralling init. But a the sametime, they had their
pride. | couldn’t take that, either.

“Per diem?’ | told her. “Héll, my bank account isthinner than atobacco lobbyist’ smord judtification. I'll
go hourly.”

Murphy glowered up a me for amoment, then gave me agrudging nod of thanks. Proud doesn't always
outweigh practicd.

“So what' sthe scoop?’ | asked. “Arson?”’

She shrugged. * Explosion of some kind. Maybe an accident. Maybe not.”

| snorted. “Y eah, because you cal mein on maybe-accidents dl thetime.”
“Comeon.” Murphy pulled adust mask from her coat pocket and put it on.

| took out abandannaand tied it around my nose and mouth. All | needed was aten-gallon hat and some
spursto complete theimage. Stick *em up, pahdner.

She glanced back at me, her face hard to read under the dust mask, and led me to the building adjacent
to the ruined gpartment. Murphy’ s partner was waiting for us.

Rawlinswas a blocky man in hisfifties, comfortably overweight, and looked about as soft asa Brinks
truck. He' d grown in abeard frosted with grey, a sharp contrast againgt his dark skin, and hewore a
weather-beaten old winter coat over his off-the-rack suit.

“Dresden,” he said easily. “Good to see you.”
| shook his hand. “How’ sthe foot?’
“It acheswhen I’'m about to get asked to leave,” he said soberly. “Ow.”

“It' sbetter if you've got deniability,” Murphy said, folding her armsin what an astute observer might have
characterized as atone of stubborn argument. “Y ou’' ve got afamily to feed.”

Rawlins sighed. “Y eah, yeah. I'll be out by the street.” He nodded to me and walked off. He'd
recovered from being shot in the foot pretty well, and wasn't limping. Good for him. Good for me, too.
I’ d been the one to get him into that mess.

“Denizhility?’ | asked Murphy.

“There hasn’t been anything specific,” Murphy said, “but people up theline from SI have madeiit very
clear that you are personanon grata.”

That stung abit, and my voice turned a shade more brittle than | had intended. “ Oh, obvioudy. Theway |
keep helping CPD with things they couldn’t handle themsalvesisjust inexcusable.”

“I' know,” Murphy said.

“I'm lucky they haven’t charged me with gross competence and contributing to socia order and had me



locked away.”
Shewaved atired, dismissve hand. “It’' salways something. That’ sthe way organizations are.”

“Except that when the country club gets abug up its nose and decides that someoneis out, nobody dies
asaresult,” | said, and added, “ mostly.”

Murphy glared at me. “What do you want meto do about it, Harry? | called in every chip I'd ever
collected just to keegp my fucking job. There' sno chance at dl of me making command again, much less
moving up to aposition where | could effect red change within the department.”

| clenched my jaw and felt aflush rising up my neck. She hadn’t said it, but she’ d lost her command and
any bright future for her career because she' d been covering my back. “Murph—"

“No,” she said, her tone camer and steadier than it might have been. “I"d redlly like to know, Dresden.
I’ve paid you out of my own pocket when the city wouldn’t spend it. Therest of Sl throwsin all the
money they can spareinto the kitty to be able to pay you when we redlly need you. Y ou think maybe
should moonlight at aburger joint to pay your fees?’

“Hell'sbells, Murph,” | said. “It isn’t about the money. It's never been about the money.”
She shrugged. “ So what are you bitching about?’

| thought about it for a second and said, “Y ou shouldn’t have to tap-dance around the demands of al the
ladder climbersto do your job.”

“No,” shesad, her tone frank. “Not in areasonable world. But if you haven't noticed, that world must
bein adifferent area code. And it seemsto me that you' ve had to end-run your superiors once or twice.”

“Bah,” | said. “And touché.”
Shesmiled faintly. 1t sucks, but that’ swhat we' ve got. Y ou done whining?”
“Hdl withit,” | said. “Let’ swork.”

Murphy jerked her head at the rubble-choked aley between the damaged building and its neighbor, and
we started down it, climbing over falen brick and timber where necessary.

WEe d gone about three feet before the stench of sulfur and acrid brimstone seared my nogtrils, sharp
even through the smell of the gutted apartment building. There' sonly onething that smellslike that.

“Crap,” | muttered.

“I thought it smelled familiar,” Murphy said. “Like back at thefortress.” She glanced & me. “And...the
other times!’vesmndledit.”

| pretended not to notice her glance. “Yeah. It sHdlfire,” | said.
“Thereé smore,” Murphy said quietly. “Comeon.”

We pressed on down the aley until we passed the edge of the wrecked portion of the gutted building.
One step, there was nothing but wreckage. The next, the brick wall of the building reasserted itself. The
demarcation between structure and havoc was arough, jagged line stretching up into the dust and the
snow and the smoke—all except for a portion of wall perhaps five feet off the ground.



There, instead of abroken line of shattered brick and twisted rebar, a perfectly smooth semicircle bit into
thewall.

| leaned closer, frowning. The scent of Hellfire grew stronger, and | redlized that something had melted
itsway through the brick wall—ashaft of energy like agiant drill bit. It had to have been dmost
unimaginably hot to vaporize brick and concrete and stedl, leaving the rim of the area it had touched
melted to smooth glass, though half of the basketball-sized circle was missing, carried away by the

collgpsingwall.

Any natura source of hegt like that would have sent out atherma bloom that would have scoured the
dley | wasstanding in, leaving it blackened and sere. But the dley was littered with the usud city detritus,
where it wasn't choked with rubble, and severd hours worth of snow had piled up there aswell.

“Tak tome,” Murphy sad quietly.
“No normd fireisthis contained,” | said.
“What do you mean?’

| gestured vaguely with my hands. “ Fire generated with magic istill fire, Murph. | mean, sure, you can
cal up tremendous heat and energy, but once it getsto you it behaves like heet. It till does businesswith
the laws of thermodynamics.”

“So we retaking mojo,” Murphy said.

“Wdl, technicaly mojoisn't—"

She sghed. “ Arewe dedling with magic or not?’

Asif the scent of Hellfireweren't enough to giveit avay. “Yeah.”

Murphy nodded. “You cal upfiredl thetime,” shesaid. “I’ve seeniit do alot of thingsthat didn’t look
like normd fire”

“Oh, sure,” | said, holding my hand over the surface of the flame-bored bricks. They were ill warm.
“But if you want to control it onceyou cal it up, it takes additiona energy to focusthe fireinto adesired
course. Controlling the energy isusualy as much effort asthefireitsdf, if not more.”

“Could you do something likethis?” she asked, gesturing at the building.

Once upon atime she would have inflected that question awholelot differently, and I d have gotten
nervous about whether the handsin her pockets were holding agun and handcuffs. But that had been a
long time ago. Of course, back then | probably wouldn't have given her astraight answer either, likel
would now.

“Not achanceinhdl,” | said quietly, and not entirely metaphoricaly. “I' m pretty sure| couldn’t cal up
thismuch energy in thefirst place. And evenif | could, | wouldn't have anything left to control it with.” |
closed my eyesfor amoment, trying to fed any lingering traces of power around the area, but the
destruction and subsequent drift of dust and snow and smoke had obscured any coherent patterns that
might have given me hints about how the working had been accomplished.

| did, however, notice something el se. The surface of the cut was not perpendicular to thewall of the
building. It went in a an angle. | frowned and squinted back behind me, trying to line it up with thewal of
the building on the other sde of the dley.



Murphy knew mewel | enough to seel’d noticed something, and | knew her well enough to see her
sudden interest make furrows between her eyebrows as she forced herself to be quiet and let me work.

| got up and went to thefar Sde of the aley. A light coating of snow and dust had coated the wall.

“Watch your eyes,” | murmured, squinting my own to dits. Then | raised my right hand, called up my will,
and murmured, “ Ventas reductas.”

Thewind | caled up wasn't the usua burst | commonly used. It was far more toned-down than that, and
it poured steedily from my outstretched hand. All the work | was doing with Molly had alowed meto
rethink alot of my basic evocations, the fast and dirty magic that wizards used in desperate and violent
Stuations. I’ d been trying to teach the spell to Mally, but she didn’t have the raw strength | had, and it
would have practically knocked her unconsciousto cal up aheavy blast of ar. I'd modified my teaching,
just to get her comfortable with using abit of air magic, and we d accidentally developed a passable
impersonation of an eectric blow-dryer.

| used the dryer spell to gently brush away dust and snow from thewall. It took me about a minute and a
haf, and when | wasfinished | caught another scent under the brimstone stench and said, “Double crap.”

Murphy stepped forward with her flashlight and shoneit on thewall.

The sgil had been painted on thewall in something thick and brown that smelled like blood. At first |
thought it was a pentacle, but | saw the differencesimmediately.

“Harry,” Murphy sad quietly. “Isit human?’

“Most likdy,” | said. “Morta blood isthe strongest ink you can use for symbolslike thisin high-energy
spells. | don't think anything e se could have contained the amounts of energy it would have taken to
blow up thisbuilding.”

“It' sapentacle, right?” Murphy asked. “Like the one you wear.”
| shook my head. “Different.”
“How 07" Her mouth twitched at one corner. “Other than the blood, | mean.”

“A pentacleisasymbol of order,” | said quietly. “Five points, five Sdes. It represents the forces of air,
earth, water, fire, and spirit. It's contained within acircle, the points touching the outer ring. It represents
the forces of magic bound within human control. Power balanced with restraint.” | gestured at the
symbal. “ See here? The points of the dar fal far outsde thering.”

Shefrowned. “What does it mean?”’
“I havenoidea,” | sad.
“Gogh,” shesad. “You' re worth the money.”

“Harha Look, evenif I"d seen this symbol before, it could mean different thingsto different people. The
Hindus and the Nazis have very different ideas about the swastika, for example.”

“Can you make aguess?’

| shrugged. “ Off the top of my head? Thislooks uncomfortably like a combination of the pentacle and the
anarchy symbol. Magic unrestrained.”



“Anarchist wizards?” Murphy asked.

“It'sjust aguess,” | said. My gut told me it was agood one, though, and | got the impression that
Murphy had the samefedling.

“What' sthe symbol for?” Murphy asked. “What isit meant to do?’

“Reflect power,” | said. “My guessisthat the energy that drove through the building was reflected from
thissgil, which means...” | kayaked down alogic cascade as| spoke. “Which meansthat the energy
had to come in from somewhere e sefird.” | turned around dowly, trying to judge the angles. “The
incoming beam must have gone right through the collgpsed part of the building and—"

“Beam?’
| pointed at the semicircular holein the ruined wall. “Y eah. Heat energy, awholelot of it.”
She studied the hole. “It doesn't look like it would be big enough to take down the building.”

“Itisn't,” | said. “Not in an explosion, anyway. Thisjust drilled ahole. Might have Sarted afire asit
went, but it couldn’t have sheared off the front of the building like that.”

Murphy frowned, tilting her head. “Then what did?”

“Workingonit,” | mumbled. | judged the angles as best | could and took off down the dley. The firemen
were still hard a work on the building, and we had to walk over severa hoses as we emerged into the
Street at the back of the apartment building. | crossed the street and walked down the length of the
building there, my hand raised, senses questing for any resdua magic. | didn’t find any, but | did smell
Hdlfire again, and a couple of feet later | found another not-pentacle, identicd to the first, also hidden
under alight dusting of snow.

| kept going clockwise around the ruined building. | found two more symbols on the undamaged building
on its next side, and one more across the street from the front of the ruined apartments, and then |
completed the circle, arriving back at our origina reflective symbol.

Five reflection points, which had guided atruly freaking frightening amount of energy through the building,
forming one single, enormous shape asthey did.

“It' sapentagram,” | said quietly.
Murphy frowned. “What?’

| touched the round, smooth bore mark on the destroyed building’ swall. “ The beam of energy that
ripped through the building right here was one of five Sdes of apentagram. A five-pointed star.”

Murphy regarded me blankly.

| reached into my pocket and pulled out a piece of chak. “ Okay, look. Everyone learnsto draw thisin
grade schooal, right?’ | quickly sketched out astar on aclear bit of brick wall—five strokes of the chalk,
forming five points “Right?’

“Right,” Murphy said. “Y ou get them from the teacher whenyou get an A.”

“ Another example of symbols having disparate meanings,” | said. “But ook here, inthemiddie.” | filledin
the closed shape in the center of the star. “That’ s a pentagon shape, see? The center of the pentagram.
That’ swhere you contain whatever it isyou' retrying to contain.”



“What do you mean, contain?’

“A pentagram like thisoneisasymbol of power,” | said. “It'sgot alot of uses, depending on how you
employ it. But most often you useit to isolate or contain an entity.”

“Y ou mean like summoning ademon,” Murphy said.

“Sure” | said. “But you can useit to trgp other thingstoo, if you do it right. Remember the circle of
power at Harley MacFinn's place? Five candles formed the pentagram on that one.”

Murphy shuddered. “I remember. But it wasn't thisbig.”

“No,” | admitted. “ And the bigger you makeit, the more juiceit takesto keep it going. I’ ve never, ever
heard of one that would take this much energy to activate.”

| drew little X shapes at the points of the star and drew the chalk from one to the next, thickening the
lines of the example pentagram. “ Get it? The beam streamed from one reflector to the next, melting holes
through the building asit went. The reflectors formed the beam into one huge pentagram at ground leve,
moreor less”

Murphy frowned and squinted at the smple diagram. “The center of that shape couldn’t have covered
thewhole building.”

“No,” | said. “I’d need agood map to be sure, but | think the center of the pentagram must have been
about twenty feet back from the front door. Which iswhy only the front half of the building collapsed.”

“The explosion came from ingde this pentagon thing? Magical TNT?

| shrugged. “ The explosion came from inside the pentagram’ s center, but not necessarily from the
pentagram. | mean, it could have been anormal device of somekind.”

“Square in the middle of the giant, scary pentagram?’ Murphy asked.

“Maybe,” | said, nodding. “It depends on what the pentagram was being employed for. And to know
that, I’d have to know which way wasitsnorth.” | circled the topmost point of the chalk pentacle. “The
direction of thefirst line, | mean.”

“Doesit make adifference?’

“Yeah,” | said. “Most everybody drawsthose starsjust like | did. Bottom |eft to the topmost point asthe
first stroke. That’s how you draw it when you want to defend something, ward something away from a
location, or banish aspiritual entity.”

“So this could have been abanishing spell?” Murphy asked.

“It' spossible. But you can do alot of other thingswithiit, if you draw it differently.”
“Likebuild acagefor things,” Murphy said.

“Yeah.” | frowned, troubled. “Or open adoorway for something.”

“Which, judging by your face, would be bad.”

“I..."” | shook my head. | didn’t even want to know what kind of terror would need a pentagram that
hugein order to squeezeinto our world. “I think if something sized to fit this pentagram had come through



it, there would probably be more than one building on fire.”
“Oh,” Murphy said quietly.

“Look, until I know what the pentagram’ s purpose was, dl | can do is speculate. And there’ s something
elseweird here, too.”

“What'sthat?’

“There' snot atrace of resdua magic, and there should be. Hell, with this much power being tossed
around, the whole areashould practicaly be glowing. Itisn't.”

Murphy nodded dowly. “Y ou' re saying they wiped their prints.”
| grimaced. “Exactly, and | have no ideahow to doit. Hell’sbells, | didn’t know it was possible.”

| Spped at my coffeein the sllence and pretended the shiver that went down my spine was from the cold.
| passed the cup to Murphy, who took a sip from the opposite sSide and passed it back to me.

“So,” shesad, “we releft with questions. What is amagjor-league supernatura hitter doing placing ahuge
pentagram under an empty gpartment building? What was hisgod in cregting it?’

“And why blow up the building afterward?’ | frowned and thought of an even better question. “Why this
building?’ | turned to Murphy. “Who ownsit?’

“Lake Michigan Ventures,” Murphy replied, “asubsidiary of Mitigation Unlimited, whose CEO is—’

“Triplecrap,” | pat. “ Gentleman Johnnie Marcone.”

Chapter Five

| tried to collect some of the blood in the reflective symbols and useit in atracking spell to follow it back
toitsorigina owner, but it was abust. Either the blood was already too dry to use or else the person
who had donated it was dead. | had abad feding it wasn’t the winter air that made the spell fall.

Typica. Nothing was ever smple when Marcone wasinvolved.

Gentleman Johnnie Marcone was the robber baron of the streets of Chicago, and the undisputed lord of
its crimina underworld. Though he' d long been under legd siege, the bastions of paperwork defended by
legions of lawyers had never been conquered, and his power base had grown steadily and quietly. They
probably could have tried harder to take him down, but the heartless fact of the matter was that
Marcone' s management style was a better dternative than most. He' d put the civil back in civil

offender , harshly cutting down on violence againg civilians and law enforcement dike. It didn’'t make his
busnessany lessugly, just tidier, but it could have been worse, asfar asthe city’ sauthorities were
concerned.

Of course, the authorities didn’t know that it was worse. Marcone had begun expanding his power base
into the supernatural world aswdll, Sgning on to the Unsedlie Accords as afreeholding lord. It made him,
in the eyes of the authorities of the supernaturd world, akind of smdl, neutral state, arecognizable
power, and | had no doubt that he’ d begun using that new power to do what he dways did—create
more of the same.

All of which had been made possible by Harry Dresden. And the truly galling thing about the entire
Stuation wasthat it had been the least evil of the optionsthat had been available to me at thetime,



| looked up from the circle I’ d chalked on the concrete benesth a sheltered overhang in the alley and
shook my head. “ Sorry. Can’'t get anything. Maybe the blood istoo dry. Maybe the donor is dead.”

Murphy nodded. “I’ll keep an eye on the morgues, then.”

| broke the circle with aswipe of my hand and rose from my knees.
“Can | ask you something?’ Murphy said.

“Sure”

“Why don’t you ever use pentagrams? All | ever seeyou draw iscircles.”

| shrugged. “PR mostly. Run around making lots of five-pointed stars in this country and people start
screaming about Satan. Including the satanigts. I ve got enough problems. If | need apentagram, | usuadly
jugimagineit.”

“Y ou can do that?’

“Magic’ sinyour head, mostly. Building an image in your mind and holding it there. Theoreticaly you
could do everything without any chak or symbolsor anything ese”

“Thenwhy don’'t you?’

“Becauseit’ sapointlessy difficult effort for identical results.” | squinted up at the till-falling snow.
“You'reacop. | need adoughnut.”

She snorted aswe | eft the dley. “ Stereotype much, Dresden?’

“Copsdo alot of running around in their cars, and they don't aways get to control their hours, Murph.
Lots of timesthey can’t leave a crime scene to hit adrive-through. So they need food that can Stinacar
for hours and hours without tasting foul or giving them food poisoning. Doughnuts are good for that.”

“So are granolabars.”
“|s Rawlins amasochigt, too?’

Murphy casudly bumped her shoulder against my arm when | was between steps, making me wobble,
and | grinned. We emerged onto the mostly empty street. The firemen had been wrapping up their job
when | arrived, and every truck but one had departed. Once the flames were out the show was over, and
there were no rubberneckers anymore. Only afew cops were in sght, most of them in their cars.

“So what happened to your face?’ Murphy asked.

| told her.

She concedled agmile. ““ The Three Billy Goats Gruff * 7’

“Hey. They'retough, dl right? They kill trolls.”

“| saw you do that once. How hard could it be?’

| found mysdlf grinning. “1 had alittle help.”

Murphy matched my smile. “One more short joke and I’ m taking akneecap.”



“Murphy,” | chided, “petty violenceis beneath you. Which is saying something.”

“Keepit up, wiseguy. I'm aways going to be taller than you once you' re lying unconscious on the
ground.”

“You'reright. That wasalow blow. I'll try to rise aboveit.”
She showed me a clenched fit. “Pow, Dresden. Right to the moon.”

Wereached Murphy’s car. Rawlins was in the passenger seet, pretending to snore. He wasn't the sort to
just fal adeep.

“So, Summer made arun at you,” Murphy said. “Y ou think the attack on Marcone€ sbuilding is
connected with that?’

“I'lost my faithin coincidence,” | said.
“Getin,” shesad. “I'll giveyou aride home.”

| shook my head. “ There might be something | can do here, but | need to be done. And | need a
doughnut.”

Murphy arched a ddlicate dark-gold eyebrow. “Ooooooo-kay.”
“Get your mind out of the gutter and give me the damned doughnut.”

Murphy shook her head and got in her car. She tossed me asack from Dunkin’ Donuts that was sitting
on Rawlins s side of the dashboard.

“Hey!” Rawlins protested without opening his eyes.

“For agood cause,” | told him, nodding my thanksto Murphy. “Call you when | know something.”
Shefrowned a my nose. “Y ou sure you want to be aone?’

| winked one of my blackened eyes at her. “Some thingsawizard hasto do for himsdlf,” | said.
Rawlins swallowed atitter.

| get no respect.

They drove off and left mein the sllently faling snow in the still hours before dawn. Therewere till a
couple of fire crews and uniform copsthere, the latter blocking off the street, though the former weren't
actively firefighting. The building was out, and coated in alayer of ice—but | guessthere aways could
have been something hidden in thewalls and ready to pop out again. | overheard one of them telling
another that the road crew that was supposed to clean the rubble out of the street was helping acity
plow truck stuck in the snow, and would be there when they could.

| trudged to about a block away, found an aley not choked, and went in with my doughnut. | debated for
amoment what gpproach | would take. My relationship with this particular source had changed over the
years, after al. Reason indicated that sticking with longstanding procedure was my best bet. Ingtinct told
me that reason had disgppointed me more than once, and that it wasn't thinking in the long term anyway .

Over theyears, my inginctsand | have gotten cozy.



So, ingtead of bothering with asmple bait-and-snare, | braced my feet, held out my right hand palm up,
placed the doughnut upon it like an offering, and murmured a Name.

Names, capital N, have power. If you know something’s Name, you automatically have a conduit with
which you can reach out and touch it, away to homein on it with magic. Sometimesthat can be aredlly
bad idea. Speak the Name of abig, bad spiritua entity and you might be able to touch it, sure—buit it
can touch you right back, and the big boystend to do it alot harder than any mortdl. It' sworth as much
asyour soul to speak the Name of beingslike that.

But the Nevernever isabig place, and not to mix metaphors, but there are plenty of fish in that sea.
There areliteraly countless beings of far less metaphysica sgnificance, and it redly isn't terribly difficult
to get one of them to do your bidding by invoking its Name.

(People have Names, too. Sort of. Mortas have this nasty habit of constantly reassessing their persona
identity, their values, their beliefs, and it makesit afar more dippery businessto use amorta’s Name
agang them.)

| know afew Names. | invoked this one aslightly and gently as| could in an effort to be polite.

It didn't take me long, maybe a dozen repetitions of the Name before the entity it summoned appeared.
A basketball-sized globe of blue light dived out of the snow overhead and hurtled down the aley toward
my face.

| Sood steady asit came on. Even with relatively minor summonings, you never |et them seeyou flinch.

The globe snapped to an instant halt about afoot away from the doughnut, and | could just make out the
luminous shape of the tiny humanoid figure within. Tiny, but not nearly so tiny asthelast time | had seen
him. Hell’ sbells, he must have been twice astal asthelast time we' d spoken.

“Toot-toot,” | said, nodding to the pixie.

Toot snagpped to attention, piping, “My lord!” The pixie looked like an athletically dender youth, dressed
in armor made of discarded trash. His helmet had been made from the cap to athree-liter bottle of
Coca-Cola, and tufts of hisfine lavender hair drifted all around its rim. He wore a breastplate made from
what looked like a carefully reshaped bottle of Pepto-Bismol, and carried abox knife sheathed in orange
plastic on arubber-band strap over one shoulder. Rough lettering on the box knife' s case, written in what
looked like black nail polish, proclaimed, Pizza or Death! A long nail, its base carefully wrapped in
layers of athletic adhesive tape, was sheathed in the hexagona plastic casing of aballpoint pen at hisside.
He must have lifted the boots from aKen doll, or maybe avintage Gl Joe.

“You' vegrown,” | said, bemused.
“Yes, my lord,” Toot-toot barked.
| arched an eyebrow. “Isthat the box knife | gave you?’

“Yes, my lord” he ghrilled. “Thisismy box knifel There are many who likeit, but thisoneismine!”
Toot’ swordswere crisply precise, and | redized that he was imitating the drill sergeant from Full Metal
Jacket. | throttled the sudden smiletrying to fight itsway onto my face. It looked like he was taking it
serioudy, and | didn’t want to crush histiny fedings.

What the hell. | could play dong. “At ease, soldier.”
“My lord!” he said. He saluted by dapping the hed of hishand againgt hisforehead and then buzzed a



quick circle around the doughnut, staring at it intently. “That,” he declared, in avoice much morelike his
usua one, “isadoughnut. Isit my doughnut, Harry?’

“Itcould be” | said. “I’'m offering it as payment.”
Toot shrugged disnterestedly, but the pixi€ s dragonfly wings buzzed in excitement. “For what?’

“Information,” | said. | jerked my head at the fallen building. “ Therewas a serioudy large sgil-working
donein and around that building severd hours ago. | need to know anything the Little Folk know about
what happened.” A littleflattery never hurt. “ And when | need information from the Little Folk, you're
the best thereis, Toot.”

His Pepto-armored chest swelled up abit with pride. “Many of my people are beholden to you for
freeing them from the pale hunters, Harry. Some of them have joined the Za-Lord’ s Guard.”

“PizzaLord” wasthetitle some of the Little Folk had bestowed upon me—Ilargely because| provided
them with aweekly bribe of pizza Most don't know it, evenin my circles, but the Little Folk are
everywhere, and they see alot more than anyone expects. My policy of mozzarella-driven goodwill had
secured the effections of alot of thelocals. When I d demanded that a sometime aly of mine set free
severa score of the Folk who had been captured, I d risen even higher in their collective estimation.

Even s0, “ZaLord s Guard” was anew one on me.
“I haveaguard?’ | asked.

Toot threw out his chest. “ Of course! Who do you think keeps the Dread Beast Mister from killing the
brownies when they come to clean up your apartment? We do! Who layslow the mice and rats and ugly
big spiders who might crawl into your bed and nibble on your toes? We do! Fear not, Za-Lord! Neither
thefoulest of rats nor the cleverest of insects shdl disturb your home while we draw bregth!”

| hadn’t redized that in addition to the cleaning service, I’ d acquired an exterminator too. Handy as hell,
though, now that | thought about it. There were thingsin my lab that wouldn't react well to becoming
rodent nest materid.

“Outgtanding,” | told him. “But do you want the doughnut or not?’

Toot-toot didn’'t even answer. He just shot off down the dleyway like arunaway paper lantern, but so
quickly that heleft faling snow drifting in contrail spirasin hiswake.

Typically spesking, faeries get things done in a hurry—when they want to, a any rate. Even so, I'd
barely had time to hum through “When Y ou Wish upon a Star” before Toot-toot returned. The edges of
the sphere of light around him had changed color, flushing into an agitated scarlet.

“Run!” Toot-toot piped as he streaked down the dley. “Run, my lord!”

| blinked. Of dl thethings |’ d imagined hearing from the little fae on hisreturn, that had not been on my
ligt.

“Run!” he dhrilled, whirling in panicked circles around my head.
My brain was still processing. “What about the doughnut?’ | asked, like anidiot.

Toot-toot zipped over to me, set his shoulders against my forehead and pushed for al he wasworth. He
was stronger than he looked. | had to take a step back or be overbalanced. “Forget the doughnut!” he



shouted. “Run, my lord!”
Forget the doughnut?

That, more than anything, jarred me into motion. Toot-toot was not the sort to give in to panic. For that
matter, the little fae had dways seemed to be...not ignorant so much as innocent of the redization of
danger. He d always been oblivious to danger in the past, when there was morta food on theline.

In the silence of the snowy evening | heard a sound coming from the far end of the dley. Footsteps, quiet
and dow.

A quivering, fearful little voice in my head told meto listen to Toot, and | felt my heart speed up as|
turned and ran in the direction he’ d indicated.

| cleared the dley and turned | eft, dogging through the degpening snow. There was a police station only
two or three blocks from here. There would be lights and people there, and it would probably serveasa
deterrent to whatever was after me. Toot flew beside me, just over my shoulder, and he' d produced a
little plastic sportswhistle. He blew on it in asharp rhythm, and through the faling snow | dimly saw half
adozen spheres of light of various colors, al smaler than Toot’ s, appear out of the night and begin to
parallel our course.

| ran for another block, then two, and as| did | became increasingly certain that something was following
inmy wake. It was adisturbing sensation, akind of crawly tingle on the back of my neck, and | was sure
that | had attracted the attention of something truly terrible. Mounting levels of fear followed that
redization, and | ranfor al | wasworth.

| turned right and spotted the police gtation house, its exterior lighting apromise of safety, itslamps
girded with haoesin thefaling snow.

Then the wind came up and the whole world turned frozen and white. | couldn’t see anything, not my
own feet as| struggled through the snow, and not the hand | tried holding up in front of my face. | dipped
and went down, and then bounced back to my feet in apanic, certain that if my pursuer caught me on the
ground, | would never stand again.

| dammed ashoulder into alight pole and staggered back fromit. | couldn’t tell which way | wasfacing
in thewhiteout. Had | accidentally stumbled into the street? There would probably be no carsmoving in
thismess, but if onewas, even dowly, I'd never seeit in timeto get out of theway. | wouldn’t be ableto
hear acar horn either.

The snow was coming so thick now that | had trouble breathing. | picked adirection that seemed asif it
would take meto the police station and hurried on. Within afew steps | found abuilding with one
outstretched hand. | used it to guide me, leaning one hand againgt the solid wall. That worked fine for
twenty feet or so, and then thewall vanished, and | sumbled Sdewaysinto an dley.

The howling wind went silent, and the sudden stillness around me was a shock to my senses. | pushed
myself to my hands and knees and looked behind me. On the Street the blinding curtain of snow ill
swirled, thick and white and impenetrable, beginning as suddenly asawall. In the aley the snow was
barely an inch deep, and except for adistant moan of wind it was silent.

At that instant | redlized that the sllence was not an empty one.
| wasn't done.

The glittering snow on the dley floor blended seamlesdy into a sparkling white gown, tinted here and



there with streaks of frozen blue or glacial green. | lifted my eyes.

She wore the gown with inhuman e egance, its rippling fabric draping with feminine perfection, her body a
perfect balance of curves and planes, beauty and strength. The gown was cut low, and left her shoulders
and arms bare. Her skin made the snow seem abit sallow by comparison. Glittering colorsflickered at
her wrigts, her throat, and upon her fingers, aways changing, cycling through deep blue and green and
violet iridescence. Her fingernails glittered with the same impossibly shifting hues.

Upon her head was acirclet of ice, eegant and intricate, asif it had been formed from asingle crystaline
snowflake. Her hair waslong, past her hips, long and silken and white, blending into the gown and the
snow. Her lips—her gorgeous, sensud lips—were the color of frozen raspberries.

Shewas avison of beauty, the kind that has inspired artists for centuries, immortal beauty thet israrely
imagined, much less actually seen. Beauty like hers should have struck me sensdlesswith joy. It should
have made me weep and give thanks to the Almighty that | had been alowed to ook uponit. It should
have stopped my breath and made my heart lurch with delight.

It didn't.
It terrified me.

It terrified me because | could also see her eyes. They were wide, feline eyes, verticaly ditted likea
cat’'s. They shifted color in time with her gems—or, more likely, the gems changed color in timewith her
eyes. And though they, too, were beautiful beyond the bounds of mortality, they were cold eyes, inhuman
eyes, filled with intelligence and desire, but empty of compassion or pity.

| knew those eyes. | knew her.
If fear hadn’t taken the strength from my limbs, | would have run.

A second form appeared from the darkness behind her and hovered in the shadows at her sidelike an
attendant. It resembled the outline of acai—if any domestic cat ever grew so large. | couldn’t seethe
color of itsfur, but its green-gold eyes reflected the cold blue light, luminous and eerie.

“And well should you bow, mortd,” mewled the feline shape. Its voice was damned eerie, throbbing in
strange cadences while producing human sound from an inhuman throat. “Bow before Mab, the Queen
of Air and Darkness. Bow before the monarch of the Unsedlie fag, the Winter Court of the Sidhe.”

Chapter Six

| gritted my teeth and tried to summon up a savo of snark. It wouldn’t come. | wasjust too scared—and
with good reason.

Think of every fairy-tale villainess you' ve ever heard of. Think of the wicked witches, the evil queens, the
mad enchantresses. Think of the aluring sirens, the hungry ogresses, the savage she-beasts. Think of
them and remember that somewhere, sometime, they’ve dl beenredl.

Mab gave them lessons.

Hdll, I wouldn't be surprised if she'd set up some sort of certification process, just to make sure they
weredl up to snuff.

Mab wastheruler of fully half of the redlm of Faerie, those areas of the Nevernever, the spirit world,
closest to our own, and she was universally respected and feared. I’ d seen her, seen her in the merciless



clarity of my wizard’s Sight, and | knew—not just suspected, but knew—aexactly what kind of cresture
shewas.

Fucking terrifying, that' swhat. So terrifying that | couldn’t summon up a single wiseass comment, and
that just doesn’t happen to me.

| couldn't talk, but | could move. | pushed mysdlf to my feet. | shook with the cold and the fear, but
faced the Faerie Queen and lifted my chin. Once I’ d done that, proved that | knew where my backbone
was, | was ableto useit asareference point to find my larynx. My voice came out coarse, rough with
gpprehension. “What do you want with me?’

Mab's mouth quivered at the corners, turning up into the tiniest of smiles. The feline voice spoke again as
Mab tilted her head. “I want you to do me afavor.”

| frowned at her, and then at the dimly seen feline shape behind her. “Isthat Grimakin back there?’
Thefeline shape seyesgleamed. “Indeed,” Grimalkin said. “ The servitor behind me bearsthat name.”

| blinked for a second, confusion stealing some of the thunder from my terror. “The servitor behind you?
There' sno one behind you, Grimadkin.”

Mab' s expression flickered with annoyance, her lips compressing into athin line. When Grimalkin spoke,
his voice bore the same expression. “The servitor ismy voice for the time being, wizard. And nothing
more.”

“Ah,” | said. | glanced between the two of them, and my curiosity took the opportunity to sucker punch
terror while confusion had it distracted. | felt my hands stop shaking. “Why would the Queen of Air and
Darkness need an interpreter?’

Mab lifted her chin dightly, agesture of pride, and another smal smile quirked her mouth. “Y ou are
aready in my debt,” the eerie, surrogate voice said for her. “An you wish an answer to that question, you
would incur more obligation yet. | do not believein charity.”

“There sashock,” | muttered under my breath. Whew. My banter gland had not gone necratic. “But you
missed the point of the question, | think. Why would Mab need such athing? She' sanimmortad, a
demigod.”

Mab opened her mouth as Grimalkin said, “Ah. | perceive. Y ou doubt my identity.” Shelet her head drift
back abit, mouth open, and an eerielittle laugh drifted up from her servitor. “Just asyou did in our first
mesting.”

| frowned. That was correct. When Mab first walked into my officein mortal guise years ago, | noticed
that something was off and subsequently discovered who sheredly was. Asfar as| knew, no oneese
had been privy to that meeting.

“Perhaps you' d care to reminisce over old times,” mewled the eerie voice. Mab winked at me.

Crap. She' d done that thelast time I’ d bumped into her. And once again, no one &l se knew anything
about it. I'd been indulging in wishful thinking, hoping she was fake. She was the red Mab.

Mab showed me her teeth. “Three favors you owed me,” Mab said—sort of. “Two yet remain. | am
here to create an opportunity for you to remove one of them from our accounting.”

“Uh-huh,” | said. “How are you going to do that?’



Her smile widened, showing me her delicately pointed canines. “I am going to help you.”
Yesh.

Thiscouldn’t be good.

| tried to keep my voice steady and cam. “What do you mean?’

“Behold.” Mab gestured with her right hand, and the layer of snow on the ground stirred and moved until
it had risen into asculpture of abuilding, about e ghteen inches high. It waslike watching asand castle
metinreverse

| thought | recognized the building. “Isthat...?’

“The building the lady knight asked you to examine,” confirmed Mab’ s surrogate voice. It’'samazing
what you can get used to if your daily allowance of bizarre is high enough. “Asit was before the working
that rent it asunder.”

Other shapes began to form from the snow. Rather disconcertingly detailed shapes of carsrolled
smoothly by beside the building, typical Chicago traffic—until one of them, an expensive town car, turned
down the aley beside the building, the one I’ d walked down not an hour before. | had to take a couple
of sepsto follow it asit cameto ahat and stopped. The snow car’ s doors opened, and human shapes
the size of the old Star War's action figures came hurrying out of the vehicle.

| recognized them. The first was aflat-top, no-neck bruiser named Hendricks, Marcone' s personal
bodyguard and enforcer. His mother was a Kodiak bear; hisfather was an Abramstank, and after he got
out of the car, he reached back into it and came out with alight machine gun that he carried in one hand.

While Hendricks was doing that, awoman got out of the other side of the car. Gard wastall, six feet or
50, though Hendricks made her look petite. She wore a smart business suit with along trench coat, and
as| watched she opened the car’ strunk and removed a broadsword and an al-meta shield maybe two
feet across. She passed her hand over the surface of the shield, and then quickly covered it with asection
of cloth that had apparently been cut tofit it.

Both of them moved in atense, precise, professonally concerned cadence.

The third man out of the car was Marcone himsdlf, aman of medium height and build, wearing asuit that
cost more than my car, and he looked as relaxed and calm as he dways did. Marcone was crimina
scum, but I'll givetherat his due—he sgot balsthat drag the ground when he walks.

Marcon€e' s head whipped around abruptly, back down the dley the way they’ d just come, though neither
Hendricks nor Gard reacted with asimilar motion. He produced a gun with such speed that it dmost
seemed magicd, and little puffs of frost blazed out from the muzzle of the snow-scul pted weapon.

Hendricks reacted immediately, turning to bring that monster weapon to bear, and tiny motes of blue light
flashed down the alley, representing tracer fire. Gard put her shield and her body between Marcone and
whatever was at the end of the dley. They hurried into a side door of the building, one that had been
destroyed in the collgpse. Hendricks followed, till spraying bursts of fire down the dley. He, too,
vanished into the building.

“Hdl'sbdls” | breathed. “Marconewas ingde?’

Mab flicked her hand in adashing gesture, and the top two-thirds of the little snow building disintegrated
under aminiature arctic gale. | wasleft with acutaway image of the building’ sinterior. Marcone and his



bodyguards moved through the place like rats through amaze. They sprinted down aflight of Sairs. At
the bottom Marcone stabbed at some kind of keypad with short, sharp, precise motions and then looked

up.

Heavy sheets of what looked like stedl fell into place at the top and bottom of the stairs smultaneoudly,
and | could al but hear the ominous boom! asthey settled into place. Gard reached up and touched the
center of the near door, and there was a flash of light bright enough to leave little spotsin my vison. Then
they hurried down a short hallway to another keypad and repeated the process. More doors, more
flashes of light.

“Locking himsdf in...” | muttered, frowning. Then | got it. “Wards. Blast doors. It' sapanic room. He
built a panic room.”

Grimakin made alow, lazy yowling sound that | took for amurmur of agreement.

My own apartment was set up with asmilar set of protections, which | could invoke if absolutely
necessary—though, granted, my setup was alittle more Merlin and alittleless Bond. But | had to
wonder what the hell had rattled Marcone enough to send him scurrying for adeep hole.

Then Gard' s head snapped up, looking directly at where Mab currently stood, asif the little snow

scul pture could somehow see the titanic form of the Winter Queen looking down upon her. Gard reached
into her suit pocket, drew out what looked like a dender wooden box, the kind that really high-end pen
sets comein sometimes, and took asmall, rectangular plague of some kind from the box. Shelifted i,
facing Mab again, and snapped the little plaque in her fingers.

The entire snow scul pture collapsed on itsdlf and was gone.
“They saw the hidden camera,” | muttered.

“Within her limits, the Chooser isresourceful and clever,” Mab replied. “The Baron was wise to acquire
her services.”

| glanced up a Mab. “What happened?’
“All Sight was clouded for severd moments. Thenthis”

At another gesture the building re-formed—but thistime little clouds of frost smulated thick smokerailing
al around it, obscuring many details. Thewholeimage, in fact, looked hazier, grainier, asif Mab had
chosento form it out of snowflakesafew sizestoo largeto illustrate details.

Even s0, | recognized Marcone when he came stumbling out the front door of the building. Severa forms
hurried out behind him. They surrounded him. A plain van gppeared out of the night, and the unknown
figures cast him through its open doors. Then they entered and were gone.

Asthe van pulled away, the building shuddered and collapsed in on itsdf, diding down into the wreckage
and ruin I'd seen.

“I have chosen you to be my Emissary,” Mab said to me. “Y ou will repay me afavor owed. You will find
the Baron.”

“Thehdl I will,” | said before my brain had time to weigh in on the sentiment.

Mab let out alow, throaty laugh. “Y ou will, wizard child. An you wish to survive, you have no choice”



Anger flared in my chest and shoved my brain asde on itsway to my mouth. “That wasn't our dedl,” |
snapped. “ Our bargain stipulated that | would choose which favors to repay and that you would not
coerce me.”

Mab'sfrozen-berry lipslifted in asilent snarl, and the world turned into a curtain of white agony that
centered on my eyes. Nothing had ever hurt so much. | fell down, but | wasn't lucky enough to hit my
head and knock mysalf unconscious. | couldn’t move. | couldn’t breathe. | couldn’t scream.

Then there was something cold beside me. And something very soft and very cold touched my ear. |
recognized the sensation, from the far Sde of the pain. Lips. Mab’slips. The Queen of Air and Darkness
placed agentle row of kisses down the outside ridge of my ear, then sucked the lobe into her mouth and
bit down quite gently.

In the other ear | heard Grimalkin’ s voice speaking in alow, tense, hungry whisper. “Mortd brute.
Whatever your past, whatever your future, know this: | am Mab, and | keegp my bargains. Question my
givenword again, gpe, and | will finish freezing the water in your eyes.”

The pain receded to something merely torturous, and | clenched my teeth down hard over a scream. |
could move again. | flinched away from her, scrambling until my back hit awal. | covered my eyeswith
my hands and felt some of my frozen eyel ashes snap.

| sat therefor aminute, struggling to control the pain, and my vision gradually faded from white to adeep
red, and then to black. | opened my eyes. | could barely focus them. | felt awetness on my face, touched
it with afinger. Therewasblood in my tears.

“1 have not coerced you, nor dispatched any agent of mineto do so,” Mab continued, asif the bregk in
the conversation had never happened. “Nonethdless, if you wish to survive, you will serve me. | assure
you that Summer’ s agentswill not rest until you are dead.”

| stared at her for asecond, still half-dazed from the pain and once again deeply, sincerely, and wisely
frightened. “Thisis another point of contention between you and Titania”

“When one Court moves, the other perforce moveswithit,” Mab said.
| croaked, “ Titaniawants Marcone dead?’

“Put smply,” shereplied. “And her Emissary will continueto seek your degth. Only by finding and saving
the Baron' slifewill you preserve your own.” She paused. “Unless...”

“Unless?’

“Unless you should agree to take up the mantle of the Winter Knight,” Mab said, smiling. “1 should be
forced to choose another Emissary if you did, and your involvement in this matter could end.” Her eydlids
lowered, deepily sensual, and her surrogate voice turned liquid, heady, an audible caress. “Asmy Knight
you would know power and pleasure that few mortals have tasted.”

The Winter Knight. The mortal champion of the Winter Court. The previous guy who had that job was,
when last | knew, still crucified upon afrozen tree within bonds of ice, tortured to the point of death and
then made whole, only to begin the process again. He d lost his sanity somewhere in one of the cycles.
Hewasn't ared nice guy when | knew him, but no human being should have to suffer like that.

“No,” | said. “I don’'t want to end up like Lloyd Sate.”

“He auffersfor your decison,” she said. “Heremainsdive until you take up the mantle. Accept my offer,



wizard child. Give him release. Preserve your life. Taste of power like none you have known.” Her eyes
seemed to grow larger, becoming amost luminous, and her not-voice was anarcotic, apromise. “ There
ismuch | canteach you.”

A decent person would have rejected her offer out of hand.
I”’m not aways one of those.

| could offer you some excuses, if you like. | could tell you that | was an orphan by thetime | was six. |
could tdll you that the foster father who eventudly raised me subjected me to more forms of
psychologica and physical abuse than you could shake astick at. | could tell you that I'd been held in
unjust suspicion for my entire adult life by the White Council, whose principlesand idels I’ d done my
best to uphold. Or maybe | could say that I’ d seen too many good people get hurt, or that I'd looked
upon alot of nasty thingswith my indeiblewizard’s Sight. | could tell you that I’ d been caught and
abused by the creatures of the night myself, and that | hadn’t ever really gotten over it. | could tell you
that | hadn't gotten laid in aredlly long time,

And dl of those thingswould betrue.

But the fact of the matter isthat there' ssmply apart of methat isn't so nice. There sa part of methat
gets off on laying waste to my enemies with my power, that getstired of taking undeserved abuse.
There sthislittle voice insde my head that sometimes wants to throw the rules away, stop trying to be
responsible, and just take what | want.

And for aminute, | wondered what it might be like to accept Mab' s offer. Life among the Sidhe would
be...intense. In every senseamorta could imagine. What would it beliketo livein ahouse? Hell,
probably a big house, if not afreaking castle. Money. Hot showers every day. Every med afeast. I'd be
ableto afford whatever clothes | wanted, whatever cars | wanted. Maybe | could do some traveling, see
places|’d aways wanted to see. Hawaii. Italy. Australia. | could learn to sall, like | lways wanted.

Women, oh, yesh. Hot and cold running girls. Inhumanly beautiful, sensuous creatureslike the one before
me. The Winter Knight had status and power, and those are even more of an aphrodisiac to the fae than
they areto us mortas.

| could have...amaost anything.
All it would cost mewas my soul.

And no, I’m not talking about anything magical or metaphysicd. I’ m talking about the core of my identity,
about what makes Harry Dresden who and what heis. If | lost those things, the things that define me,
then what would be left?

Just aheap of bodily processes—and regret.

| knew that. But al the same, the touch of Mab’ s chilled lips on my ear lingered on, sending dow,
pleasant ripples of sensation through me when | breathed. It was enough to make me hesitate.

“No, Mab,” | said findly. “I don’t want the job.”
She studied my face with calm, heavy eyes. “Liar,” shesad quietly. “You want it. | can seeitinyou.”

| gritted my teeth. “ The part of me that wantsit doesn’'t get avote,” | said. “I’'m not going to take thejob.
Period.”



Shetilted her head to one side and stared at me. “ One day, wizard, you will knedl at my feet and ask me
to bestow the mantle upon you.”

“But not today.”
“No,” Mab sad. “Today you repay me afavor. Just as| said you would.”

| didn’t want to think too hard about that, and | didn’t want to openly agree with her, either. So instead |
nodded at the patch of ground where the scul ptures had been. “Who took Marcone?’

“I do not know. That is one reason | chose you, Emissary. Y ou have agift for finding what islost.”
“If you want meto do thisfor you, I’m going to need to ask you some questions,” | said.

Mab glanced up, asif consulting the stars through the ill-faling snow. “Time, time, time. Will there never
beanendtoit?’ She shook her head. “Wizard child, the hour has nearly passed. | have duties upon
which to attend—as do you. Y ou should rise and leave this place immediatdly.”

“Why?’ | asked warily. | got to my fedt.
“Because when your little retainer warned you of danger, wizard child, he was not referring to me.”

On the street outside the alley, the gale-force wind and the white wall of blowing snow both died away.
On the other Side of the Street, two men in long coats and big Stetson hats stood facing the dley. | fet the
sudden weight of their attention, and got the impression that they had been surprised to see me.

| whirled to speak to Mab—only to find her gone. Grimakin, too, both of them vanished without atrace
or awhisper of power to betray it.

| turned back to the street in time to see the two figures step off the sdewalk and begin moving toward
me with long strides. They were both tal, nearly my own height, and thickly built. The snowfal hadn’t
lightened, and the street was a smooth pane of unbroken snow.

They were leaving cloven footprintson it.

“Crap,” | spat, and fled back down the narrow, featureless dley.
Chapter Seven

A tthissign of retreat, the two men threw back their heads and let out shrill, blesting cries. Their hatsfell
off when they did, revealing the goatlike features and curling horns of gruffs. But they were bigger than
thefirst attack team—bigger, stronger, and fagter.

And asthey closed the distance on me, | noticed something else.
Both of them had produced submachine guns from beneath their coats.
“Oh, comeon,” | complained as| ran. “That’sjust not fair.”

They started shooting at me, which was bad news. Wizard or not, a bullet through the head will splatter
my brainsjust asrandomly asthe next guy’s. The really bad news wasthat they weren’t just spraying
bullets everywhere. Even with an automatic wegpon, it isn't easy to hit amoving target, and the old
“spray and pray” method of fire relied upon blind luck disguised asthe law of averages. Shoot enough
bullets and eventudly you haveto hit something. Do your shooting like that and sometimesyou'll hit the
target, and sometimes you won't.



But the gruffs shot like professionds. They fired in short, burping little bursts, aimed fire, even if it suffered
from the fact that they were moving whilethey did it.

| felt something hit my back, just to the left of my spine, an impact that felt somewhat like getting dugged
in the back by someone with asingle knuckle extended. It was a sharp, unpleasant sensation, and the
way my balance wavered was more due to the fact that it surprised and frightened me than to the actua
forceit imparted. | kept running, ducking my head down asfar as| could, hunching up my shoulders. The
defensive magics woven into my coat could evidently stop whatever rounds the gruffs were using, but that
didn’t mean an unlucky ricochet couldn’t bounce some lead into me from the front or sides, around the
coat—and getting shot in the lower legs, ankles, or feet would probably kill me as certainly asone
through the head. It would just take alittle more effort on the gruffs part to make it stick.

It's hard to think when someone strying to kill you. We human beings aren’t wired to be rationa and
creative when we know our lives arein danger of aswift and violent end. The body has definite ideas of
which surviva srategiesit prefersto embrace, and those are generaly limited to “rip threet to pieces’ or
“run like hell.” No thinking need beinvolved, asfar as our ingtincts are concerned.

Our ingtincts were along time in the making, though, and the threats that can come after us now have
outpaced them. Y ou can't outrun a bullet, and you don’t go hand-to-hand with agunman unlessyou're
certain you are about to die anyway. Speed and mindless aggression weren't going to keep me dive. |
needed to figure away out.

| felt another bullet hit the lower part of my coat. It caught spell-strengthened lesther and tugged it
forward, just the way athrown rock might have done. Admittedly, though, the rock wouldn’t have made
that angry-hornet buzzing noise asit struck. | dumped a garbage can over behind me, hoping it might trip
up the gruffsfor asecond and buy mealittletime.

Hey, you try coming up with acogent, rationa course of action when you' re running down afrozen dley
with genuine fairy-tale creatures chasing you, spitting bullets at your back. It' sway harder than it looks.

| didn’'t dareturn to face them. | could have raised a shield to stop the gunfire, but once | had stopped
moving, | figured odds were fantastic that one of them would just hop over me like aKung Fu Thesater
extra, and they’ d come at me from two directions at once.

Infact, if | werethem, and had tracked meto thet aley ...
The chattering gunfire from behind me ceased, and | redized what was happening.
| raised my staff as| neared the far end of the dley, pointed it ahead of me, and screamed, “ Forzare!”

My timing wasn't perfect. The unseen force| released from the end of the staff rushed out ahead of me,
an invisble battering ram. It struck the third gruff just as the fae-thug stepped around the corner, a
massive oak cudgd readied in hishands. The blast didn’t hit him squardly. It would have thrown him a
goodly waysif it had. Instead it caught the right Sde of hisbodly, ripping the cudge away from him and
sending the gruff into adrunken, spinning stagger.

| don’t know much about goats, but | do know alittle about horses, having taken care of my second
mentor Ebenezar McCoy’ sriding horses on hislittle farm in Missouri. Their feet are avfully vulnerable,
especialy congdering how much weight they’ re putting on such ardatively smdl area. Any oneof a
hundred little things can go wrong. One of them isthe possibility that some of the surprisngly frall little
bones just above the back of the hoof could be fractured or broken. A pastern or fetlock injury like that
can lame a horse for weeks, even permanently.



So as| passed the staggered gruff, | swung my heavy staff like abasebd| bat, aiming at the back of one
of hishooves. | felt theimpact in my hands and heard asharp crack. The gruff let out a high-pitched and
utterly bestial scream of surprise and pain, and tumbled to the snow. | dl but flew on by, lengthening my
stride, crossing the street and heading for the nearest corner, before his buddies could get aclear shot at
me

When you drive game, you' d damn well better be sure that the one you' re driving the prey toward is
ready and ableto handleit.

| ducked around the next corner maybe haf a second before the guns behind me coughed and burped
again, chewing chips of brick from thewall. There was astedl door on the sde of the building, an
exit-only door with no handle on the outside. | couldn’t stay ahead of the gruffsfor long. | took a chance,
stopped, and pressed my hand againgt the door, hoping like hell it had a push-bar opening mechanism
and not a dead bolt.

Something went right. | felt the bar on the other sde, reached out with my will and another murmur,
Forzare,” and directed the force against the other side of the door. It popped open. | went through and
pulledit shut behind me.

The building was dark, sllent, and almost uncomfortably warm in contrast with the night outside. | leaned
my head against the metal door for asecond, panting. “Good door,” | wheezed. “Nice door. Nice,
locked, hostile-to-faeries door.”

My ear was in contact with the door, and it was the only reason | heard the movement immediately oniits
other sde. Snow crunched quietly.

| frozein place.

| heard ascraping sound, and a snorted breath that sounded like something you' d hear from ahorse.
Then nothing.

It took me maybe three seconds to redlize that the gruff on the other side of the door was doing the same
thing | was: listening to seeif he could hear who was on the other side.

It couldn’t have been more than six inches away.

And | was standing there in complete darkness. If something went wrong and the gruff camein after me,
| could forget running. | couldn’t see the floor, the walls, or any obstaclesthat might trip me up. Like
gtairs. Or amound of rusty razor blades.

| froze, not daring to move. Metal door or nat, if the gruff had the right submachine gun and the right kind
of ammunition, he could riddle me with holesright through the stedl. There was no telling what other
wespons he might be packing, ether. I’ d once seen a sobering demonstration of how to skewer
someone on asword from the other side of ametal door, and it hadn’t been pretty.

So | stood very ill and tried to think quietly.

It was about then that | remembered one of those movies with the maniac in the ghost mask, where one
of the kidsin the opening segment leans againgt a bathroom stdl, listening exactly the sameway | was.
Thekiller, inthe neighboring stdl, ramsaknifeinto thevictin’ seer.

It was a panic-inducing thought, and suddenly | had to fight the urge to bolt. My ear began to itch
furioudy. If I hadn’t known that the gruffswere trying to flush me out like arabhbit from hisbriar patch, |
might not have managed to keep my cooal. It wasanear thing, but | did it.



A week and ahaf went by before | heard another exhalation from alarger-than-human chest, and apair
of quick, light crunches of cloven hooves on snow.

| pushed away from the door assilently as| could, trembling with adrendine, fatigue, and cold. | had to
think ahead of these assholesif | wanted to get out in one piece. Inky, Binky, and Pinky knew I’d come
in here, and they weren’t about to give up the chase. Right now one of them was watching the door I'd
comeinto make surel didn't backtrack. The other two were circling the building, looking for away in.

| was pretty sure | didn’t want to be hanging around when they found it.

| drew off the pentacle amulet | wore around my neck, murmured, and made atiny effort of will. The
amulet began to glow with gentle bluelight.

| stood in autility corridor of some kind. Bare concrete floor met unpainted drywall. There were acouple
of doorson theright side of the hal, and another one at the far end. | checked them out. Thefirst door
opened into aroom containing severa commercial-grade heating and air-conditioning units, al hooked up
to aductwork octopus. No help there.

The next room was padlocked shut. | felt alittle bad for doing it, but | lifted my staff, took amoment to
close my eyes and concentrate, and then sent another pulse of energy down the rune-carved length of
wood, thistime focused into ablade of pure force. It diced through the hasp and bit into the heavy wood
of the door behind it. The lock fell to thefloor, its cleanly severed stedl glowing dull orange &t the edges.

The room beyond was probably the workshop of the building’ s handyman. It wasn't large, but it was
neetly organized. It held awoodworking bench, tools, and various supplies—lightbulbs, air filtersfor the
units next door, replacement partsfor doors, sinks, and toilets. | availed mysdf of afew thingsand
dropped my last two twenties onto the workbench by way of apology. Then | stalked back out into the
halway and continued into the building.

The next door was locked, too. | jimmied it open with the crowbar I’ d taken from the tool room. It made
omenoise.

A deep-throated bawl of animal sound came from the far side of the metal door. Something dammed
againg it, but not hard enough to bring it down, and the sound was followed by an immediate yow! of
pain. | bared my teethinagrin.

Thefar Sde of the door opened onto the lobby of an office building, very sparse. A light was blinking on
apand with akeypad onit, next to the door I’ d just forced open. Apparently | had triggered the
building’ s security system. That was fine by me. The nearest police station was only alittle morethan a
block from here, and the lights and the appearance of morta police officers would probably make the
gruffs fade and wait for a better moment to settle my hash.

But wait. If the building had a security system, | had to have tripped it when | came in the side door, and
that had been a couple of minutes ago. Why hadn’t the cops shown up aready?

The wegather, most likely. Travel would be dow. Lineswould be down, causing dl kinds of power and
communication problems. There would be traffic accidents everywhere there was traffic, and in the wake
of al the manpower diverted to Marcone’ swrecked building, the station would be overloaded with
work, even thislate at night. It might take severa minuteslonger than usua for the police to respond.

A shadow moved outside the building’ s front door, and one of the gruffs appeared there.

| didn’t have minutes.



| was moving before | had conscioudy recognized the fact, running for the eevators. The sted security
gate insde the door would prevent the gruff from crashing through the glassto come a me, but that
didn't stop the gruff from lifting its submachine gun and opening up on me.

The gun sounded like heavy canvas ripping, only athousand timeslouder. The window shattered and
glassflew everywhere. Some of the bullets struck the security gate, throwing off sparks, most of them
shattering, acouple bouncing wildly around the lobby. Therest came a me.

| had my left hand stretched out toward the gruff as | ran, and my will was focused on the bracelet on my
wrigt. Made of abraid of many metds, the chain of the bracelet was hung with multiple charmsin the
shape of medieva shields. The power of my will rushed into the bracelet, focused by the enchantments
I"d laid upon it when | had prepared it. My will coalesced into aconcave dome of barely visible blue
energy between me and the gruff, and bullets dammed againgt it, shattering in burdts of light that rippled
over the surface of the energy shield liketiny wavesin atill pond.

All three of the elevator doors stood open, and | rushed into the nearest and rapidly hit the buttons for
every floor up to the top of the building. Then | legpt out, repeated the process in the second elevator,
and then jumped into the third and headed straight for the top. No sensein making it easy for the gruffsto
follow me up, and even amoment’ s delay might buy me thetime | needed.

The devator doors closed—then buzzed and sprang open again.
“Oh, comeon!” | shouted, and hit the close-door button hard enough to hurt my thumb.

| growled and watched as the elevator twitched closed again, and then once more sprang open, asad
little ding emerging from ahdf-functioning bell. | wasjabbing the button like alunatic when the gruffs
demongtrated their opinion of morta security systems.

Sure, the touch of meta was anathemato the beings of Faerie. Sure, they couldn’t hammer their way
through ametal door or bash through a heavy meta gate.

Brick wals, on the other hand, presented fewer problems.

Therewas athunder crack of sound, and the wall beside the front door exploded inward. | don’'t mean it
fdl in. It literaly exploded as the momentum of a superhumanly powerful being struck thewall from the
far sde and shattered it. Bits of brick flew like bullets. A ceramic pot holding a plastic plant shattered.
Severd pieces zipped into the elevator and bounced around inside of it. A cloud of brick dust billowed
through the lobby.

The gruff who had just one-upped the Big Bad Wolf bulled itsway through the cloud, curling ram’ s horns
first. It staggered a step or two, shaking its head, then focused on me and let out another bleating howl.

“Augh!” | screamed at the elevator, jabbing the button. “Close, close, close!”

It did. The car began rising just as the stunned gruff brought his weapon to bear and opened up. Bullets
ripped through the rdatively flimsy meta of the evator’ s door, but my shield bracel et was ready and
none of them found their target—who let out ahowling, adrendine-drunken laugh of defiance asthe
elevator rose.

What they say istrue: There snothing as exhilarating as being shot at and missed. When the shooter
happensto be afairy-tae hit man, it just addsto the zest.

Fourteen floorslater | emerged into a darkened hallway and, guided by the light of my upraised amulet, |
found the door to theroof. It was an exterior door with a heavy dead bolt, and there was no way that the



crowbar was going to get it open.

| took a step back, lifted my staff, and focused my will on the door. Once upon atime | would have just
let fly with my will and blasted it right out of itsframe, afairly exhausting bit of spellcraft. Instead |
pointed the end of the staff at the bottommost hinge on this side and barked, “ Forzare!”

A blade of unseen energy, likethat | had used on the padliock, severed the hinge with aminiature crack
of thunder. | did it for the middle and lower hinges too, then used the crowbar to pry the heavy door out
of its setting and hurried out onto the roof.

Therewasalot of wind up this high, even though the night wasfairly cam. The towers of the city could
funnel even amild breezeinto avirtua gae, and tonight this rooftop was on the receiving end. Thewind
ripped my coat out to one side, and | had to lean againgt it. At least there wasn't much snow—except
where aportion of architecture created alee against thewind. There it was piled deep.

It took me a second to orient. When you' re fourteen floors up, it gives you an aien perspective of streets
and buildings that might otherwise be familiar. | figured out which sde of the building I'd comein on and
hurried to it, searching for the escape route I’ d spotted on the way in.

It wasn't the fire escapes, which decorated two sides of the building in awesthered sted framework.
Thosethings are noisy as hdl, and the gruffs would be watching them. Instead | leaned out over the edge
and looked at the nichein the brick wall. It ran the entire vertical length of the building, agroove about
three feet wide and two feet deep. There was one on either side of each corner of the building, probably
therefor the aesthetic vaue, risng like athree-waled chimney from the ground to the roof.

My breath went alittle short. Fourteen floorsisa much longer way down than it isup, especialy when
you aren't using things like elevators and fire escapes. Especialy when | noted the frost and ice forming
onthebuilding sexterior.

| took amoment to debate the sanity of thisplan. I’d cut the odds in my favor, assuming there were only
three gruffs after me thistime. One would have to watch the elevators. Another would have to watch the
fire escape. That |eft only oneto actively pursue me. | didn’t know how fast the gruff would get to the
roof, but | had no doubt that he'd manageit in short order.

Theideaof smply pushing the gruff off the roof with ablast of power had a certain apped, but | decided
agang it. A fourteen-story drop might just pissthe gruff off—and it would absolutely confirm my
locetion. Better to dip awvay and leave them wondering if | was il hiding in the building.

So | climbed out onto the ledge amidst gusting winds. My nose and fingers went numb amost
immediately. | tried to ignore them as| lowered my legsinto the groove in thewall and braced my feet
againg the bricks on either sde. Then, my heart pounding madly, | shifted my hips and wriggled abit,
until the outward pressure of my legs againgt the bricks was the only thing that kept me from kissing
sdewalk. Once my armswere low enough, | was able to spread them and plant my forearms against the
bricksaswell, asasting my legs.

| cannot possibly explain to you how frightened | was, staring down. The swirling snow kept me from
seeing the ground at times. Once | started there would be no going back. One dip, one miscalculation,
oneinconveniently placed patch of ice, and | would be able to add “pancake’ to my impersonation

repertoire.

| pushed hard with my arms and let my legsloosen. | did them down afew inches and tightened them
again, until they supported my weight once more. Then | loosened my arms and did down afew inches
before stopping, tightening my arms again and repesting the process.



| started climbing down, shifting my legsand armsin turn, five or six inches at atime, moving down the
brick groove inchworm style. | made it about ten feet before an image invaded my mind: agruff, aiming
his gun down at me from a couple of feet away and casualy popping severa rounds through the top of
my heed.

| started climbing faster, my stomach turning with reaction to the height and thefear. | heard mysdlf
making desperate little grunting sounds. The wind howled, blowing snow into my eyes. Frost formed on
my eyelashes. My coet did little to protect me from the wind swirling the length of my body, and | started
shaking uncontrollgbly.

| lost the staff when | was about fifty feet up. It tumbled from my numbing fingers, and | held my bregth.
Therattle of itsimpact could attract the gruffs’ attention and ruin the whole purpose of taking the
madman route off the building.

But the solid length of oak fdll into adrift of snow and vanished sllently into the white powder. | |abored
to emulateit, only lessquickly.

| didn’t dip until | wasten feet up. | managed to take the fall well, mosily because | landed in the same
snowdrift that had received my staff. | struggled up out of the freezing white, and dmaost went back down
when my staff tangled in my legs. | took it up in mostly nerveless hands and staggered out of the drift.

A sphere of light whipped past the other end of the alley, then resppeared and shot toward me.

Toot-toot’ s face was unusually sober, even grim. He zipped up to me and held afinger to hislips. |
nodded a him and mouthed, | need to know how to get ouit.

Toot’ s sphere of light bobbed once in acknowledgment and then sped away. | looked up. Other balls of
glowing light darted about the skies, flickers that you would barely even noticeif you didn’t know what to
look for. | took a precaution while | waited.

Asbefore, | didn’'t wait long. Toot returned amoment later and beckoned me. He took the lead and |
followed him. | was getting colder. Thefdl into the drift had covered mein alight layer of snow, which
had then melted. Wet clothes are exactly the worst thing to be wearing in that kind of wegther. | had to
keep moving. Hypothermiaisn't as dramatic a death as being ripped apart by bullets, but it'll get the job
done.

When | got to thefar end of the dley, | heard another blesting cry from agruff, drifting on the moaning
wind, softened by the falling snow. | glanced back and just barely saw motion as agruff descended the
dde of the building the sameway | had—though much more swiftly.

A second later there was an agonized, inhuman scream as the gruff got to the bottom and discovered that
the snow had hidden the box of nailsthat | had stolen from the tool room and spread liberaly over the
ground. The screams went on for severd seconds. One of the nails must have pierced the gruff ’ s hoof,
and astired and cold as | was, | till had energy enough to grin. That one wasn't going to be dancing in
df cirdesanytime soon.

I’d lamed two of them, and figured it would be enough to make them back off the chase, at least for the
moment. But you never can tell. | wasted no timein following Toot through back aleys and away from
the chosen emissaries of Summer. Around methelittle glowing Chrismas bals of light, the Za-Lord's
Guard, darted back and forth, awary ring of sentinels spread in a perimeter that moved as| did.

Severd blocksaway | found an dl-night grocery store and staggered in out of the cold. The clerk glared
at meuntil | hobbled over, clumsily dug change out of my pockets, and left it next to the cash register



before shuffling to the coffee counter. At that point the clerk evidently decided that he wouldn't have to
get out the shotgun or whatever he had behind the counter, and went back to staring out the window.

There were afew other shoppersthere, and | saw apolice car crunch through the snow on the street
outside, probably responding to the darm at the building. Nice and public. Probably safe. | wasso cold |
could barely fill up the cup. The coffee, which burned my tongue alittle, was absolutely ddlicious, even
served black. | guzzled the hot drink and felt sensation begin returning to my body.

| stood there for amoment with my eyes closed and finished the coffee. Then | crushed the paper cup
and tossed it into the trash.

Someone had snatched John Marcone, and | had to find him and protect him. | had afedling that Murphy
was't going to be thrilled with the circumstances around thisone. Hell’ sbells, | wasn't happy with it. But
that redlly wasn't what was bothering me,

What really worried me was that Mab had been involved.

What was the dedl with having Grimakin along to do her talking for her? Asde from making her seem
even more extremdy disturbing than usud, | mean. Oh, sure, Mab may have seemed fairly
sraightforward, but there was alot more going on than she was saying.

For example: Mab had said that Summer’ s hit men were after me because Mab had chosen meto be her
Emissary. But for that to be true, she had to have doneit hours ago, at least alittle while before the first
crew of gruffs had attacked me at the Carpenter place.

And that had happened severa hours before the bad guys grabbed Marcone.
Someone was running agame, adl right. Someone was keeping secrets.

| had abad feding that if | didn’t find out who, why, and how, Mab would toss meinto thetrash likea
used paper cup.

Right after she crushed me, of course.

Chapter Eight

A wide-axled, full-of-itself, military-wannabe truck crunched through the snowy streetsand cameto a
halt outsde the little grocery store. Thelights glared in through the doors. | squinted at it. After aminute
the Hummer’ s horn blared in two short beeps.

“Oh, you've got to be kidding me,” | muttered. | hobbled to the door and out to the truck, which
blended seamlesdy with the background and the foreground, and with most of the air.

The driver-sde window rolled down and revealed ayoung man whom fathers of teenage daughters
would shoot on sight. He had pale skin and deep grey eyes. Hisdark, dightly curly hair waslong enough
to declare casua rebellion, and touded to careless perfection. He wore ablack |eather jacket and a
white shirt, both of them more expensive than any two pieces of furniture at my apartment. In marked
contrast, there was a scarf inexpertly crocheted from thick white yarn around his neck, under the collar of
the jacket. He faced straight ahead, so that | saw only his profile, but | felt confident that he was smirking
on the other side of hisface, too.

“Thomas” | said. “A lesser man than me would hate you.”

He grinned. “There’' s someone lesser than you?’ Herolled his eyesto me on the last word, to deadpan



the delivery, and hisface frozein an expression of absolute neutrality. He stayed that way for afew
seconds. “Empty night, Harry. You look like...”

“Ten miles of bad road?’

Heforced asmile onto his mouth, but that was asfar asit went. “1 was going to go with ‘araccoon.’”
“Gee. Thanks”

“Getin”

Hetook the monorail to the other side of the Hummer’ s cab to unlock the passenger-side door. |

showed up eventudly, and noticed every little achein my body on the way—especidly the throbbing
burn centered on my broken nose. | tossed my staff into the back of Das Truck, haf expecting an
echoing clatter when it landed. | got in, shut the door, and put on my seat belt while Thomas got the truck
moving. He peered carefully into the heavy snow, presumably looking for some runty little sedanshe
could drive over for fun.

“That' sgottahurt,” he said after amoment.
“Only when | exhde,” | said testily. “What took you so long?’

“Widl, you know how much | love getting called in the middle of the night to drive through snow andice
to play chauffeur for grumpy low-life investigators. The anticipation dowed me down.”

| grunted in what might have been construed as an apol ogetic manner by someone who knew me.
Thomasdid. “What'sup?’

| told him everything.

Thomasismy haf brother, my only family. I’'m alowed.

Helistened.

“And then,” | concluded, “I went for aridein amonster truck.”

Thomas s mouth twitched up in aquick smile. “It is kindabutch, isv't it.”

| squinted around the truck. “Do TV shows start an hour later in the backseat than they do up here?’
“Who cares?” Thomassad. “It'sgot TiVo.”

“Good,” | said. “It might be alittle while before | return you to your regularly scheduled programming.”
Thomaslet out athestricd sigh. “Why me?’

“Becauseif | want to find Marcone, the best place to sart iswith his people. If word gets out that he's
gone missing, there’ sno telling how some of them might react when | come snooping around. So you've
got my back.”

“What if | don’t want your back?’
“Cope,” | sad heartlesdly. “You'refamily.”

“You'vegot methere” he admitted. “But | wonder if you' ve thought this through very thoroughly.”



“I try to make thinking an ongoing process.”
Thomas shook his head. “L ook, you know | don't try to tell you your business.”
“Except tonight, apparently,” 1 said.

“Marconeisagrown-up,” Thomas said. “He signed on to the Accords willingly. He knew what he was
going to beletting himsdf infor.”

“And?’ | said.

“And it sajungle out there,” Thomas said. He squinted through the thick snow. “Metaphoricaly
peeking.”

| grunted. “He made hisbed, and | should let him lieinit?’

“Something likethat,” Thomas said. “And don't forget that Murphy and the police aren’t going to be
thrilled with a‘ Save the Kingpin' campaign.”

“I know,” | said, “and I’d love to stand back and see what happens. But thisisn’t about Marcone
anymore.”

“Then what isit about?’
“Mab skinning mediveif | don't give her what she wants.”

“Comeon, Harry,” Thomas said. “ Y ou can't redly think that Mab's motives and plans are that direct,
that cut-and-dried.” He adjusted the setting of the Hummer’ s wipers. “ She wants Marcone for areason.
Y ou might not be doing him any favors by saving him on Mab' s bendf.”

| scowled out at the night.

Heheld up ahand, ticking off fingers. “And that’s assuming that, one, he' sdiveat dl right now. Two,
that you can find him. Three, that you can get him out dive. And four, that the opposition does’t cripple
or kill you.”

“What'syour point?’ | asked.

“That you're playing against a stacked deck, and that you have no ideaiif Mab isgoing to bethereto
cover your bets when the bad guys call.” He shook his head. “1t would be smarter for you to skip town.
Go someplace warm for afew weeks.”

“Mab might take that kinda persond,” | said.

“Mab’sabusinesswvoman,” Thomas said. “ Creepy and weird, but she' s cold, too. Calculating. Aslong
asyou gtill represent apotentia recruit to her, | doubt she' d eect to depreciate your value prematurely.”

“Depreciate. | likethat. Y ou might be right—unless, to return to the original metaphor, Mab isn't playing
with afull deck. Which the evidence of recent years seemsto imply with increasing frequency.” | nodded
out thewindow. “And I’ ve got afeding that I’ d have had even more trouble with the gruffs I’ ve seen so
far if weweren't inthe middle of afresking blizzard. If | watz off to Miami or somewherewarm, I’ll be
putting mysdf that much nearer to the agents of Summer—who are adso planning my murder.”

Thomas frowned and said nothing.



“I could run, but | couldn’t hide,” | said. * Better to face it here, on my home ground, while I’ m il
relaively rested”—I let out a huge and genuine yawn—"instead of waiting for fagrie goonsfrom one
Court or the other to, ah, depreciate me by surprise after I’ ve been on the run for afew weeks.”

“What about the Council?” Thomas demanded. “Y ou’ ve been wearing the grey cloak for how long,
now? And you' ve fought for them how many times?’

| shook my head. “Right now the Council is till stretched to the limit. We might not be in open bettle with
the Red Court at the moment, but the Council and the Wardens have got years of catch-up work to do.”

| felt my jaw tighten. “Lot of warlocks have come up in the past few years. The Wardens are working
overtimeto get them under control.”

“Y ou mean kill them,” Thomas said.

“I mean kill them. Most of them teenagers, man.” | shook my head. “Luccio knows my fedlings on the
matter. She refusesto assign any of it to me. Which means that other Wardens are forced to pick up the
dack. I’'m not going to add to their workload by dragging them into this mess.”

“Y ou don't seem to mind adding to mine,” Thomas noted.
| snorted. “ That’ s because | respect them.”
“So long aswe havethat clear,” he said.

We drove past acity snowplow. It had foundered in adeep drift, like some kind of metallic Ice Age
beast trapped in atar pit. | watched it with bemusement as Thomas' struck crunched dowly, steadily on

by.

“By theway,” he asked, “where do you want to go?’

“Hirg thingsfird,” | said. “I need food.”

“You need deep.”

“Tick-tock. Food will do for now.” | pointed. “ There, an IHOP.”

He hauled the big truck into adow, seady turn. “ Then what?’

“I ask people impertinent questions,” | said. “Hopefully turning up pertinent answers.”
“ Assuming someone doesn't kill you whileyou do.”

“That’ swhy I'm bringing my very own vampire bodyguard.”

Thomas parked across three spacesin the tiny, otherwise unoccupied lot of an International House of
Pancakes.

“I likethe scarf,” | said. | leaned over and inhaled through my nose asbest | could. It stung, but |
detected afaint whiff of vanillaand strawberries. “ She makeit for you?’

Thomas nodded without saying anything. The lesther-gloved fingers of one hand traced over the soft,
smpleyarn. Helooked quietly sad. | felt bad for mentioning Justine, my brother’slost lover. Then |
understood why he wore the gloves: If she'd madeit for him, atoken of her love, he didn’t daretouch it
with hisskin. It would sear him like ahot skillet. So he kept it close enough for him to smell her touch
upon it, but hedidn’t darelet it brush againgt him.



Every timel think my romantic lifeisawastdland, | look a my brother and see how much worseit could
be.

Thomas shook his head and killed the engine and we sat for amoment in slence.

So | clearly heard adeep mae voice outside the truck say, “Don’t either of you move.” Therewasthe
distinct click-clack of ashotgun’s pump working. “Or I will kill you.”

Chapter Nine

W hen there sagun pointed at you, you' ve got two options. Either you move, fast and unexpectedly, and
hope that you get lucky, or you freeze and try to talk your way clear. Given that | had redly limited room
in which to attempt to dodge or run, | went with option B: | held till.

“I don't suppose,” | asked hopefully, “that thisisthe full military model?’

“It hasindividualy heated seats and asix-disk CD changer,” Thomas said.

| scowled. “ Uh-huh. Those are way cooler than silly features like armor and bulletproof glass.”
“Hey,” Thomassaid, “it'snot my fault you have specid needs.”

“Harry,” said the man with the shotgun, “hold up your right hand, please.”

| arched an eyebrow at that. Typicaly the vocabulary of thugs holding gunsto your head ran alittle light
on courtesy phraseslike please.

“Y ou want meto kill him?” Thomas murmured, barely audible.

| twitched my head in atiny negative motion. Then | lifted up my right hand, fingers spread.
“Turnit around,” said the man outside. “Let me seetheingde of your wrigt.”

| did.

“Oh, thank God,” breathed the voice.

I"d finally placed it. | turned my head to one sde and said through the glass, “Hey, there, Fix. Isthat a
shotgun you' re holding to my heed, or are you just glad to see me?’

Fix was ayoung, dender man of medium height. His hair was silver-white and very fine, and though no
onewould ever accuse him of beauty, there was a confidence and surety in his plain festuresthat gave
them a certain apped. Hewas afar cry from the nervous, scrawny kid I'd first met severa years ago.

Hewore jeans and a green silk shirt—nothing more. He obvioudy should have been freezing, and he just
asobvioudy wasn't. Thethickly faling snowflakes weren't striking him. Every single one seemed to find
itsway to the ground around him somehow. He held a pump-action shotgun with along barrel againgt his
shoulder, and wore asword on abelt at his hip.

“Harry,” he said, his voice steady. His tone wasn't hodtile. “ Can we have apolite talk?’
“We probably could have,” | said, “if you hadn’t started off by pointing agun at my head.”
“A necessary precaution,” he said. “1 needed to be sure you hadn’t taken Mab's offer.”



“ And become the new Winter Knight?’ | asked. “Y ou could have asked me, Fix.”

“If you' d become Mab' s creature,” Fix said, “you would have lied. It would have changed you. Made
you an extension of her will. | couldn’t trust you.”

“Y ou're the Summer Knight,” | replied. “So | can’'t help but wonder if that wouldn't make you just as
controlled and untrustworthy. Summer’snot al that happy with me right now, apparently. Maybe you're
just an extenson of Summer’swill.”

Fix stared at me down the barrdl of the shotgun. Then he lowered it abruptly and said, “ Touché.”

Thomas produced from nowhere asemiautomatic pistol scaled to fit histruck, and had it trained on Fix’s
head before the other man had finished speaking the second syllable of the word.

Fix’seyeswidened. “Holy crap.”

| sighed and took the gun gently from Thomas s grip. “Now, now. Let’s not give him thewrong idea
about the nature of this conversation.”

Fix let out adow bregth. “Thank you, Harry. I—"

| pointed the gun at Fix’s head, and he froze with his mouth partly open.
“Losethe shotgun,” | told him. I made no effort to sound friendly.

His mouth closed and hislips pressed into athin line, but he obeyed.
“Step back,” | said.

Hedidit.

| got out of the car, carefully keeping the gun trained on his head. | recovered the shotgun and passed it
back to Thomas. Then | faced the Slver-haired Summer Knight in dead silence while the snow fell.

“Fix,” | said quietly, after amoment had passed. 1 know you' ve been spending alot of timein the
supernaturd circleslately. | know that plain old things like guns don’t seem like asignificant threet, in
someways. | know that you probably meant it as amessage, that you weren't coming after me with
everything you could bring to bear, and that | was supposed to consider it atoken of moderation.” |
squinted down the sight of Thomas s gun. “But you crossed aline. Y ou pointed agun at my head.
Friendsdon't do that.”

More slence and showfdl.

“Point another weapon at me,” | said quietly, “and you' d damned well better pull the trigger. Do you
understand me?’

Fix’ s eyes narrowed. He nodded once.

| et him look down the gun’s barrel for afew more seconds and then lowered it. “I1t'scold,” | said.
“What do you want?’

“I came hereto warn you, Harry,” Fix said. “I know Mab has chosen you to act as her Emissary. You
don’t know what you' re getting into. | cameto tell you to stand clear of it.”

“Or what?’



“Or you're going to get hurt,” Fix said quietly. He sounded tired. “Maybe killed. And there' s going to be
collaterd damage dong theway.” He held up a hand and continued, hurriedly, “Please understand. I’'m
not threatening you, Harry. I’ m just telling you about consequences.”

“I'd have an easier time believing that if you hadn’t opened the conversation by threatening to kill me,” |
sad.

“Thelast Summer Knight was murdered by his Winter counterpart,” Fix replied. “In fact, that's how
most of them die. If you' d taken service with Mab, | wouldn't stand a chancein afair fight against you,
and we both know it. | did what | had to in order to warn you and still protect mysalf.”

“Oh,” | said. “It was a precautionary shotgun aimed a my skull. That makesit different.”
“Dammit, Dresden,” Fix said. “What do | haveto do to get you to listen to me?’

“Behavein avaguely trustworthy fashion,” | said. “For instance, next time you know that Summer’s
hitters are about to make arun at me, maybe you could call me on atelephone and give mealittle
heads-up.”

Fix grimaced. His face twisted into an expression of effort. When he spoke his jaws stayed locked
together, but | could, with difficulty, understand the words. “Wanted to.”

“Oh,” | said. A big chunk of my anger evaporated. It was probably just aswell. Fix wasn't the one who
deserved to be on the receiving end of it. “I can’t back off.”

Hedrew in abreath and nodded asif in comprehension. “Mab’ s got ahandle on you.”
“For now.”

He gave me arather bleak smile. “Sheisn’'t the sort to let go of anyone she wantsto keep.”
“And I’'m not the sort who getskept,” | replied.

“Maybe not,” Fix said, but he sounded dubious. “Are you sure you won't reconsider?’
“WEe re going to have to agree to disagree.”

“Jesus,” Fix said, looking away. “1 don’'t want to square off against you, Dresden.”
“Thendon’t.”

He stared quietly at me, hisexpression serious. “I can't back off, either. | likeyou, Harry. But | can’t
make you any promises.”

“WEe're playing for opposite teams,” | said. “Nothing persond. But we'll do what we haveto do.”
Fix nodded.
Wedidn't speak for amost aminute.

Then | laid the shotgun down in the snow, nodded, and got back into Thomas struck. | gave the huge
automatic back to my brother. Fix made no move toward the shotgun.

“Harry,” he said, asthetruck started to pull out. His mouth twitched afew times before he blurted,
“Remember the leaf Lily gaveyou.”



| frowned at him, but nodded.

Thomas got the truck moving again and started driving. Windshield wipers squeaked. Snow crunched
benegth tires, asteady white noise.

“Okay,” Thomas said. “What wasthat al about? Guy’s supposed to be afriend, and he screwed you
over. | thought you were going to pistol-whip him for aminute. Then you start getting dl teary-eyed.”

“Metaphoricaly speaking,” | said tiredly.

“Y ou know what | mean.”

“He sunder ageas, Thomas.”

Thomasfrowned. “Lily’sgot himin abrain-lock?’
“1 doubt she’ d do that to Fix. They go back.”
“Who, then?’

“My money ison Titania, the Summer Queen. If shetold him to keep his mouth shut and not to help me,
he wouldn't get a choice in the matter. Probably why he showed up armed and tried to intimidate me. He
wouldn’t be able to spesk to me outright, but if he' s delivering athreat in order to further Titanid s plans,
it might let him get around the gees”

“Seems pretty thinto me. You believe him?’
“Titanid sdoneit to him before. And she doesn’t redly like me.”
“Y ou kill someon€e s daughter, that happens,” he said.

| shrugged wearily, tired to my bones. The combination of pain, cold, and multiple bursts of adrenaline
had worn me down alot more than | had realized. | couldn’t stop another yawn.

“What was he talking about as we pulled out?’

“Oh,” | mumbled. “After that messat Arctis Tor, Lily gave me asilver pinin the shape of an oak ledf. It
makes me an Esquire of Summer. Supposedly | can useit to whistle up help from Titania s Court. It's
their way of balancing the scaesfor what we did.”

“Never abad thing to be owed afavor,” Thomas agreed. “ Y ou got it on you?’

“Yeah,” | sad. It was, infact, in alittle ring box within theinner coat of my duster. | got it out and
showed it to Thomas.

Hewhistled. “ Gorgeous work.”
“The Sidhe know pretty,” | agreed.
“Maybe you can useit and get them to back off.”

| snorted. “1t’ s never that simple. Titania could decide that the best way to help me would be to break
my back, paralyze me from the waist down, and dump me into a hospital bed so her gruffswon’t haveto
kill me”

Thomas grunted. “Then why would Fix mention it?”



“Maybe hewas compdled to,” | said. “Maybe Titania shoping I'll call for help and she'll have achance
to squash me persondly. Or maybe...”

| let my voicetrail off for amoment, while | kicked my punch-drunk brain in the ssomach until it threw up
anidea

“Or maybe,” | said, “because he wanted to warn me about it. The gruffs have found me twice now, and
they haven't been physicdly tailing or tracking me. Neither location was one of my regular hangouts. And
how did Fix find mejust now, inthe middle of ablizzard? He sure as hell didn’t coincidentaly pick a
random IHOP.”

Thomas seyeswidened in redization. “It’' satracking device.”

| scowled at the beautiful little Silver leaf and said, not without a certain amount of grudging admiration,
“Titania That conniving bitch.”

“Damn,” Thomassaid. “| fed alittle bad for pointing agun at the shrimp, now.”

“I probably would, too,” | said, “if | wasn't so weirded out by the fact that Fix is starting to be as
crabwise and squirrelly astherest of the Sidhe.”

Thomas grunted. “Better get rid of that thing before more of them show up.”

He hit the control that lowered the passenger window. It coughed and rattled alittle before it jerked into

moation, instead of smoothly gliding down. Wizards and technology don't get long so well. To high-tech

equipment | am the living avatar of Murphy’s Law: Thelonger | stayed in Thomas s shiny new oil tanker,
the more al the thingsthat could go wrong, would go wrong.

| lifted the leaf to chuck it out, but something made me hesitate. “No,” | murmured.

Thomas blinked. “No?’

“No,” | said with more certainty, closing my hand around the treacherous silver leaf. “I’ ve got a better
idea”

Chapter Ten

| finished the pdll that | thought would keep the gruffs busy and climbed wearily out of my labto find
Thomas gitting by thefireplace. My big grey dog, Mouse, lay beside him, hisfur reflecting highlights of
reddened silver in thefirdight, watching Thomas swork with interest.

My brother sat cross-legged on the floor, with my gun lying disassembled on a soft |eather cloth upon the
hearth. He frowned in concentration as he cleaned the pieces of the wegpon with a brush, a soft cloth,
and asmdl bottle of ail.

Migter, my hyperthyroid tomcat, bounded over the minute | opened the trapdoor to the lab, and hurried
down thefolding staircase into the subbasement.

“Go get 'em, tiger,” | muttered after him by way of encouragement. “Make them run their little hooves
off.”

| 1eft the door open, heaved myself to the couch, and collapsed. Mouse' stail thumped the floor gently.
“Youdl right?” Thomas asked.



“Tired,” | sad. “Big spell.”
“Uh-huh,” he said, working industrioudy on the weapon’sbarrdl. “What building did you burn down?’

“Y our gpartment, if you don't lay off the wiseass commentary,” | said. “Give me aminute and we' |l get
moving.”

Thomas gave me asidelong, caculating look. “I needed another minute or two anyway. When'sthe last
timeyou deaned thisthing?’

“Uh. Who' sthe president now?’
Thomas clucked histeeth in disapprova and returned to the gun. “Let me know when you' re ready.”
“Jusgt give me aminute to catch my breath,” | said.

When | woke up there was dim light coming from my mostly buried basement windows, and my neck felt
like the bones had been welded together by a badly trained contractor. The various beatings I’ d received
the night before had formed a corporation and were attempting a hostile takeover of my nervous system.

| groaned and looked around.

Thomas was gitting with his back againgt thewall beside the fireplace, asrelaxed and patient as any tiger.
His gun, mine, and the bent-bladed kukri knife he’ d favored lately lay close at hand.

Down in my lab something clattered to the floor from one of the shelves or tables. | heard Migter’ s paws
scampering over the metal surface of the center table.

“What areyou grinning a?’ my brother asked.
“Miger,” | said.

“He s been knocking around down there dl morning,” Thomas said. “I was going to go round him up
before he broke something, but the skull told meto leave him done.”

“Yeah,” | said. | cresked to my feet and shuffled to my little alcove with delusons of kitchenhood. | got
out the bottle of aspirin and downed them with aglass of water. “ For your own safety. Mister gets upset
when someone gets between him and his packet of catnip.”

| shuffled over to the lab and peered down. Sure enough, thelittle cloth bag containing catnip and the
glver oak leaf pin <till hung from the extra-large rubber band I’ d snipped and fixed to the ceiling directly
over Little Chicago. As| watched, Mister hopped up onto aworktable, then bounded into the air to bat
at the cloth bag. He dragged it down to the table with him, claws hooked in the fabric, and landed on the
modd of Lincoln Park. My cat rubbed hisface ecstaticaly againgt the bag for amoment, then released it
and batted playfully at it asthe rubber band sent it rebounding back and forth near him.

Then he seemed to redize he was being watched. He turned his face up to me, meowed smugly, flicked
the stub of histail jauntily, and hopped to thefloor.

“Bob?’ | cdled. “Isthe spdl till working?”
“Aye, Cap'n!” Bob sad. “Arrrrr!”
“What' swith that?” Thomas murmured from right beside me.

| twitched hard enough to take me up off the floor, and glared at him. “Would you stop doing that?’



He nodded, his expression serious, but | could see the corners of his mouth quivering with the effort not
to amile. “Right. Forgot.”

| growled and called him something unkind, yet accurate. “He wouldn’t stop begging meto take himto
seethat pirate movie. So | took him with methelast time | went to the drive-in down in Aurora, and he
got intoit. It'sbeen dying down, but if he calsme‘matey’ onemoretimel’ll snap.”

“That' sinteresting,” Thomas said, “but that’ s not what | was asking about.”
“Oh, right,” | said. | pointed at the catnip bag. “ The leef 'sin there”

“lan’t that just going to draw Summer’ s goons here?’

| let out anasty laugh. “No. They can't seeit through the wards around the 1ab.”
“Then why the big rubber band?’

“I' linked Summer’ s beacon spdll to the matrix around Little Chicago. Every timethe leaf getswithina
foot of the model, my spell transfers the beacon’ ssignd to the corresponding locetion in the city.”

Thomas narrowed his eyesin thought, and then suddenly grinned in understanding as Mister pounced on
the catnip again, thistime landing near the Fidd Museum. “If they' re following that beacon, they’ |l be
running dl over town.”

“Intwo and ahaf feet of snow,” | confirmed, grinning.

“You'resadigtic.”

“Thank you,” | said solemnly.

“Won't they figureit out?’

“Sooner or later,” | admitted, “ but it should buy usalittle time to work with. ’ Scuse me.”
| shambled to the door and put on my coat.

“Whereto first?" Thomas asked.

“Nowherejust yet. Sit tight.” | grabbed my square-headed snow shovel from the popcorn tin by the
door, whereit usualy resided with my staff, sword cane, and the epicaly static magic sword,
Fidelacchius. Mouse followed me out. It was ajob of work to get the door open, and more than alittle
snow spilled over the threshold. | started with shoveing the stairs and worked my way up, agrave digger
inreverse,

Oncethat was done, | shoveled the little sdewalk, the front porch of the boardinghouse, and the exterior
gtairs running up to the Willoughbys' gpartment on the second floor. Then | dug a path to the nest of
mailboxes by the curb. It took melesstimethan | thought it would. Therewasalot of snow, but it hadn’t
formed any layers of ice, and it was basically a question of tossing powder out of the way. Mouse kept
watch, and | tried not to throw snow into hisface.

We returned to my apartment, and | dung the shove’ s handle back down into the popcorn tin.

Thomas frowned a me. “Y ou had to shovel thewak? Harry...somehow I’'m under the impression that
you aren't feding the urgency here”



“Inthefirst place” | said, “I’'m not terribly well motivated to bend over backward to save John

Marcone' s Armani-clad ass. | wouldn’t lose much degp over him. In the second place, my neighbors are
elderly, and if someone doesn't clean up the walksthey’ Il be stuck here. Inthe third place, I’ ve got to do
whatever | can to make sure’m on my landlady’ s good side. Mrs. Spunkelcrief isalmost dedf, but it's
sort of hard to hide it when n demons or gangs of zombieskick down the door. She' swilling to
forgive me the occasiond wild party because| do things like shove the walk.”

“It'seasier to replace an apartment than your ass,” Thomas said.

| shrugged. “1 was S0 tiff and sore from yesterday that | had to do something to get my muscles
loosened up and moving. Thetime was going to be gone either way. Might aswell take care of my
neighbors.” | grimaced. “Besides...”

“Y ou fed bad that your landlady’ s building sometimes gets busted up because you liveinit,” Thomas
said. He shook hishead and snorted. “ Typica.”

“Well, yeah. But that’ snot it.”
Hefrowned at me, listening.

| struggled to find the right words. “ Thereare alot of things| can't control. | don’t know what’ s going to
happen in the next few days. | don’t know what I’m going to face, what kind of choices|’m going to
haveto make. | can’t predict it. | can't control it. It'stoo big.” | nodded at my shovd. “But that, | can
predict. | know that if | pick up that shovel and clear the snow from the walkways, it' s going to make my
neighbors safer and happier.” | glanced at him and shrugged. “I1t’ sworthwhile to me. Give me aminuteto
shower.”

He regarded me for asecond and then nodded. “Oh,” he said, with the tiniest of smiles. He mimed a sniff
and afaint grimace. “I'll wait. Gladly.”

| cleaned up. We were on the way out the door when the phone rang.
“Harry,” Murphy said. “What the hdll isgoing on out there?’
“Why?' | asked. “What the hdll is going on out there?’

“We ve had at least two dozen...wdl, | suppose the correct termis‘sghtings” Everything from Bigfoot
to mysterious balsof light. Naturdly it' sdl getting shuntedto S1.”

| started to answer her, then paused. Marcone and the outfit were involved. While they didn’'t have
anywhere near the influencein civic affairsthat they might have wanted, Marcone had dways had
sources of information inside the police department—sources his subordinates could, presumably, access
aswadll. It would be best to exercise some caution.

“You cdling from the gation?’ | asked her.
“Ya‘l_”
“Weshould talk,” | said.

Murphy might not want to admit that anyone she worked with could be providing information to the
outfit, but she wasn't the sort to stop believing the truth just because she didn’t likeit. “I see” she said.
“Where?’



“McAndly’s” | said. | checked aclock. “ Three hours?’
“Seeyou there”

| hung up and started for the door again. Mouse followed close a my heds, but | turned and nudged him
gently back with my leg. “Not thistime, boy,” | told him. “The bad guys have alot of manpower, access
to skilled magic, and | need a safe place to come hometo. If you' re here there’ sno way anyoneisgoing
to sneak in and leave me a present that goes boom.”

Mouse huffed out abreath in asigh, but sat down.

“Keegp an eyeon Mider, dl right? If he starts getting sick, take the catnip away.”
My dog gave the door to the lab a dubious glance.

“Oh, givemeabreak,” | said. “You' reseventimesasbig asheis.”

Mouse |ooked none too confident.

Thomas blinked a me, and then at the dog. “ Can he understand you?’

“When it suitshim,” | grumped. “He s smarter than alot of people | know.”

Thomas took a moment to absorb that, and then faced Mouse alittle uncertainly. “Uh, okay, look. What
| said about Harry earlier? | wasn't serious, okay? It wastotaly ajoke.”

Mouse flicked hisears and turned his nose away from Thomas with great nobility.
“What?" | asked, looking between them. “What did you say?”’
“I'll warm up the car,” Thomas said, and retreated to the frozen grey outdoors.

“Thisismy home,” | complained to no onein particular. “Why do people keep making jokes at my
expensein my own fresking home?’

Mouse declined to comment.

| locked up behind me, magically and materidly, and scaled Mount Hummer to Sit in the passenger sest.
The morning was cold and getting colder, especidly since | was fresh from the shower, but the seat was
rather pleasantly warm. There was no way I’ d admit to Thomas that the luxury festure was superior to
armored glass, but gosh, it was cozy.

“Right,” Thomas said. “Where are we headed?’
“Towherethey treat melikeroydty,” | said.
“WEe re going to Burger King?’

| rubbed the hed of my hand against my forehead and spdlled fratricide in a subvoca muitter, but | had
to spdll out temporary insanity and justifiable homicide, too, before | calmed down enough to speak
politey. “ Just take aleft and drive. Please.”

“Wdl,” Thomassad, grinning, “snceyou said ‘please.”

Chapter Eleven



E xecutive Priority Health was arguably the most exclusive gym in town. Located in downtown Chicago,
the business took up the entire second floor of what used to be one of the grand old hotel buildings. Now
it had office buildings on the upper levels and aminiature shopping center on thefirst floor.

Not just anyone could take the private elevator to the second floor. One had to be amember of the
health club, and membership wastightly controlled and extremely expensive. Only the wedthiest and
mogt influentiad men had amembership card.

Oh, and me.

The magnetic stripe on the back of the card didn’t work when | swiped it through the card reader. No
aurprisethere. I'd had it in my wallet for several months, and | doubt the magnetic signature stored on the
card had lasted more than a couple of days. | hit the intercom button on the console.

“Executive Priority,” said achearful young woman'svoice. “ThisisBillie, and how may | serveyou?’
Thomeas glanced a me and arched an eyebrow, mouthing the words, Serve you?

“You'll see” | muttered to him. | addressed the intercom. “My card seemsto have stopped working.
Harry Dresden and guest, please.”

“One moment, gr,” Billie said. Shewas back within afew seconds. “1 gpologize for the problem with
your membership card, Sir. I'm opening the eevator for you now.”

Trueto her word, the elevator opened, and Thomasand | got in.
It opened onto the main area of Executive Priority.
“You'rekidding me,” Thomas said. “ Since when do you go to the gym?’

It looked pretty typicaly gymlike from here. Lots and lots of exercise machines and weight benchesand
dumbbells and mirrors; static bikes and treadmills stood in neatly dressed ranks. They’ d paid some
madman who thought he was a decorator alot of money to make the place look hip and unique. Maybe
it smy lack of fashion sensetaking, but | thought they should have held out for one of those gorillaswho
has learned to paint. The results would have been of smilar qudity, and they could have paid in fresh
produce.

Here and there men, mostly white, mostly over forty, suffered through avariety of physica activities.
Beside each and every one of them was a personal trainer coaching, supporting, helping.

Thetrainerswere dl women, none of them older than their late twenties. They &l woreridiculoudy brief
jogging shorts so tight that it had to be some kind of minor miracle that alowed the blood to keep flowing
through the girls legs. They dl wore T-shirts with the gym’ slogo printed on them, aso tight—and every
single woman there had the kind of body that made her ouitfit look fantastic. No gym in the world had

that many gorgeousgirlsinitsemploy.
“Ah,” Thomas said after amoment of looking around. “ThisisT't atypica hedth club, isit?’
“Welcome to the most health-conscious brothel in the history of mankind,” | told him.

Thomaswhistled quietly through histeeth, surveying the place. “I’ d heard that the Velvet Room had been
retooled. Thisisit?’

“Yeah,” | sad.



A brown-haired girl jiggled over to us, her mouth spread in abeauty-contest smile, and for asecond |
thought her shirt was about to explode under the tension. Bright gold lettering over her |eft breast read,
BILLIE.

“Hello, Mister Dresden,” she chirped. She bobbed her head to Thomas. “ Sir. Welcome to Executive
Priority. Can | get you adrink before your workout? May | take your coats?’

| held up ahand. “ Thanks, Billie, but no. I'm not here for the exercise”

Her smile stayed locked in place, pretty and meaningless, and shetilted her head to one side.
“I’m hereto speak to Ms. Demeter,” | said.

“I'msorry, dr,” Billiesaid. “Sheisn'tin.”

The girl was aconfection for the eyes, and | felt sure that the other four senseswould fed just aswell fed
after abit of indulgence, but shewasn't agood liar. “Yeah, sheis” | said. “Tell her Harry Dresdenis
here”

“I'm sorry, gr,” she said again, like amachine stuck on repeet. “Ms. Demeter isnot in the building.”
| gave her my toothiest smile. “Y ou're kind of new here, eh, Billie?’

The amileflickered, then stabilized again.

“Thomas.” | Sghed. “Give her avisud?’

My brother looked around, then went over to anearby rack of steel dumbbells and picked up the largest
st there, onein each hand. With about as much effort as I’ d use to bundle twigs, he twisted the stedl
bars around each other, forming an asymmetric X shape. He held it up to make sure Billie saw it, and
then dropped it at her feet. The weights landed with aforceful thump, and Billie flinched when they did.

“Y ou should see the kinds of things he can bend and break,” | said. “ Expensive exercise machines,
expensvefurniture, expensive dlients. | don’t know how hard he could throw some of this stuff around,
but I'd belying if | told you that | wasn't kinda curious.” | leaned down alittle closer and said, “Billie,
maybe you should kick thisone up theline. I d hate them to dock your pay to replace al the broken

things”

“I'll beright back, sir,” Billie said in asqueaky whisper, and scurried away.

“Subtle,” Thomas noted.

| shrugged. “It savestime.”

“How’ d you get amembership to aplace likethis?’

“It' sMarcone' s place. HethinksI'm lesslikely to trash it if I'm dazzled by friendly boobs.”

“Can't say | blame him,” Thomas admitted. His eyes|ocked on one particular girl who was currently at a
table, filling out paperwork. She froze in place, and then looked up, very dowly. Her lips parted as she
stared at Thomas, and her dark eyes widened. She started breathing faster, and then shook herself and
hurriedly looked down again, pretending to read her paperwork.

My brother closed hiseyes dowly and then turned his head away from the girl with the kind of steady,
deliberate motion one uses to shut a heavy door. When he blinked his eyes open again, their color had



shifted from deep grey to apae grey-white, amost slver.
“You okay?’ | asked him quietly.
“Mmmm,” he murmured. “ Sorry. Got distracted. There's...akind of energy here”

Which | probably should have thought of, dammit. This building was home to constant, regular acts of
lust and desire. Those kinds of activities|eft asort of psychic imprint around them, avibe Thomas must
have picked up on.

Vampireslike my brother take not blood, but life-energy from their victims. Showing off his supernaturd
strength might have smplified thingsfor us, but it aso cost Thomas some of that energy, the same way an
afternoon of hiking might leave you and me particularly hungry.

Usudly vampires of the White Court fed during the act of sex. They could induce desirein others,
overwhem their victims with undiluted, primad lust. If he wanted to Thomas could have pardyzed the girl
where she stood, stalked over to her, and done whatever he pleased to her. There wouldn’'t have been
anything she could do to stop him. Hell, she would have begged him to do more, and to hurry up about it.

Hewouldn’t do it. Not anymore, anyway. He d fought that part of himself for years, and he' d findly
found away to keep it under control—by feeding in the equivaent of tiny, harmless nibbles from the
customersin the upper-tier beauty salon he owned and operated. | gathered that whileit did enable him
to remain active and in control of himself, it was nowhere near as satisfying as acquiring energy the
old-fashioned way—in astalking seduction culminating in aburst of lust and ecstasy.

| knew that his Hunger, that inhuman portion of his soul that was driven by naked need, was screaming at
him to do exactly that. If he did, though, it could do the girl serious harm, even kill her. My brother
wasn't like that—but denying his Hunger was't something that came naturdly. It wasafight. And |
knew what drove himto it.

“That girl looksalittlelike Justine,” | commented.

Hefroze at the name, his expression hardening. By gradua degrees his eyes darkened to their usua color
again. Thomas shook his head and gave me awry smile. “Does she?’

“Enough,” | said. “Y ou okay?’

“Asl ever am,” he said. He didn't actualy thank me, but it wasin hisvoice. | pretended that | hadn’t
heard it there, which was what he expected meto do.

It saguy thing.

Billie camefibrillating back over to us. “Thisway, please, gr,” shesad, her smileonceagain firmly in
place. Sheled usrather nervoudy through the gym, passing the hallway that led to the showers and
private “therapy” roomsin back. The door sheled usthrough went to avery plain, practica, businesdike
hallway, one you' d find in any office building. She nodded to the last door in the hall, the corner office,
and then retreated quietly.

| ambled up to the door, knocked once, and then opened it to find Ms. Demeter Sitting in her large but
practica office behind her large but practical desk. She was afit-looking woman in early middle age,
lean, well dressed, and reserved. Her real name wasn't Demeter, but she preferred the professional
sobriquet, and now wasn't the time to needle her.

“Ms. Demeter,” | said, keeping my tone neutrd. “Good day.”



She finished turning off her lgptop, folded it shut, and put it away in adrawer before she looked up and
gave meaquiet nod. “Mister Dresden. What happened to your face?’

“It' sdwayslikethis” | said. “I forgot to put on my makeup today.”
“Ah,” shesad. “Will you have a seat?’
“Thanks,” | said. | sat down acrossthe desk from her. “I gpologizeif I ve inconvenienced you.”

Her shoulder twitched in ananoshrug. “It' s nice to know the limitations of those I’ ve gppointed my
receptionist,” shereplied. “What can | do for you?” Then shelifted her hand. “Wait. Allow meto
rephrase. What can | do to most quickly get rid of you?’

A senstive guy might have fdt alittle hurt by that remark. Good thing I’'m me. “I’' m looking for
Marcone,” | told her.

“Haveyou caled his office?’
| blinked dowly at her once. Then | repeated, “I’ m looking for Marcone.”
“I'msureyou are,” Demeter said, her expression never flickering. “What doesthat have to do with me?’

| felt atight smilestran my lips. “Ms. D, | can’t help but wonder why you instructed your receptionist to
tell anyone who asked after you that you weren't in the office.”

“Perhaps | had some paperwork | needed to get done.”

“Or perhaps you know that Marconeis missing, and you're using it asatactic to stal any of his
lieutenants who come nosing around looking to fill the void.”

She stared a me for amoment, her expression giving away nothing. “I redly can’t say that | know what
you' re talking about, Mister Dresden.”

“Y ou sure you don’'t want to get rid of me?’ | asked. “Y ou want meto stay here and lean on you? | can
makeit redly hard for you to do business, if I’'m fedling motivated.”

“I'msure” Demeter replied. “Why would you want to find him?”
| grimeced. “1 haveto hdp him.”

She arched asingle, well-plucked eyebrow. “Haveto?’

“It' scomplicated,” | said.

“And not terribly credible,” shereplied. “1 am well aware of your opinions regarding John Marcone. And
even assuming that | had any information asto hiswhereabouts, I'm not sure that I’ d wish to make a bad
gtuation worse.”

“How could you do that?’ | asked.

“By invalving you,” shereplied. “Y ou clearly do not have Mr. Marcon€e s best interestsin mind, and your
involvement could push his captorsinto precipitous action. | doubt you' d lose amoment’ s deep were he
to bekilled.”

| would have shot back awitty reply if | hadn’t dipped on abananaped of self-recrimination, having said



more or less those exact words not long before.
“But gr!” cameBilli€ svoicein protest from the hal outside.

The doorway darkened behind me, and | turned to find several large men standing there. The foremost of
their number was abig guy, late forties, with an ongoing romance with beer, or maybe pasta. He wore his
heart on his potbelly. Hiswell-tailored suit mostly hid the gut, and it would have concedled the shoulder
rig and sidearm he wore beneeth it if he'd made the least effort to avoid exposing it as he moved.

“Demeter,” the big man said. “| need to speak to you privatdy.”

“Y ou couldn't afford me, Tordli,” Demeter replied smoothly. “And I’'min the middle of abusiness
mesting.”

“Get one of your whoresto get him off,” Tordli said. “You and | haveto talk.”
She arched an eyebrow at him. “Regarding?’

“I need alist of your bank accounts, security passwords, and a copy of your records for the last Six
months.” He scowled, looming over her. Tordli wasthe kind of guy who was used to getting hisway if
he loomed and scowled enough. | knew the type. | tried to glance past the goons to see whether Thomas
wasin the hdlway, but could detect no sgn of him.

“One wondersif you have been partaking of your product,” Demeter said. “Why on earth should |
provide you with my records, accounts, and funds?’

“Things are going to change around here, whore. Starting with your atitude.” Tordlli glanced at two of
the four men behind him and angled his head toward Demeter. The two goons, both of them
medium-caliber Chicago bruisers, stepped around Torelli and walked toward her.

| grimaced. | didn’t care for Demeter much, personaly, but | needed her, and | wouldn't be ableto talk
her into helping meif shewerelaid up inintensve care. Besides, shewasagirl, and you don't hit girls.
Y ou don't let two-bit hired bulliesdo it, ether.

| stood up and turned to face Tordli’ s men, staff in hand. | gave them my hardest |ook, which didn’t even
dow them down. The one on the right threw something at my face, and | had no time to work out what it
might be. | ducked, recognized it as a snow-speckled winter glove, and redlized that it had been a
digraction.

The guy on the left came in on me when | was ducking and kicked a steel-toed work boot at my left
knee. | turned my leg and took it on the shin. It hurt like hell, but at least | could till move. | rolled to one
gde, placing the goon on my left between mysdf and the goon on the right. He threw alooping right hand
at me, and | met his knuckles with my staff. Knuckles crunched. The goon howled.

The other one bulled pagt his pain-stunned partner and came at me, obvioudy planning on tackling meto
the floor so that al of his buddies could circle up and kick mefor awhile.

Couldn't havethat. So | raised my right hand, clenched in afist, baring four triple-wire bands, one on
each finger. With athought and aword | released the kinetic energy stored in one of therings. It hit the
goon like alocomotive, damming him back and to the floor with avery satisfying thud.

| turned and kicked the stunned first goon in both shins, hah, then placed one of my hedsagaing hiship
and shoved him to the floor. He crumpled.



| turned to find myself staring down the barrel of Torelli’sgun.
“Not bad, kid,” the would-be kingpin said. “ That judo or something?’
“Something likethat.”

“I could use aman of your skills, once my hedth club finishes’—he gave Demeter asour
glance—"reprioritizing.”

“You couldn’t afford me,” | said.
“I’m going to be ableto afford alot,” he said. “Name your price.”
“One hundred and fifty-six ggillion dollars,” | said promptly.

He sguinted at me, asif trying to decideif | wasjoking. Or maybe he was just trying to figure out how
many zeros | wastaking about. “ Think you're cute, huh?’

“I'm fresking adorable,” | said. “Especialy with the raccoon face I’ ve got going here.”
Tordli’ sfeatures darkened. “Kid. Y ou just made the last mistake of your life.”
“God,” | said. “I wish.”

Thomas put the barrel of his Desert Eagle against the back of Torelli’shead and said in apleasant voice,
“Losetheiron, niceand dow.”

Toreli giffened in surprise and wasted no timein complying. Heturned his head dightly, looking for his
other two goons. | could see apair of feet lying toes-up in the hallway, but there was no other sign of
them.

| stepped up to him and said calmly, “Take your men and get out. Don’t come back.”

He regarded me with dull eyes, then pressed hislips together, nodded once, and began gathering up his
men. Thomas picked up Torelli’sgun and stuck it down thefront of his pants, just like you' re not
supposed to do. Hewalked quietly over to stand beside me, his eyestracking every movement the thugs
made.

They departed, half carrying the poor bastard with the broken hand, while the two in the halway
staggered along, barely recovered from being choked unconscious.

Oncethey were gone | turned to face Demeter. “Where were we?’
“I was questioning your motives,” shesad.

| shook my head. “Helen. Y ou know who | am. Y ou know what | do. Yeah, | think Marconeisa
twisted son of abitch who probably deservesto die. But that doesn’t mean I’ m planning on carrying out
the deed.”

She stared at mein silence for ten or fifteen seconds. Then she turned to her desk, drew out a notepad,
and wrote something on a piece of paper. Shefolded it and offered it to me. | reached out for it, but
when | tugged shedidn’t let go.

“Promiseme,” shesaid. “Give me your word that you' | do everything you canto help him.”



| sghed. Of course.

The wordstasted like arancid pickle coated in salt and vinegar, but | managed to say them. “I will. You
have my word.”

Demeter let go of the paper. | looked at it. An address, nothing more.

“It might hdp you,” shesaid. 1t might not.”

“That'smorethan | had aminute ago,” | said. | nodded to Thomas. “Let’sgo.”
“Dresden,” Demeter said as | walked to the door.

| paused.

“Thank you. For handling Torelli. He would have hurt some of my girlstonight.”
| glanced back at her and nodded once.

Then Thomas and | headed for the suburbs.

Chapter Twelve

M arcone' s business interests were wide and varied. They had to be when you' re laundering as much
money as hewas. He had restaurants, holding companies, import/export businesses, investment firms,
financia businesses of every description—and construction companies.

Sunset Point was one of those boils festering on the face of the planet: asubdivison. Located haf an hour
north of Chicago, it had once been apleasant little wood of rolling hillsaround asingletiny river. The
treesand hills had al been bulldozed flat, exposing naked earth to the sky. Thelittle river had been
choked into adudgy trough. Underneath the blanket of snow the place looked as smooth and white and
derile astheingde of anew refrigerator.

“Look at this,” | said to Thomas. | gestured at the houses, each of them on alot that exceeded the
building' s foundation by the width of apostage stamp. “People pay to livein placeslike this?’

“You livein the basement of aboardinghouse,” Thomas said.

“I'liveinabig city, and | rent,” | said. “Houses like these go for severa hundred thousand dollars, if not
more. It' |l take thirty yearsto pay them off.”

“They’renice houses,” Thomas said.

“They’renice cages,” | responded. “No space around them. Nothing alive. Placeslike thisturn aman
into agerbil. He comes home and scurriesinsde. Then he stays there until he' sforced to go back out to
the job he has to work so that he can make the mortgage payments on this gerbil habitat.”

“And they’ re way nicer than your gpartment,” Thomas said.
“Totdly.”

He brought the Hummer to a crunching hdt in the snow, glaring through the windshield. “Damn snow. I'm
only guessing where the Streets are at this point.”

“Just don’t drive into what' s going to be somebody’ s basement,” | said. “We passed Twenty-third a



minute ago. We must be close”
“Twenty-third Court, Place, Street, Terrace, or Avenue?’ Thomas asked.
“Cirde”

“Damned cul-de-sacs.” He started forward again, driving dowly. “There,” he said, nodding to the next
sgn that emerged from the haze. “ That one?’

“Yeah.” Next to the customized street Sign was astandard road sign declaring Twenty-fourth Terrace a
dead end.

“Damned foreshadowing,” | muttered.
“What' sthat?’
“Nothing.”

We drove through the murky grey and white of aheavy snowfdl, the light luminous, without source,
reflected from billions of crystals of ice. The Hummer’ sengine was abarely audible purr. By comparison
the crunch of itstires on snow was a dreadful racket. We rolled past haf adozen modd houses, dl of
them lovely and empty, the snow piling up around windows that gaped like eye socketsin ahaf-buried
skull.

Something was't right. | couldn’t have told you what, exactly, but | could fed it asplainly as| could fedl
the carved wood of the staff | gripped in my hands.

Weweren't done.

Thomasfdt it too. Moving smoothly, he reached an arm behind the driver’ s seat and drew forth his
sword bdlt. It bore an old U.S. Cavary saber he' d carried on anumber of dicey occasions, paired up
with amore recent toy he' d become fond of, a bent-bladed knife called akukri, like the one carried by
the Ghurkas.

“What isthat?’ he asked quietly.

| closed my eyesfor amoment, reaching out with my arcane senses, attempting to detect any energies
that might be moving in around us. The faling snow muffled my magica perceptions every bit asmuch as
it did my physica senses. “Not sure,” | said quietly. “But whatever it is, it' sasafe bet it knowswe' re
I,.He.”

“How do you want to play it if the music sarts?’

“I'vegot nothing to prove,” | said. “I say werun likelittle girls”
“Suitsme, But don't let Murphy hear you talking like that.”

“Y eah. She gets oversengtive about ‘little.””

My shoulders tightened with the tension as Thomas drove forward dowly and carefully. He stopped the
car beside the last house on the street. It had afinished look to it, the bushes of its landscaping poking up
forlornly through the snow. There were curtainsin the windows, and the faint marks of tire tracks, not
quite full of new snowfdl, led up the drive and to the closed garage.

“Someone’ s behind that third window,” Thomas said quietly. “I saw them move.”



| hadn’t seen anything, but then | wasn't a supernatural predator, complete with abucketful of
preternaturally sharp senses. | nodded to let him know that I’ d heard him, and scanned the ground
around the house. The snow was untouched. “We' rethefirst vistors,” | said. “We re probably making
someone nervous.”

“Gunman?’
“Probably,” | said. “That’swhat most of Marcone' s people are used to. Come on.”
“Y ou don’'t want me to wait out here?’

| shook my heed. “ There' s something e se out here. It might be nothing, but you' reasitting duck in the
car. Maybeif you' d gotten the armored version...”

“Nag, nag, nag,” Thomas said.

“Let’'shecamandfriendly,” | said. | opened the door of the Hummer and stepped out into snow that
came up over my knees. | made sure not to move too quickly, and kept my hands out in plain sght. On
the other side of the Hummer Thomas mirrored me.

“Hello, the house!” | caled. “Anyone home?’ My voice had that flat, heavy timbre you can only get when
there salot of snow, dmost like we were standing insde. “My nameis Dresden. I’'m hereto talk.”

Silence. The snow started soaking through my shoes and my jeans.

Thomas whipped his head around toward the end of the little street, where the subdivision ended and the
woods that were next in line for the bulldozers began. He stared intently for amoment.

“It'sinthetrees,” hereported quietly.

The hair on the back of my neck stood up, and | hoped fervently that whatever was out there, it didn’t
have agun. “I’'m not herefor trouble!” | called toward the house. | held up two fingers and said, “ Scout’ s
honor.”

Thistime| saw the curtain twitch, and caught afaint stir of motion behind it. Theinner door to the house
opened and aman’svoice sad, “ Comein. Handswhere | can seethem.”

| nodded at Thomas. Helifted hishand, holding his car key, and pointed it at the Hummer. It clunked and
chirped, its doorslocking. He came around the car, sword belt hanging over his shoulder, while | broke
trail to the front porch, struggling through the snow. | knocked as much of the powder as | could off my
lower body, using it as an excuse to give metimeto ready my shield bracelet. | didn’t particularly want to
step through adark doorway, presenting a shooting-gdlery profile to any gunman insde, without taking
precautions. When | camein | held my shield before me, slent and invisible.

“Stop there,” growled aman’ svoice. “ Staff down. Show your hands.”
| leaned my staff against the wall and did so. I’ d know those monosyllables anywhere. “Hi, Hendricks.”

A massive man appeared from the dimnessin the next room, holding a police-issue riot gun in hands that
madeit look like achild’ stoy. He was built like abull, and you could apply thick and rocklike to just
about everything in hisanatomy, especidly if you started with his skull. He came close enough to let me
see his close-cropped red hair. “ Dresden. Step aside.”

| did, and the shotgun was trained on my brother. “Y ou, vampire. Sword down. Fingerslaced behind



your head.”
Thomasrolled his eyes and complied. “How come he does’t have to put his hands behind his head?’

“Wouldn't make any difference with him,” Hendricksreplied. Narrow, beady eyes swiveled like gun
turrets back to me. “What do you want?’

| wasn't sure |’ d ever heard Hendricks speak a complete sentence, much less string phrases together. It
was sort of disconcerting, theway it would be if Mister suddenly devel oped the capacity to open hisown
cans of cat food. It took me a second to get over the mental speed bump. “Uh,” | said. “1 want to...”

| redlized how lame thiswas going to sound. | gritted my teeth and said it quickly. “1 want to help your
boss”

There was a clicking sound from the wall, the sound of an audio speaker popping to life. A woman's
voice sad, “ Send the wizard up.”

Hendricks growled. “Y ou sure?’

“Doit. Thevampire stays downgtairs.”

Hendricks grunted and tilted his head to the right. “ Through there and up the stairs, Dresden. Moveit.”
“Harry,” Thomas sad quietly.

Hendricks brought his shotgun back up and covered Thomas. “Not you, prettyboy. Y ou stay put. Or
both of you get out.”

“It'sokay,” | said quietly to my brother. “1 fedl better if someone trust iswatching the door anyway.
Just in case someone dse shows up.” | cast my eyes meaningfully in the direction of the woods where
Thomas had said something lurked.

He shook his head. “Whatever.” Then he leaned back against thewall, casua and relaxed, his hands
behind hishead asif they werethere only to pillow his skull.

| brushed past Hendricks. Without dowing down or looking behind me, | said, “Careful with that gun. He
gets hurt and it’ sgoing to be bad for you, Hendricks.”

Hendricksignored me. | had afeding it was his strongest conversationa ploy.

| went up the stairs, noting a couple of detailsas | went. Firgt, that the carpet was even cheaper than
mine, which made me fed more confident for some obscure reason.

Second, that there were bloodstainsonit. A lot of them.

At thetop of the sairs| found more bloodstains, including along smear dong onewall. | followed them
down to one of three bedrooms on the upper level of the house. | paused and knocked on the door.

“Comein, Dresden,” said awoman’svoice.
| camein.

Miss Gard lay in bed. It had been hauled over to the window so that she could see out of it. She had a
heavy assault rifle of adesign | didn’t recognize next to her. The wooden handle of a double-headed
battle-ax leaned against the bed, within reach of her hand. Gard was blond, tall, athletic, and while she



was't precisaly beautiful, she was a striking woman, with clean-cut features, icy blue eyes, and an
athlete shuild.

She was also amess of blood.

Shewas soaked in it. So was the bed beneath her. Her shirt was open, revealing ablack athletic braand
along wound that ran the width of her scomach, just below her belly button. Slick grey-red ropy loops
protruded dightly from the wound.

My stomach twisted, and | looked away.

“Goodness,” Miss Gard said, her voice quiet and rough, her face pale. “Y ou’ d think you never saw
anyone disemboweled before.”

“Just relieved,” | said. | forced mysdf to face her. “First timetoday I’ ve run into someone who looks
worse than me.”

She showed me aweary smilefor amoment.
“You need adoctor,” | said.
She shook her head. “No.”

“Yes” | said. “Youdo. I'm surprised you haven't bled to death aready. Think of what it would cost
Monoc Securitiesto replace you.”

“They won't need to. I'll be fine. The company has agreat health care package.” She picked up asmall
tube of what looked like heavy-duty modeling glue from the bed at her Sde. “Thisisn't thefirst timel’ve
had my gutsripped out. It isn't fun, but I’ll makeit.”

“Damn,” | said, genuingly impressed. “ Are they hiring?’

The question won another faint amile. “Y ou don't redly fit the employee profile”
“l amtired of being kept down by theman,” | said.

Gard shook her head wesarily. “How did you find us?’

“Demeter,” | sad.

Shelifted agolden eyebrow. “I suppose that shouldn’t surprise me. Though I’ ve warned him. He' stoo
trusting.”

“Marcone? Istoo trusting?’ | widened my eyesat her. “Lady, that pretty much puts you in aparanoiac
league of your own.”

“Itisn't paranoia—just practical experience. A safehouseisn't safeif itisn't secret.” Shereached down
and pressed bloodied fingers againgt aloop of gore, gently kneading it back into the wound. Shelet out a
hissof pain asshedid, but shedidn’t et alittle thing like an exposed internd organ get in theway of
conversation. “Y ou threatened her?’

“Uh. Modtly | told her I’d help Marcone.”

She lifted the tube of airplane glue and smeared some of it onto either side of the wound, where she'd
pushed her guts back in. She bled alittle more. | noted that severa inches of the wound had already been



closed and sealed together.
“Y ou gave her your word?’” Gard asked.

“Uh, yeah, but—" | couldn’t take it anymore. “L ook, could you maybe not do that while we talk? It
makesit sort of hard for me to focus on the conversation.”

She pressed the edges of the wound together, letting out a breathy cursein alanguage | didn’t know.
“Didyou know,” she said, “that thiskind of gluewas originaly developed as an emergency battlefield
uture?’

“Did you know that you' re about to find out what | had for breskfast thismorning?’ | countered.

“I don't know if it' strue,” she continued. “I saw it in amovie. With—dammit—with werewolves.” She
exhaled and drew her hands dowly from the wound. Another two or three inches of puckered flesh were
now closed together. Gard looked awful, her face grey and lined with pain.

“Why, Dresden? Why are you looking for Marcone?’
“The short verson? It smy assif | don't.”

She squinted at me. “It’ s persona ”’

“Pretty much. I'll giveyou my word on it, if you like.”

She shook her head. “It’snot...your word that | doubt. That's...aways been good.” She closed her
eyes againg the pain and panted for severa seconds. “But | need something from you.”

“What?’
“The White Council,” she rasped. “1 want you to call upon the White Council to recover Marcone.”
| blinked at her. “Uh. What?’

She grimaced and began packing another couple inches of intestine back into her abdomen. “The
Accords have been breached. A challenge must be lodged. An Emissary summoned. Asa
Warden”—she gasped for amoment, and then fumbled the glue into place—"you have the authority to
cdl achdlenge”

Her fingers dipped, and the wound sprang open again. She went white with pain.

“Dammit, Sigrun,” | said, more appdled at her pain than her condition, and moved to help her. “Get your
hands out of theway.” When shedid, | managed to close the wound alittle more, giving the
sharp-smelling glue a chance to bond the flesh closed.

She made an effort to smile a me. “We...we worked well together at the beer festival. You'rea
professond. | respect that.”

“I'll bet you say that to dl the guyswho glue your ssomach back together.”
“Cadll the Council,” Gard said. “Lodgethe chalenge”

“I’vegot abetter idea,” | said. “Tell mewhere Marconeis, I'll go get him and bring him home, and this
will dl beover.”



She started pushing the next bit back in, while | waited with the glue. “Itisn’t that smple. | don’t know
whereheis”

| caught on. “But you do know who took him.”

“Y es. Another sgnatory of the Accords, just as Marconeisnow. | have no authority to challenge their
actions. But you do. Y ou may be ableto force them into the light, bring the pressure of al the members
of the Accords againsgt them.”

“Oh, sure” | said, laying out more glue. “The Council just lovesit when one of their youngest members
dragsthe entire organization into afight that isn't their own.”

“Y ou would know, wouldn’t you?’ Gard rasped. “It’ s not asthough it would be thefirst time.”
| held the wound together, waiting on theglue. “1 can’'t,” | said quietly.

She was breathing too quickly, too hard. | could barely keep the wound closed. “Whatever you... nggh
...Sy. After dl...it' syour asson theline”

| grimaced and withdrew my fingers dowly, making sure the wound stayed closed. We' d gotten the last
few inches, and the opening no longer gaped. “Can't deny that,” | said. Then | squinted at her. “Whoiis
it?" | asked. “Which signatory of the Accords swiped Marcone?’

“Y ou’'ve met them once dready,” Gard said.
From downgtairs Thomas suddenly shouted, “Harry!”

| whirled toward the door in time for the window, behind me, to explodein ashower of glass. It jounced
off my spell-layered leather duster, but | felt apair of hot stings as bits of glass cut my neck and my ear. |
tried to turn and had the impression of something coming a my face. | dapped it aside with my left hand
even as| ducked, then hopped awvkwardly back from the intruder.

It landed in a crouch upon the bed, digging one foot into the helpless Gard’ swounded belly, a cresture
barely more than the size of achild. It was red and black, vaguely humanoid in shape, but covered in an
insect’ s chitin. Its eyes were too large for its head, multifaceted, and its arms ended in the serrated
clamps of apreying mantis. Membranous wings fluttered at its back, alow and maddening buzzing.

And that wasn't the scary part.

Its eyes gleamed with an inner fire, an orange-red glow—and immediately above thefirst set of eyes
another s&t, this one blazing with sickly green luminescence, blinked and focused independently of the
firdt pair. A 9gil of angdic script burned againg the chitin of theinsect-thing’ s forehead.

| suddenly wished, very much, that my staff weren't twenty feet away and down aflight of sairs. It might
aswell have been on the moon, for dl the good it was going to do me.

No sooner had that thought come out than the Knight of the Blackened Denarius opened itsinsectoid
maw, et out a brassy wail of rage, and bounded at my face.

Chapter Thirteen

A tonetimein my life, ashgpeshifted, demonicaly possessed maniac crashing through awindow and
trying to rip my face off would have come as an enormous and nasty surprise.



But that time was pretty much in the past.

I’d spent the last severd years on the fringes of asupernatural war between the White Council of the
wizards and the Vampire Courts. In the most recent years, I’ d gotten more directly involved. Wizards
who go to afight without getting their act together tend not to come home. Worse, the people depending
on them for protection wind up getting hurt.

The second most important rule of combat wizardry isasmple one: Don't let them touch you.

Whether you' re talking about vampires or ogres or some other kind of monstrous nasty, most of them
can do hideousthingsto you if they get close enough to touch—as even alesser member of the gruff clan
had demonstrated on my nose the night before.

The prime rule of combat wizardry issmpletoo: Be prepared.

Wizards can potentialy wield tremendous power againgt just about anything that might come dong—if
we' re ready to handleit. The problem isthat the things that come after us know that too, so the favored
tactic isthe sudden ambush. Wizards might live along time, but we aren’t rend-proof. Y ou’ ve got to
think ahead in order to have enough time to act when the heat ison.

I’d made mysdlf ready and taught young wizards with even less experience than me how to be ready
too—for an occasion just such asthis.

The coil of stedl chain in my coat pocket came out smoothly as| drew it, because I’ d practiced the draw
thousands of times, and | whipped one end at the mantis-thing' sface.

It was faster than me, of course. They usudly are. Those two clamps seized the end of the chain. The
mantis' sjaws clamped down on it, and the creature ripped the chain from my hands with awrench of its
head and upper body, quicker than thought.

That was a pogitive thing, redlly. The mantis hadn’t had time to notice two important details about the
chain: firgt, that the whole thing was coated in copper.

Second, that astandard el ectrical plug was attached to the other end.
| flipped my fingers at the nearest wall outlet and barked, “ Galvineus!”
The plug shot toward the outlet like a striking snake and dammed home.

Thelightsflickered and went dim. The Denarian hopped abruptly into the air and then came down,
thrashing and twitching madly. The éectricity had forced the musclesin its jaws and clampsto contract,
and it couldn’t release the chain. Acrid smoke began to drift up from various points on its carapace.

“Wizard!” Gard gasped. She gripped the wooden handle of her ax and tossed it weakly toward me. |
heard shouting and the bellow of a shotgun coming from downgtairs. It stayed in the background,
unimportant information. Everything that mattered to me was nearly within an army’ slength.

The ax bounced and struck against my leg, but my duster prevented it from cutting into me. | picked up
the ax—Chrigt, was it heavy—hauled off, and brought it straight down on the Denarian, asif I’d been
gplitting cordwood.

The ax crunched home, sinking to the eye somewhere in the Denarian’ sthorax. The thing’s convulsions
ripped the wegpon out of my hands—and the plug from the wall outlet.



The mantis s head whipped toward me, and it screamed again. It ripped out the ax and cametoitsfeet in
the same ingtant.

“Get clear!” Gard rasped.
| did, diving to the Sde and going prone.

The wounded woman emptied her assault rifle into the mantisin two or three seconds of howling thunder,
shooting from the hip from about three feet away.

Words cannot convey how messy that was. Sufficeto say that it would probably cost more to remove
theichor stainsthan it would to strip and refinish the walls, the floor, and the ceiling.

Gard gasped, and the empty rifle did from her fingers. She shuddered and pressed her handsto her belly.

| moved to her side and picked her up, trying not to strain her ssomach. She was heavy. Not like asumo
wrestler or anything, but shewas six feet tal in her bare feet and had more than the usua amount of
muscle. Shefdt at least as heavy as Thomas. | grunted with effort, got her settled, and Sarted for the
door.

Gard let out acroaking little whimper, and more blood welled from her injury. Faint pangs of sympathetic
pain flickered through my own belly. Her eyes had rolled back in her head. It had taken alot to beat
Gard' s gpparent pain threshold, but it looked like the visit from the Denarian—and the activity it had
forced on her—had done it.

The day just couldn’t have gotten any more disturbing.
Until the splattered mass that had been the Denarian started quivering and moving.
“Oh, you have got to be kidding me!” | shouted.

Where there had been one big bug thing, now there were thousands of little mantidike crestures. They all
began bounding toward the center of the room, piling up into two mounds that gradually began to take on
the shape of insectoid legs.

The shotgun downgtairs roared again, and running footsteps approached.

“Harry!” Thomas shouted. He appeared at the bottom of the stairs, sword in hand, just as| hurried out
the door, Hill toting Gard.

“We had company up here!” | caled. | sarted down the stairs as quickly and carefully as | could.

“| think there are three more of them down here,” Thomas said, making way for me. He took note of
Gard. “Holy crap.”

A corpselay onthefloor of the entry hdl. It was black and furry and big, and | couldn’t tell much more
about it than that. The top four-fifths of its head were gone and presumably accounted for the messall
over the opposite wdll. Its guts were spilled out on ether side of its body, sseaming in the cold air drifting
through the shattered front door. Hendricks crouched in the shadowed living room, covering the
entryway with his shotgun.

Something scraped over the floorboards of the celling above us.

“What' sthat?” Thomas asked.



“A giant preying mantis demon, dragging itsalf over thefloor.”
Thomas blinked a me.

“That'sjust aguess,” | said.

Hendricks growled, “How isshe?’

“Not good,” | said. “Thisisabad spot to bein. No defenses here, not even athreshold to work with.
We need to bail.”

“Shouldn’'t move her,” Hendricks said. “1t could kill her.”
“Not moving her will kill her,” 1 countered. “Ustoo.”
Hendricks stared at me, but he didn’t argue.

Thomas was dready reaching into his pocket. He was tense, his eyesflicking restlesdy, maybein an
attempt to track things that he could hear moving around outside. He dug out hiskey ring and held it with
his teeth. Then he took his saber in one hand, that monster Desert Eagle in the other, and started
humming “Froggy Went A-Courting” under his bregath.

Gard had dowly grown limp, and her head lolled bondlesdy. | was having trouble keeping her steedly.
“Hendricks,” | said, nodding at Gard.

Without aword he set the shotgun aside and took the woman from me. | saw his eyes as he did, touched
with worry and fear—and not for himsdf. Hetook her very gently, something | would never have
imagined him doing, and growled, “How do | know you won'’t leave us behind? L et them rip us agpart
whileyou run?’

“Youdon't,” | said curtly, picking up my staff. “ Stay if you want. These thingswill kill you both; |
guaranteeit. Or you take achance with us. Your cal.”

Hendricks glared at me for amoment, but when he glanced down at the unconscious woman in hisarms,
the rocky scowl faded. He nodded once.

“Harry?’ Thomas asked. “How do you want to do this?’

“We head gtraight for your ail tanker,” | said. “ Shortest route between two pointsand al.”

“They’ll have the door covered,” Thomas said.

“I hopeso.”

“Okay,” hesaid, rolling hiseyes. “ Aslong asthere’' saplan.”

Footsteps crossed the floor above us, and paused at the top of the stairs.

Thomas's gun swiveled toward the stairs. | didn’t turn. | covered the doorway .

A voice like out-of-tune violin strings stroked by arotting cobra hide drifted down the gairs. “Wizard.”
“I hear you,” | said.

“This gtuation might be resolved without further conflict. Are you willing to parley?’



“Why not,” | answered. | didn’t turn away from the door.
“Have | your word of safe passage?’

“Youdo.”

“Then you have mine,” the voice answered.

“Whatever,” | said. | lowered my voiceto an dmost subvoca whisper | was sure only Thomas could
hear. “Waich them. They'll try something the second they get achance.”

“Why give them the opportunity?” Thomas murmured.

“Because we might find out something important by talking. It's harder to question corpses. Switch with
rre”

We traded places, and | kept my staff pointed at the stairs as the mantis-thing came down them. It
crouched on the topmost step it could occupy while still maintaining visua contact with the entry hal. It
looked none the worse for wear for being blown to hamburger by Gard' srifle.

It crouched, the motion eerie and dien, and tilted its head dmost entirely to the horizontd, first one way,
then the other, asit looked a us. Then its ssomach heaved. For a second | thought it was throwing up, as
ayelow-and-pink mucus began to emerge from its mouth. After a second, though, it lifted its clamplike
claws and gripped its head, then pedled it back and away from the mucus, the motion disturbingly akin to
someone donning atoo-small turtleneck sweater. A human face emerged from the mucus and gunk, while
the split carapace of the head flopped about on its chest and upper back.

The Denarian looked like she was about fifteen years old, except for her hair, whichwas slvery grey,
short, and plastered to her skull. She had huge and gorgeous green eyes, a heart-shaped face, and a
delicate, pointy chin. Her skin was pae and clear, her cheekbones high, her features lovely and
symmetrica. The second set of green eyes and the 9gil of angelic script till glowed faintly on her
forehead.

She smiled dowly. “1 wasn't expecting the chain. | thought fire and force were your weapons of choice.”

“Y ou were standing on top of someone | knew,” | said. “1 didn’t fed like burning her or blasting her
through thewall.”

“Foolish,” the girl murmured.
“I'mdill here”
“Butsoaml.”

“Y ou have five secondsto get to the fucking point,” 1 said. “1’m not going to let you stal while your
buddies get into pogtion.”

Mantis Girl narrowed her eyes. The eyes on her forehead narrowed aswell. Trés creepy. She nodded at
Hendricks and Gard. “My businessiswith them. Not you, O Warden of the White Council. Give them to
me. Y ou may leavein peace. Oncethey are dead, | will gather my compatriots and we will depart the
city without harm to any innocents.”

| grunted. “What if | need them dive?’

“If youwish, I can wait until you have interrogated them.”



“Y egh, that' swhat | want: you, standing around behind my back.”

Shelifted atdon. “I give you my solemn word. No harm will cometo you or your companion.”
“Tempting,” | said.

“Shdl | add in materia reward aswell?” Mantis Girl asked. “I’ll pay you two hundred thousand, in cash.”
“Why on earth would you do that?’

She shrugged a shoulder. “My quarrdl iswith the upstart Baron and his subjects—not the White Council.
| would prefer to demonstrate my respect to your people, instead of causing an untoward atercation with
them over the matter of your death.”

“Uhrhuh.”

Her smileturned sharper. “If it pleasesyou, | might offer to entertain you, once businessis done.”
| let out aharsh burst of laughter. “Oh,” | said, ill chortling. “Oh, oh, oh. That’ sfunny.”

She blinked and stared a me, uncomprehending.

The expression made me laugh even harder. “Y ou...you want meto...l mean, Hell’ sbdls, do you think
| don’t know what happens to a mantis' s mate once the deed is done?’

She bared her teeth in sudden anger. They were shiny and black.

“Youwant meto trust you,” | went on, till laughing, “and you think waving some bling and some booty
at meisgoing to get it done? God, that’s so cute | could just put you in my pocket.”

“Do not deny mewhat ismine, wizard,” she snarled. “I will have them. Make a pact with me. I will
honor it.”

“Yeah,” | sad. “I’ ve seen the way you people honor your pacts. Let me make you a counteroffer. Give
me Marcone, safe and whole, and get out of town, now, and I'll let you live”

“Suppose your offer gppeas. Why should | believe you would allow usto leave in peace?’

| gave her afaint smile and quietly paraphrased adead friend. “Because | know what your word is
worth, Denarian. And you know the worth of mine.”

She gared a me for amoment. Then shesaid, “I will consult my companions and return in five minutes.”
| bowed my head dightly to her. She returned the gesture and started up the stairs again.
She vanished from sight. Glass broke somewhere upstairs.

Then ared-and-black blur flashed down the stairs toward us, smultaneously with a chorus of hellish cries
from outsde.

Treachery doesn't work so well when the other guy expectsit, and I’ d had the spell ready to go sincethe
second she' d turned her back. Mantis Girl didn't get to the bottom of the Stairs before | pointed my staff
a her and snarled, “ Forzare!”

A hammer of pure kinetic energy dammed againgt her. She went flying back the way she’ d come, and
when she reached the top of the stairs she kept going, crashing through thewall of the house with a



tremendous crunch.

No timeto lose. Something came charging through the doorway, to be met by Thomeas' s sword and
pistal. | didn’'t get agood look at it, but got an impression of spirding antlersand green scales. | drew in
my will, pointed my staff at the front wall of the house and murmured, “ Forzare,” sending out asow
pulse of mation. | let it press up againgt the front wall of the house, and then fed more energy intoit,
hardening it into asingle striking surface.

Then | drew back and really let loose, roaring “ Forzare!” a the top of my lungs. | unleashed everything |
had into ablast of energy, which struck against the plate of forcel’d just created. There was an
enormous sound of screaming wood and sted, and the entire front wall of the house blasted free from its
frame.

Demonic voices howled. | turned to find Thomas taking advantage of the distraction to whip his saber
through scything arcs, ronddlo-style, cutting his opponent to ribbons. The Denarian bounded away,
screaming in brassy pain.

“Dammit!” Thomas screamed at me. “ That' s abrand-new car!”

“Quit whining and go!” | shouted back, suiting wordsto action. The front wall of the house had come
down like atidd wave, shattering into asmall ocean of rubble, covering the hood of the Hummer.
Somewhere benesth the rubble | could hear the other Denarianstrying to get free.

We rushed for the Hummer and piled in. Thomas got it Started just as Mantis Girl sailed down from
overhead and landed on the hood of the Hummer, denting it in sharply.

“God dammit!” Thomas snarled. He dapped the Hummer into reverse and started driving
backward—while emptying hisguninto Mantis Girl. Burgts of fluttering insect formsflew up from the
gunshotsingtead of sprays of blood, but judging by the screaming it hurt her plenty. She tumbled back off
the hood and vanished.

Thomas manhandled the Hummer into aturn, and we left, heading back out into the heavy snowfall.

Weadl rodein slencefor severd moments while our heart rates dowed and the terror-fuded adrendine
rush faded.

Then Thomassaid, “I don't think we learned much.”
“Thehdl wedidn't,” | said.
“Likewha?’

“We know that there are more than five Denariansin town. And we know that they’ re Signatories of the
Accords—who apparently object to Marcone s recent elevation.”

Thomas grunted acknowledgment. “What now?’

| shook my head wesarily. That last spell had been adoozy. “Now?1 think...” | turned my head and
studied the unconscious Gard. “I think I’ d better call the Council.”

Chapter Fourteen

N ow that | had not one, but two supernatural hit squads with agood reason to come after me, my
options had grown sort of limited. In the end there was redlly only one place | could take Gard and



Hendricks without endangering innocent lives: St. Mary of the Angels Church.
Which waswhy | told Thomasto drive usto the Carpenter house.

“I dill think thisisabad idea,” Thomas said quietly. The plow trucks were working hard, but so far
they’ d barely been keeping even with the snow, ensuring that the routes to the hospitals were clear. The
Streetsin some places |ooked like World War | trenches, snow piled up head-high on either side.

“The Denarians know that we use the church asa safehouse,” | said. “They’ll bewatching it.”

Thomas grunted and checked the rearview mirror. Gard was still unconscious, but breathing. Hendricks's
eyeswere shut, his mouth dightly open. I didn’t blame him. | hadn’t been standing watch over a
wounded comrade dl night, and | felt like could have taken anap, too.

“What were those things?’ Thomas asked.

“The Knights of the Blackened Denarius,” | replied. “Y ou remember Michad’ s sword? The nail worked
into the hilt?’

“Sure,” Thomas said.

“Therearetwo otherslikeit,” | said. “Three swords. Three nails.”

Thomas s eyes widened for amoment. “Wait. Those nails? From the Crucifixion?’
| nodded. “Pretty sure.”

“And those things were what? Michagl’ s opposite number?’

“Y eah. Each of those Denarian bozos hasasilver coin.”

“Threedlver coins” Thomassad. “I’m drawing ablank.”

“Thirty,” | corrected him.

Thomas made achoking sound. “ Thirty?”

“Potentialy. But Michadl and the others have severa of them hidden away at the moment.”
“Thirty piecesof dlver,” Thomas said, understanding.

| nodded. “ Each coin has the spirit of one of the Fallen trapped inside. Whoever possesses one of the
coins can draw upon the Fallen angel’ s power. They useit to shapeshift into those forms you saw, hed
wounds, dl kinds of fun suff.”

“They tough?’

“Certifiable nightmares,” | said. “A lot of them have been aivelong enough to develop some serious
talent for magic, too.”

“Huh,” Thomas said. “ The one who came through the door didn’t seem like such abadass. Ugly, sure,
but he was't Superman.”

“Maybeyou got lucky,” | said. “Aslong asthey have the coins, ‘hard to kil doesn’t begin to describe
it”



“Ah,” Thomassad. “That explainsit, then.”
“What?’ | asked.

Thomas reached into his pants pocket and drew out asilver coin alittle larger than anickel, blackened
with age, except for the shape of asngle dgil, shining cleanly through the tarnish. “When | gutted Captain
Ugly, thiswent flying out.”

“Hell’sbeld” | spat, and flinched away from the coin.

Thomas twitched in surprise, and the Hummer went into adow dide on the snow. Heturned into it and
regained control of the vehicle without ever taking his eyes off me. “Whoa, Harry. What?’

| pressed my side up against the door of the Hummer, getting asfar as| physicaly could from the thing.
“Look, judt...just don't move, dl right?’

He arched an eyebrow. “Ooookay. Why not?’
“Because if that thing touches your skin, you' re screwed,” | said. “ Shut up asecond and let me think.”

The gloves. Thomas had been wearing gloves earlier, when fingering Justing’ s scarf. He hadn’t touched
the coin with his skin, or he'd dready know how much trouble hewasin. Good. But the coinwasa
menace, and | strongly suspected that the entity trapped inside it might be able to influence the physical
world around it in subtle ways—enough to go rolling away from itsformer owner, for example, or to
somehow manipulate Thomasinto dropping or misplacing it.

Containment. It had to be contained. | fumbled at my pockets. The only container | was carrying was an
old Crown Roya whiskey bag, the onethat held my little set of gaming dice. | dumped them out into my
pocket and opened the bag.

| dready had aglove on my left hand. My paw had recovered significantly from the horrible burnsit hed
gotten several years before, but it till wasn’t what you' d call pretty. | kept it covered out of courtesy to
everyone who might glance at it. | held the little bag open with two fingers of my left hand and said, “ Put
itin here. And for God's sake, don't drop it or touch me with it.”

Thomas s eyes widened further. He bit hislower lip and moved his hand very carefully, until he could
drop theinoffengvelittle disk into the Crown Royd bag.

| jerked the drawstrings tight the second the coin wasin, and tied the bag shut. Then | dapped open the
Hummer’ s ashtray, stuffed the bag insde, and dammed it closed again.

Only then did | draw adow breath and sag back down into my sest.

“Jesus,” Thomas said quietly. He hesitated for amoment and then said, “Harry....isit redly that bad?’
“It sworse” | said. “But | can’t think of any other precautionsto take yet.”

“What would have happened if I’ d touched it?’

“The Falen insde the coin would have invaded your consciousness,” | said. 1t would offer you power.
Temptation. Once you gave in enough, it would own you.”

“I’ve resisted temptation before, Harry.”

“Not likethis” | turned afrank gazeto him. “It' sa Falen angdl, man. Thousands and thousands of years



old. It knows how people think. It knows how to exploit them.”

Hisvoice sharpened alittle. “1 come from afamily where everyone' s an incubus or asuccubus. | think |
know alittle something about temptation.”

“Then you should know how they’d get you.” | lowered my voice and said gently, “It could give Justine
back to you, Thomas. Let you touch her again.”

He stared at me for a second, aflicker of wild longing somewhere far back in his eyes. Then he turned
his head dowly back to the road, his expression dipping into aneutrd mask. “Oh,” he said quietly. After
amoment he said, “We should probably get rid of thething.”

“Wewill,” | said. “ The Church has been up against the Denarians for acouple of thousand years. There
are measures they can take.”

Thomas glanced down at the ashtray for a second, then dragged his eyes awvay and glowered at the
dented hood of his Hummer. “They couldn’t have shown up six months ago. When | wasdriving a
Buick.”

| snorted. “Aslong asyou' ve got your prioritiesin order.”
“I just met them, but dready | hate these guys,” Thomas said. “But why are they here? Why now?’

“Offhand? I’ d say that they were out to wax Marcone and prove to the other members of the Accords
that vanillamortas have no place anong us weirdos—I mean, superhumans.”

“They’ re members of the Accords?’

“I’d haveto look it up,” | said. “1 doubt they’ re signed on asthe ‘ Order of Demon-possessed
Psychotics” But from the way Mantis Girl wastaking, yeah.”

Thomas shook his head. “ So what do they get out of it? What does taking Marcone prove?’

| shrugged. | had already asked myself the same questions and hadn’t been able to come up with any
answers. “No clue” | said. “But they’ ve got what it takes to have torn that building apart, and to get
around or go through the kind of muscle Marcone keeps around him.”

“And what the hell are the Faerie Queens doing getting involved?’ Thomas asked.

| shrugged again. I’ d already asked mysdf that, too. | hate it when | have to answer my own questions
likethat.

We went the rest of the way to Michad’ s place in grey-and-white silence.

His street was on one of the routes being kept plowed, and we had no trouble rolling right up into his
driveway. Michadl himsdlf wasthere with histwo tallest sons, each of them wielding asnow shove as
they labored to clear the driveway and the sdewak and the porch of the ongoing snow.

Michael regarded the Hummer with pursed lips as Thomas pulled in. He said something to his sonsthat
made them trade alook with each other, then hurry insde. Michagl walked down the driveway to my
side of thetruck and looked at my brother, then at the passengersin the backsedt.

| rolled down thewindow. “Hey,” | said.

“Harry,” hesaid camly. “What are you doing here?’



“I just had a conversation with Preying Mantis Girl,” | said. | held up anotebook, where I’ d scribbled
down the angdic sgil whileit was il freshin my memory.

Michaedl took adeep breath and grimaced. Then he nodded. “1 had afeding they might bein town.”
“Oh?’ | asked.

The front door of the house opened, and alarge, dark-skinned man appeared, dressed in blue jeans and
adark leather jacket. He wore a gym bag over one broad shoulder, and had one hand resting casually
ingdeit. He paced out into the cold and the snow asif he' d been wearing full winter-wegther gear, rather
than casud traveling clothes, and stalked over toward us.

Once he got close enough to make out the details hisface plit into abroad, brief grin, and he hurried to
stand beside Michadl. “Harry!” he said, his voice deep, rich, and thick with a Russian accent. “We meet

agan.”

| answered hisgrin. “Sanya,” | replied, offering my hand. He shook it with enough force to crack bones.
“What are you doing here?’

“Passing through,” Sanya said, and hooked a thumb up at the snow. “I was on the last flight in before
they closed the airport. Lookslike | am staying for afew days.” His eyeswent from my faceto the
notebook, and the pleasant expression on his dark face turned to a brief snarl.

“Somebody you know?’ | asked.

“Tessa” hesad. “And Imarid.”

“You ve met, hun?’

Hisjaw clenched again. “ Tessa s second....recruited me. Tessais here?’

“With friends.” | sketched the Sigil I’d seen on the blackened denarius afew moments before and held it
up to them.

Sanya shook his head and glanced at Michad!.
“Akarid,” Michael said a once.

| nodded. “He sin aCrown Royal bag in the ashtray.”
Michadl blinked. Sanyatoo.

“I hope you have one of those holy hankies. I’ d have taken it to Padre Forthill, but | figured they’ d have
him under observation. | need someplace quiet to hole up.”

Sanyaand Michad traded along, silent look.
Sanyafrowned, examining my brother. “Who isthe vampire?’

| felt Thomas stiffen in surprise. Asarule, even members of the supernatural world can't detect what a
vampire of the White Court truly is, unlesshe' sactudly in the middle of doing something vampity. It'sa
natural camouflage for hiskind, and they rely upon it every bit as much as aleopard does its spots.

But it can be tough to hide things from aKnight of the Cross. Maybe it’ sa part of the power they're
given, or maybeit'sjust apart of the persondity of the men chosen for the job—don’'t ask me which.



I’m fuzzy on the whole issue of faith and the Almighty, and | swim those waters with extreme caution and
asmuch brevity as possible. | just know that the bad guys rarely get to sneak up on aKnight of the
Cross, and that the Knights have a propengity for bringing the truth to light.

| met Sanya’ s gaze for amoment and said, “He' swith me. He' saso the reason Akariel has a date with
theinsde of avault.”

Sanya seemed to consider that for amoment. He glanced a Michaedl, who gave a grudging nod.
The younger Knight pursed hislipsthoughtfully at that, his gaze moving to the backsest.
Hendricks had woken up, but he hadn’t moved. He watched Sanyawith steady, beady eyes.
“Thewoman,” Sanyasaid, frowning. “What is she?’

“Hurt,” | said.

Something like chagrin flickered over hisfestures. “ Da, of course. Y ou would not bring her hereif you
thought her adanger.”

“Nottoyouor me” | sad. “Tessamight have adifferent opinion.”

Sanya' s eyebrows went up. “Isthat how she was wounded?’

“That was after she waswounded.”

“Redly.” Sanyapeered alittle more closdly a Gard.

“Back off,” Hendricks rumbled. “ Comrade.”

Sanyaflashed that swift smile again and displayed open pamsto Hendricks.

Michael nodded to Thomas. “Pull the truck around to the back of the house. With dl this snow piled up it
should be hidden from the street.”

“Thank you, Michadl,” | said.

He shook his head. “ There' s aheater in the workshop, and a couple of folding cots. I'm not exposing the
childrentothis”

“| understand.”

“Doyou?’ Michadl asked gently. He thumped the truck’ s dented hood once, lightly, and waved Thomas
toward the back of the house.

Twenty minutes later we were dl warm, if abit crowded in Michagl’ sworkshop.

Gard lay on acouch, deeping, her color improving amost visibly. Hendricks sat down with hisback to
thewadll beside Gard' s cot, presumably to stand watch, but he’ d started snoring within afew minutes.
Sanya, with the help of Molly and her siblings, was off rounding up food.

| watched as Michael wrapped Akariel up in aclean white hankie embroidered with asilver cross,
muttering aprayer under his breath the whole while. Then he dipped the hankie into a plain wooden box,
also adorned with asilver cross. “Excuse me,” he said. “I need to securethis.”

“Where do they keep those things?’ Thomas asked, after Michagl had departed.



| shrugged. “ Some big warehouse with agazillion identica boxes, probably.”
Thomas snorted.

“Don'teventhink it,” | sad. “Itisn’'t worth it.”

Thomasran his gloved fingers over the white scarf. “Isn’'t it?’

“Y ou saw how these things operate. They’ll manipulate your emotions and self-control, and something
bad would happen to Justine. Or they’d wait until they had you hook, line, and sinker and you were their
meat puppet. And something bad would happen to Justine.”

Thomas shrugged. “I’ ve got one demon in my head aready. What' s one more?’

| studied his profile. “Y ou’ ve got one monster in your head aready,” | countered. “ She barely survived
it

Hewas ill for amoment. Then he dammed his elbow back against the workshop wall, agesture of pure
frustration. Wood splintered, and alittle cold air whooshed in.

“Maybeyou'reright,” hesaidin adull voice.
“Holy crap,” | said. Anideacrystalized in my head, and achill went down my spine.
Thomas rubbed hisebow lightly. “What?’

“I'just had aredlly unpleasant thought.” | gestured at Marcone' s exhausted retainers. “I don't think the
Denarianstook Marcone so that they could erase him and make an example of him.”

My brother shrugged. “Why else would they do it?’
| bit my lip, my somach turning in uncomfortableflips.

“Because” | said, “ maybe they want to recruit him.”

Chapter Fifteen

T homas stood watch over our deeping beautieswhile | went insdeto talk with Michadl and Sanya at
the Carpenter kitchen table.

| laid dl the cards down. See above regarding the generd futility of lying to Knights of the Cross—and
besides, they’ d both more than earned my trust. It didn’t take me very long.

“So,” | said, “1 think we' ve got to move fast, and get Marcone away from them before he’ sforced to
joinup.”

Michadl frowned and folded his broad, work-scarred hands on the table before him. “What makes you
think he' sgoing to tell them no?’

“Marcone sscum,” | said. “But he' s his own scum. He doesn’t work for anyone.”
“You aresure?’ Sanyaasked, frowning thoughtfully.

“Yeah,” | said. “| think that’ swhy they wanted to grab Hendricks and Gard instead of killing them. So
they could force him to take the coin or they’ d kill his people.”



Michael grunted. “It'safrequently used tactic.”

“Not for Tessa,” Sanyasaid, his voice absolutely certain. “ She prefersto find those dready well
motivated to accept acoin. She regardstheir potential talents as a secondary factor to raw desire.”

Michadl acceded the point with anod. “Which would mean that Tessaisn't giving the orders.”
Sanya showed histeeth in asudden, fierce grin. “Nicodemusis here”

“Fu—" | started to swear, but | glanced at Michadl and changed it to, “ Fudgesicles. Nicodemus nearly
killed usdl last time hewasin town. And he did kill Shiro.”

Both of the Knights nodded. Michael bowed his head and murmured a brief prayer.

“Guys” | sad, “1 know that your firg ingtincts tend to be to stand watch againgt the night, turning the
other cheek, and so on. But he' s here with maybe twice the demon-power he had on hislast visit. If we
wait for himto cometo us, he'll tear us apart.”

“Agreed,” Sanyasaid firmly. “Taketheinitiative. Find him and hit the snake before he can cail to strike.”

Michael shook his head. “ Brother, you forget our purpose. We are not given our power so that we can
strike down our enemies, no matter how much they might deserveit. Our purpose isto rescue the poor
soulstrapped by the Fallen.”

“Nicodemus doesn't want to berescued,” | said. “He' sin full collaboration with his demon.”

“Which changes nothing about our duty,” he said. “ Anyone, even Nicodemus, can seek redemption, no
matter what they’ ve done, aslong asthey have breath enough to ask forgiveness.”

“I don’t suppose apair of sucking chest wounds could get us around that?” | asked him. “Becauseif they
would, I"d betickled to provide them.”

Sanyalet out abark of laughter.

Michad amiled, but it was brief and strained. “ My point isthat we can undertake such an aggressive
moveinonly thedirest of circumstances.”

“Faerie stands poised on the brink of aninterna war,” | said. “Which would probably reignite the war
between the Council and the Vampire Courts—and in the bad guys' favor, | might add. One of the most
dangerous men I’ ve ever known is about to have involuntary access to the knowledge and power of a
Fdlen angel, which would give the Denarians access to mgor influence within the United States. Not to
mention the serious persona consequences for meif they succeed in making it happen.” | looked back
and forth between the two Knights, and held up one hand straight over my head. 1 votedire. All in
favor?’

Michadl caught Sanya s hand on the way up, and pushed it gently back down to thetable. “Thisisn't a
democracy, Harry. We serve aKing.”

Sanyafrowned for amoment, glancing at me. But then he settled back in hischair, aglent statement of
support for Michadl.

“Youwant to talk to them?’ | asked Michadl. “Y ou’ ve got to be kidding me.”

“I didn’t say that,” Michadl replied. “But | will not set out to Smply murder them and have done. It'sa
solution, Harry. But it isn't good enough.”



| settled back in my chair and rubbed at my head with one hand. An ache was forming there. “ Okay,” |
sad quietly, trying to make up aplan as| went dong. “What if...1 set up atak? Could you be lurking
nearby for backup?’

Michael sghed. “ There sameasure of sophigiry inthat. Y ou know they’ll try to betray you if it seemsto
beto their advantage.”

“Yeah. Andit'll betheir choiceto do it. That'swhat you' relooking for, isn't it? Some way to ded with
the problem while till giving them a choice about what to do? Preferably in some manner that will get as
few good guyskilled as possible?’

Helooked pained, but Michagl nodded.
“Fine” I sad. “I'll try to set it up.”
“How?’ Sanyaasked.

“Let meworry about that,” | said. | checked the clock onthewall. “Crap. I'm late for ameeting. Can |
borrow your phone?’

“Of course,” Michad said.
| glanced around the quiet house on my way to the phone and frowned. “Where is everyone?’

“Charity took them elsawhere for afew days,” Michad said. “Therewon't be school in this mess,
anyway.”

| grunted. “Where sMolly?’
Michael paused and then shook hishead. “I’m not sure. | don’t think she went with them.”

| thought about it for amoment and thought | knew where she' d be. | nodded around the kitchen. “How
do you keep things running around here with Molly under the roof? 1 figured things would be bresking
down left and right.”

“Lotsand lots of preventive maintenance,” Michadl replied steadily. “ And about twice as much repair
work as| usualy do.”

“Sorry.”

Heamiled. “ Smdl price. She'sworthit.”

Thereasons| like Michadl have nothing to do with swords and the smiting of evil.
| got on the phone and dialed McAndly’ s Pub.

“Mac,” answered Mac, the ever-laconic owner.

“It'sHarry Dresden,” | said. “Is Sergeant Murphy there?’

Mac grunted in the affirmative.

“Put abeer on my tab and tell her I’m on the way?’

Mac grunted yes again.



“Thanks, man.”
He hung up without saying good-bye.

| made another cal and spoke to a humorless-sounding man with aSavic accent. | muttered my
password, so that no one in the kitchen would overhear it, but the connection was so bad that | wound
up al but screaming it into the receiver. That kind of thing isto be expected when you' ve got awizard on
both ends.

It only took the Jolly Northman about ten minutesto get my cal through to my party.
“Luccio,” said ayoung woman'svoice. “What's gone wrong, Harry?’

“Hey!” | protested. “That’ sahdl of athing to say to aman, Captain. Just because I’ m caling in doesn't
mean that there ssomekind of criss.”

“Technicaly true, | suppose. Why areyou caling?’

“Well. There'sacriss”

She made an mmmmmm sound.

“A group known as the Knights of the Blackened Denarius has kidnapped Baron Marcone.”

“The crime lord you took it upon yourself to assst injoining the Accords?’ Luccio asked, amusement in
her voice. “Inwhat way isthat relevant to the White Council?’

“These Denarian creeps are dso signatories of the Accords,” | said. “Marcong sretainers are crying foul.
They’ ve asked meto formally protest the abduction and summon an Emissary to resolve the dispute.”

Seconds of slenceticked by.
“Inwhat way,” Luccio repegted, her voice much harder thistime, “isthat relevant to the White Council ?”

“The Accords don’'t mean anything if they aren’t enforced and supported,” | said. “Inthelong run, it'sin
our own best interests to make sure they’ re supported now, before a precedent is set and—"

“Don’'t bullshit me,” the captain of the Wardens snarled, ahint of an Itaian accent cregping into her
gpeech. “If wetake formal action it could provoke awar—awar we smply cannot afford. We dl know
the Red Court isonly catching its breath. We caniill afford the losseswe' ve dready taken, much less
those we might assumein anew conflict.”

| made sure to keep my voice steady, grim. “Mab has contacted me personally. She hasindicated that it
isstrongly in our own best intereststo intervene.”

It wasn't exactly alie. | hadn’t ever specified who we meant. And with any luck the mention of Mab
would keep Luccio’ s attention completely. The only reason the Red Court hadn’t wiped us out in the
years-long war was that Mab had given the Council right-of-way through the portions of the Nevernever
under her control, allowing us wizards to stay as mobile as our opponents, who had considerably less
difficulty employing morta vehiclesto maneuver itssoldiery.

“Jesu Christi,” Luccio spat. “ She means to withdraw our right-of-way through Winter if we don't
accede to her demands.”

“Wdl,” | said, “she never actualy came out and said that.”



“Of course shedidn’t. She never spesksplanly at dl.”
“She does keep her dedls, though,” | pointed out.

“She doesn’'t make deals she can’t dide out of. She' s forbidden the Ways to her people but also to the
Wyldfae as agesture of courtesy. All she needsto do isrelax her ban against the Wyldfae, and we' d be
forced to trave in strength every time we went through the Ways.”

“Shel sasneaky bitch,” | agreed. | crossed my fingers.

Luccio exhaed forcefully through her nose. “Very well. | will forward the appropriate naotifications,
pending approva by the Senior Council. Which Emissary would you prefer?’

“The Archive. We have aworking relaionship.”

Luccio mmmmm ed again. | heard apencil scratching. “Dresden,” she said, “1 cannot siress to you
enough how vitd it isthat we avoid genera hodtilities, even with ardatively smal power.”

Trandation: Don’'t start another war, Harry.

“But,” she continued, “we can afford to lose the paths through Winter even less”
Trandation: Unless you really have to.

“I hear you,” | said. “I'll do my best.”

“Do better,” Luccio said, her tone blunt. “ There are those on the Senior Council who hold the opinion
that we' re dready fighting one war because of your incompetence.”

| felt heat flush up my neck. “If they bring that up, remind them that my incompetence isthe only reason
they weren't all blasted to molecules by anewborn god,” | shot back. “ And after that, remind them that
because of my incompetence, we' re enjoying a cease-fire that we desperately needed to replace our
losses. And after that—"

“That isenough, Warden,” the captain snapped.

| fought down my frustration and clamped my mouth shut.

Hey, we were coming up on the holidays. They’re atime of miracles.

“I'll natify you when | learn something,” Luccio said, and hung up the phone.

| hung up too, harder than | redlly needed to. | turned to find Michael and Sanya staring at me.
“Harry,” Michael said quietly, “that was Captain Luccio, wasit not?’

“Yesh,” | sad.

“You never told usthat Mab threatened to go back on her bargain.”

“Wdl, no.”

Michael watched me with troubled eyes. “ Because shedidn't. You just lied to Luccio.”

“Yeah,” | said shortly. “Because | need the Council’ s say-s0 to set up the meeting. Because I’ ve got to
set up the meeting so that the gang of murdering bastards who tortured Shiro to death will have a chance



to proveto you that they’ ve ill got it coming.”

“Harry, if the Council learnsthat you' ve mided them—"
“They’ll probably charge me with treason,” | said.
Michedl rose from his seet. “But—"

| stabbed afinger at him. “The longer we delay, the longer those cregps stay in town, the longer
Summer’ s hit men keep coming after me, and the morelikely it isthat innocent people are going to get
hurt in the crossfire. I’ ve got to move fast, and the best way to get the Council to moveisto let it think
itsown assisabout to fal into thefire”

“Harry—" Michael began.

“Don't,” | said. “Don'’t give me the speech about redemption and mercy and how everyone deservesa
second chance. I’'m dl for doing the right thing, Michagl. Y ou know thet. But thisisn't thetime.”

“Then what isright changes because we' rein ahurry?’ he asked gently.
“Even your Book saysthat there' satimefor dl things” | said. “A timeto hea—and atimetokill.”

Michael looked from meto the corner by the back door, where the broadsword Amoracchius rested in
its humble lesther scabbard, its plain, crusader-style hilt bound in wire. “It isn't that, Harry. I’ ve seen
more of what they’ ve done than you have. | have no qualmswith fighting them, if it comesto that.”

“They’ ve dready blown up abuilding, tried to murder me, and set off a Stuation that nearly got your own
children burned down in the crossfire. In what way hasit not cometo that?”

Instead of answering, Michagl shook his head, took up Amoracchius, and walked further into the house.
| scowled after him for aminute and muttered darkly under my bregth.

“Y ou confused him,” Sanyarumbled.

| glanced at the dark-skinned Knight. “What?’

“Y ou confused him,” Sanya repeated. “ Because of what you did.”

“What? Lying to the Council ?| don’t seethat | had much choice.”

“Butyou did,” Sanyasaid placidly. He reached into the gym bag on the floor next to him and drew out a
long saber, an old cavary weapon—Esperacchius. A nail worked into the hilt declared it a brother of
Michad’ s sword. He started inspecting the blade. “Y ou could have smply moved to attack them.”

“By mysdlf?1’m bad, but I'm not that bad.”
“He syour friend. Hewould have come with you. Y ou know that.”
| shook my head. “He'smy friend. Period. Y ou don’'t do that to your friends.”

“Precisdly,” Sanyasaid. “ So instead you have placed your own lifein jeopardy in order to protect his
beliefs. Y ou risk your body to preserve hisheart.” He brought out a smooth sharpening stone and began
stropping the saber’ sblade. “1 suppose he considersit aparticularly messanic act.”

“That'snot why | didit,” | said.



“Of courseitisn’t. He knowsthat. It isn’'t easy for him. Usudly he' sthe one protecting another, willing to
pay the priceif hemust.”

| exhdled and glanced after Michadl. “I don’t know what else | could have done.”

“Da,” Sanyaagreed. “But heis4ill afraid for you.” Hefell quiet for amoment, while hisstone did aong
the sword’ sblade.

“Mindif | ask you something?’ | said.
The big man kept sharpening the sword with a steedy hand. “Not at all.”
“Y ou looked alittle tense when Tessa s name came up,” | said.

Sanya glanced up a mefor a second, his eyes shadowed and unreadable. He shrugged a shoulder and
went back to hiswork.

“She do you wrong?’

“Barely ever noticed me. Or spoketo me,” Sanyasaid. “To her | wasjust an employee. One more face.
She did not carewho | was.”

“This second of hers, though. The one who recruited you.”

Themusclesaong hisjawlinetwitched. “Her nameis Rosanna.”

“And shedoneyouwrong,” | said.

“Why do you say that?’

“’ Cause when you talk about her, your face says that you been donewrong.”

He gave me abrief smile. “ Do you know how many black men livein Russa, Dresden?’
“No. | mean, | figurethey’rekind of aminority.”

Sanya stopped in midstrop and glanced at me for a pregnant moment, one eyebrow arched. “Yes” he
sad, histonedry. “Kind of.”

“More so than in the States, | guess.”

He grunted. “For Moscow | was very, very odd. If | went out to any smaller townswhen | was growing
up, | had to be careful about walking down busy streets. | could cause car accidents when drivers took
their eyes off theroad to stare at me. Literaly. Many peoplein that part of the world had never seena
black person with their own eyes. That is changing dowly, but growing up | was aminority the way
Bigfootisaminority. A fresk.”

| started putting things together. “ That' sthe kind of thing that is bound to make ayoung man alittle
resentful.”

He went back to sharpening the sword. “Oh, yes.”
“So when you say that Tessa prefersto take recruits she knows will be eager to accept acoin...”

“1 speak from experience,” Sanya said, nodding. “ Rosanna was everything that angry, poor, desperate
young man could dream of . Pretty. Strong. Sensual. And shetruly did not care about the color of my



skin.” Sanyashook hishead. 1 was sixteen.”
I winced. “Y eah. Good age for making redlly bad decisions. | speak from experience, too.”

“She offered me the coin,” Sanyasaid. “1 took it. And for five years the creature known as Magog and |
traveled the world with Rosanna, indulged in every vice ayoung man could possibly imagine,
and...obeyed Tessa’'s commands.” He shook his head and glanced up a me. “By the end of that time,
Dresden, | wasn't much more than a beast who walked upright. Oh, | had thoughts and fedlings, but they
were dl davesto my baser desires. | did many things of which | am not—" He broke off and turned his
face away fromme. “1 did many things.”

“Shewasyour handler,” | said quietly. “ Rosanna. She was the one getting you to try the drugs, to do the
deeds. Onelittle step at atime. Corrupting you and letting the Fallen take control.”

He nodded. “ And the whole time | never even suspected it. | thought that she cared about me as much as
| cared about her.” He smiled faintly. “Mind you, | never claimed to be of any particular intelligence.”

“Who got you out?’ | asked him. “ Shiro?’

“Inaway,” Sanyasaid. “ Shiro had just driven Tessafrom one of her projectsin...Antwerp, | believe.
She came storming into Rosanna s gpartment in Venice, furious. She and Rosanna had an argument |
never completely understood—but instead of leaving when | wastold to do so, | stayed to listen. | heard
what Rosannatruly felt about me, heard her report about meto Tessa. And | finaly understood what an
idiot I'd been. | dropped the coin into a cana and never looked back.”

| blinked at him. “ That must have been difficult.”

“My entirelife has been one of asnowbdl in Hell,” Sanyasaid cheerfully. “Though the metaphor is
perhapsinverted. At thetime | judged the action to be tantamount to suicide, Since Tessawas certain to
track me down and kill me—but Shiro had followed her to Venice, and he found me instead.
Michagl—not the Chicago Michadl, the other one—met us at Mataand brought Esperacchius, here,
with him, offering me the chance to work against some of the evil I’d helped to create. From there | have
been Knighting. s good work. Plenty of trave, interesting people, dways anew chdlenge.”

| shook my head and laughed. “ That’ s putting a positive soin onit.”

“I am making adifference,” Sanya said with smple and rock-solid conviction. “ And you, Dresden? Have
you consdered taking up Fidelacchius? Joining us?’

“No,” | sad quietly.

“Why not?’ Sanyaasked, histone reasonable. *Y ou know for what wefight. Y ou know the good we do
for others. Y our cause runsaclose parald to ours:. to protect those who cannot protect themsealves, to
pit yoursdlf againgt the forces of violence and desth when they arise.”

“I'm not redly into thewhole God thing,” | said.
“And | am an agnogtic,” Sanyaresponded.

| snorted. “Hell’sbells. Tell meyou aren't il clinging to that. Y ou carry aholy blade and hang out with
a,gdsﬂ

“The blade has power, true. The beings dlied with that power are...somewhat angdlic. But | have met
many strange and mighty thingssince | took up the sword. If one called them ‘diens instead of ‘angdls’



it would only mean that | was working in concert with powerful beings—not necessarily the litera forces
of Heaven, or alitera Creator.” Sanyagrinned. “A philosophica fine point, true, but | am not prepared
to abandon it. What we do isworthy, without ever bringing questions of faith, religion, or God into the
discusson.”

“Can't arguewith that,” | admitted.
“Sotel me” Sanyasaid, “why have you not considered taking up the sword?’

| thought about it for asecond and said, “Becauseit isn't for me. And Shiro said | would know who to
giveitto.”

Sanya shrugged and nodded his head in acquiescence. * Reason enough.” He sighed. “We could use
Fidelacchius’s power in this conflict. | wish Shiro were with us now.”

“Good man,” | agreed quietly. “He was aking, you know.”
“I thought he just liked the King’'smusic.”

“No, no,” | said. “Shiro himsalf. He was a direct descendent of the last king of Okinawa. Severa
generations back, but hisfamily wasroyalty.”

Sanya shrugged his broad shoulders. “ There have been many kings over the centuries, my friend, and
many yearsfor their bloodlines to spread through the populace. My own family can trace its roots back
to Sdahuddin.”

| felt my eyebrowsrise. “ Sdahuddin. Y ou mean Sdadin? King of Syriaand Egypt during the Crusades?’
Sanyanodded. “ The same.” He paused in midstrop and looked up a me, his eyeswidening.

“I know you're agnogtic,” | said. “But do you believe in coincidence?’

“Not nearly so much as| oncedid,” Sanyareplied.

“That can’t be a coincidence. Both of you descended from roydty.” | chewed on my lip. “Could that
have something to do with who can take up one of the swords?’

“| am asoldier and an amateur philosopher,” Sanyasaid. “Y ou are the wizard. Could such athing be
ggnificant?

| waggled ahand in midair. “Yesand no. | mean, there are alot of factorsthat tie magic to matters of
inheritance—genetic or otherwise. A lot of the old riteswere intimately bound up with politica rulers.”

“Theking and hisland are one,” Sanyaintoned solemnly.
“Well, yesgh.”
Sanyanodded. “Michad showed me that movie.”

“Merlin wasthe only good thing about that movie. That and Captain Picard kicking assin plate mail with
abigax.” I waved my hand. “The point isthat in many cultures, the king or sultan or whatever held a
position of duty and authority that was as much spiritual as physical. Certain energies could have been
connected to that, giving the old kings aform of metaphysical sgnificance.”

“Perhaps something smilar to the power of the Swords?’ Sanyaasked.



| shrugged. “Maybe. By the time | was born the planet was running alittle low on monarchs. Itisn't
something I’ ve looked a before.”

Sanyasmiled. “Well. Now you need only find aprince or princesswilling to lay down hisor her life over
matters of principle. Do you know any?’

“Not so much,” | said. “But I ve got afeding that we re onto something.” | glanced at the clock on the
wall. “It' sgetting late. I’ [l be back herein about two hours, or I'll call.”

“Da,” Sanyasad. “Wewill watch over your criminasfor you.”

“Thanks,” | said, and went back out to the workshop. Hendricks had dumped to the floor and was
deeping. Gard was actudly snoring. Thomas had been pacing restlessy when | entered.

“Well?" he asked.
“Gotta get to Mac’sand meet Murphy,” | said. “Let’sroll.”
Thomas nodded and headed for the door.

| reached into the trash can by the door, took out an empty motor oil can, and tossed it into the least
cluttered corner of the workshop. It bounced off something in midair, and Molly let out a soft yelp,
appearing there amoment later, rubbing ahand to her hip.

“Where d she come from?’ Thomas demanded crosdly.

“What did | miss?’ Molly demanded, her tonefaintly offended. “| had adl the senses covered. Even
Thomasdidn’t know | wasthere.”

“Youdidn't missanything,” | said. “1 just know how you think, grasshopper. If | can’t make you stay
whereit’' ssafe, | might aswell keep you where | can see you. Maybe you' Il even be useful. Y ou’ re with
lJSI”

Molly’ seyesgleamed. “ Excellent,” she said, and hurried over to join me.

Chapter Sixteen
| was more than an hour late, and Murphy was not amused.

“Y our nose looks worse than it did yesterday,” she said when | sat down at thetable. “1 think the black
eyes have grown, too.”

“Gosh, you're cute when you' re angry,” | responded.

Her eyes narrowed dangeroudly.

“It makes your little button nose dl pink and your eyes get bloodshot and even bluer.”
“Did you have any last words, Dresden, or should | just choke you now?’

“Mac!” | cdled, raisng ahand. “Two paée!”

She fixed me with asteady look and said, “Don’t think you can buy your way out of thiswith good



“I don't,” | said, rising. “I'm buying my way out of it with redly, really good beer.”

| walked over to the bar as Mac set two bottles of his microbrewed liquid nirvana down and took off the
caps with adeft twist of hishand, disdaining a bottle opener. | winked at him and picked up both bottles,
then sauntered back over to Murphy.

| gave her my bottle, took mine, and we drank. She paused after thefirst taste and blinked at the bottle
before drinking again more deeply. “Thisbeer,” she pronounced after that, “just saved your life”

“Mac’ samaster beeromancer,” | replied. I'd never tdl him, but at the time | wished he' d serve his brew
cold. I'd haveloved to hold afrosty bottle against my aching head for amoment. Y ou’ d think the pain
from the damned broken nose would fade eventudly. But it just kept on stubbornly burning.

We had settled down at atable along one wall of the pub. There are thirteen tables in the room, and
thirteen wooden pillars, each extensively carved with scenes mostly out of Old World fairy tales. The bar
is crooked and has thirteen stools, and thirteen ceiling fanswhir lazily overhead. The setup of the entire
placeis designed to diffuse and refract random magica energies, the kind that often gather around
practitioners of magic when they’ re grumpy or out of sorts. It offers ameasure of protection from
accumul ated negative energies, enough to make sure that annoying or depressing “vibes,” for lack of a
more precise term, don't adversaly affect the moods and attitudes of the pub’sclientele.

It doesn’t keep out any of the supernaturd riffraff—that’ swhat the sign by the door isfor. Mac had the
place legally recognized as neutrd ground among the members of the Unsedlie Accords, and members of
any of the Accorded nations had aresponsbility to avoid conflict in such aplace, or at least to take it
outside.

Stll, neutral ground is safe only until someone thinksthey can get away with violating the Accords. It's
best to be cautiousthere.

“On the other hand,” Murphy said, more quietly, “ maybe you' re too pathetic to beat to death right now.”
“My nose, you mean. Compared to the way my hand felt, it'snothing,” | said.

“Still can't be much fun.”

“Wel. No.

She watched me through her next sip and then said, “Y ou' re about to play the wizard card and tell meto
butt out.”

“Not exactly,” | sad.

She gave me her cop eyes, dl professiondly detached neutrality, and nodded once. “ So talk.”
“Remember the guysfrom the airport afew years back?’

“Y eah. Killed the old Okinawan guy in the chapel. He died redl bad.”

| smiled faintly. “I think he' d probably argue the point, if he could.”

She shrugged and said, tone quietly flat, “It wasamess.”

“The guys behind it are back. They’ ve abducted Marcone.”

Murphy frowned, her eyes distant for amoment, caculating. “ They’ re grabbing his business?’



“Or forcing him onto their team,” | said. “I’'m not sure yet. We' reworking oniit.”
“We?

“Y ou remember Michae 7’ | asked.

“Charity’ s husbhand?’

“Yegh”

“I remember that at the airport we found a couple of men with no tongues and fake identification. They'd
been killed with long blades. Swords, if you can believethat in thisday and age. It was messy, Harry.”
She put her hands flat on the table and leaned toward me. “I don't like messy.”

“I'madl kinds of sorry about that, Murph,” | said. It's possible that agrain or two of sarcasm was
showing in my reply. “I'll be sure to ask them to put on the kid gloves. If | survive asking the question, I'll
let you know what they say.”

Murphy regarded me camly. “They’ re back, then?’

| nodded. “Only thistime they brought more friendsto the party.”
She nodded. “Where are they?’

“No, Murph.”

“Where arethey, Harry?” Murph asked, her voice hard. “If they’ re that dangerous, I'm not waiting for
them to choose their ground so that we have to rush into a hostile Situation in response to them. We Il go
after them right now, before they have achanceto hurt anyone ese.”

“It'd be adaughter, Murphy.”

“Maybe,” shesaid. “Maybe not. Y ou' d be surprised what kinds of resources the department has gotten
its hands on, what with the whole War on Terror.”

“Right. And you're going to tell your bosseswhat?’

“That the same terrorists who attacked the airport and murdered awoman in the marinaarein the city,
planning another operation. That the only way to ensure the safety of its citizensisto preemptively assault
them. Then show up with SWAT, S, every cop in town, anyone we can get from the Bureau, and all the
military backup available on short notice.”

| sat back in my chair at that, startled at Murphy’ stone—and at the possibilities.

Hell. Thekind of firepower she was talking about might give even the Denarians pause. And given the
current climate, terrorist plot wasal but synonymouswith respond with overwhelming force. Oh,
sure, most modern wesponry was far less effective on supernatura targets than anyone without
knowledge of them would expect—but even reduced to the effectiveness of bee stings, enough bee
stings can be just as deadly asaknifein the heart.

Humanity, at large, enjoys adichotomousrole in supernatural palitics. On the one hand they are sneered
at and held in contempt for being patently unable to come to grips with redlity, to the point where the
supernatura world hardly needed to bother to hide from them. Given hdf a chance, the average human
being would rationdize the most bizarre of encounters down to “unusud but explainable’ events. They
arereferred to as herd animas by alot of the thingsthat prey on them, and often toyed with and



tormented.

On the other hand, no one wantsto get them stirred up, either. Humanity, when frightened and angry, isa
force even the supernatura world does not wish to reckon with. The torches and pitchforks are just as
deadly, in their numbers and their smple rage, asthey ever were—and it was my opinion that most of the
supernatural crowd had very little gppreciation for just how destructive and dangerous mankind had
grown in the past century.

Whichiswhy | found mysdlf sorely tempted to let the Denarians get abig old faceful of angry cop. Five
or sx rifleslike Gard’ smight not kill Mantis Girl—but if you followed them up with thirty or forty pairs of
stompy combat bootsfor al thelittle bugs, Little Miss Clamphands could go down for the count.

Of course, all that was predicated on the idea that the humansinvolved a) knew what they were up
againgt and b) took it serioudy and worked together tightly enough to get the job done. Murphy and the
guysin S might have a pretty good grasp of the situation, but the otherswouldn’t. They’ d be expecting a
soldier movie, but they’ d be getting something out of a horror flick instead. | didn’t for one second
believe that Murphy or Stalings or anyone el sein Chicago could make everyone involved listen to them
once they started talking about demons and mongters.

| rubbed at my head again, thinking of Sanya. Maybe we could try to explain it in more paatable terms.
Instead of “ shapeshifting demons’ we could tell them that the terroristswerein possession (ha-ha, get it?)
of “experimentd geneticaly engineered biomimetic armored suits.” Maybe that would give them the
framework they needed to get the job done.

And maybeit wouldn't. Maybe they’ d run into something out of a nightmare and start screaming in feer.
Coordination and control would go right out the window, especialy if the Denarians had anyone with
enough magicd juice to start blowing out technology. Then would come the panic and daughter and
terror.

“It'sanideq,” | said to Murphy. “Maybe even aworkableidea. But | don’t think itstime has come. At
leadt, not yet.”

Her eyesflashed very blue. “ And you' re the one who decides.”
| took another sip of beer and set the bottle down again, deliberately. “ Apparently.”
“Sayswho?’ Murphy demanded.

| leaned back in my chair. “Inthefirst place,” | said quietly, “evenif you brought in al that firepower, the
best you could hope for isahideoudy bloody, costly victory. In the second place, there sa chancethat |
can resolve thiswhole thing through Council channels—or at |east make sure that when the fur starts
flying, we re not in the middle of the bloody town.”

113 Bljt yCl | ”
“And inthethird place,” | continued, “1 don’t know wherethey are.”

Murphy narrowed her eyes, and then some of the tension abruptly Ieft her features. “Y ou'retdling methe
truth.”

“Usudly do,” | said. “I could probably track them down, given aday or so. But it might not cometo
that.”

She studied my face for amoment. “But you don't think that talk will stop them from whatever they’re



doing here”

“Not achancein hdl. But hopefully I'll talk them out of the woodwork to someplace alittle more out of
theway.”

“What if someone gets hurt while you re scheming?’ she asked. * Those encounters people were having
last night are getting attention. No one’ s been hurt so far, but that could change. I’ m not prepared to
tolerate that.”

“Thosewere something ese,” | said tiredly. “Something | don't think will be athreet to the public.” | told
her about Summer’ s hitters.

Shedrank therest of her beer in asingletip, then sighed. “Nothing’ s ever smplewith you.”
| shrugged modestly.

“Here sthe problem, Harry,” she said quietly. “Last time these maniacs were around, there were bodies.
And there were reports. Several witnesses gave afairly good description of you.”

“And nothing cameof it,” | said.

“Nothing came of it because | wasin charge of the investigation,” Murphy corrected me, her tone dightly
sharpening. “ The case was never closed. And if Smilar eventsbring it up again, there snoway | can
protect you.”

“Sdlingswouldn't...?”

“John would probably try,” Murphy said. “But Rudolph’ s been ladder climbing over in Internd Affairs,
and if he gets an opening he' Il start screaming about it and the case will get kicked up theline and out of
SI’scontrol.”

| frowned a that, turning my bottle around dowly in my fingers. “Well,” | said, “that could complicate
things”

Murphy rolled her eyes. *Y ou think? Dammit, Harry. A long time ago | agreed with you that there were
some thingsthat it was better the department didn’t get involved in. | promised not to go blowing whistles

and raising darms every time things got spooky.” She leaned forward dightly, her eyesintent. “But I’'m a
cop, Harry. Before everything else. My job isto defend and protect the people of thiscity.”

“And what do you think I’'m doing?’

“The best you know how,” she said without hest. “I know your heart isin the right place. But you can be
assincereas hell and till be wrong.” She paused to let that sink in. “And if you' rewrong it could cost
lives. Lives|’m sworn to protect.”

| said nothing.

“Y ou asked meto respect your limitsand | have,” she said quietly. “I expect you to return the favor. If
for one second | think that letting you handle thisis going to cost innocent lives, I’ m not going to stand
quietly inthewings. I’'m going in and bringing everything | can get my hands on with me. And if | do thét,
| expect your complete support.”

“And you' re the one who gets to decide when that is?” | demanded.

Shefaced mewithout flinching, not amillimeter. “ Apparently.”



| leaned back in my seat and sipped beer with my eyes closed.

Murphy didn’t know everything that was at stake here. More than anyone e se on the force, sure, but she
was operating under only partid knowledge. If she made the wrong call, she could redly screw things up
beyond al ability to conceive.

She' d probably had that same exact thought about me, and on more than one occasion.
I’d asked Murphy for alot when I’ d asked her to trust me.

How could | not return the favor and il call mysdlf her friend?

Smple

| couldn’t.

Hdll, if shedecided to goin, she'd do it with or without me. In that circumstance my presence could
mean the difference between abloody victory and adisaster, and. ..

And | suddenly fdlt alot more empathy for Michadl’ s confusion.

| opened my eyes again and said quietly, “Y ou decide to bring CPD in, you' |l have my cooperation. But
you've got to believe me: Thisisn't thetimefor that kind of solution.”

Sheran her thumb over ascar in the wooden table. “What if that building had been full of people, Harry?
Families. These Denarians could have killed hundreds”

“Givemetimg” | sad.

She put her hands on the tabl€e' s edge and rose, facing me with those same neutral eyes again. Asshe
started to spesk | got atwisty feeling in the pit of my stomach. “1 wish | could,” she said, “but—"

The door to the pub dammed open hard enough to strain its hinges and leave marks against the old
woodenwall.

A...thing...camethrough the door. It was hard for meto tell what it was at first. Imagine abig man trying
to squeeze into adoghouse. He hasto crouch down and go in Sdeways, one shoulder a atime, moving
very carefully to avoid harming himsdf on the door frame. That’ swhat this huge, grey-furred thing looked
like. But with horns and cloven hooves.

The enormous gruff—severa feet tdler than any ogre or troll I d ever seen—squeezed dl the way
through the door and then rose to a crouch. His head, shoulders, and the top part of his back pressed
againg the celling. Hunched awkwardly, he dowly scanned the room, his golden eyes gleaming around
their rectangular pupils. Each knuckle of his closed fists was the size of afreaking cantaloupe, and a
heavy, pungent animal scent filled theair.

Thanks to the snow, the pub wasn't crowded—just afew regulars, plus Murphy and me. But even o,
thiswasn't something you saw every day, and the room went totaly ill.

Thegruff ' s gaze settled on me.

Then he duckwalked toward my table. Mac raced for the switch that turned off the fans, but the first
couple of spinning blades the gruff passed struck sharply againgt his curling horns—and shattered. He did
not so much as blink. He stopped beside my table and surveyed Murphy, then turned his huge, heavy
gazeto me.



“Wizard,” herumbled in avoice so deep that | could fedl it better than | could hear it. “1 have come
hence to speak to thee about mine younger brothers.” The gruff ' s huge eyes narrowed, and its knuckles
cresked like shipping hawsers asitsfists tightened. “ And the harms thou hast wrought upon them.”

Chapter Seventeen

| picked up my staff and rose to face the enormous gruff.

Murphy watched me with very, very wide eyes.

“Thisisneutra ground,” | said quietly.

“Aye,” the gruff agreed. “The Accords alone keep thy neck unbroken, thy skull uncracked.”

“Or your enormous ass uncooked,” | replied, staring up and setting my jaw. “Don’t start thinking it would
be easy, Tiny.”

“Mayhap, and mayhap not,” the gruff rumbled. “’ Tisa question answered only by thefied.”

| breathed as shallowly as| could. The huge gruff didn’t smell bad, precisely—but he sure ashdll smelled
alot. “Speak.”

“Wefind oursdves at odds, friend of Winter,” the gruff rumbled.
“Friend of Summer, too,” | sad. “They gave mejewery and everything.”

“Aye” the huge gruff said. “Y ou have done good service to my Court, if not to my Queen. | am
surprised, then, at your use of the bane’ pon two of my younger kin.”

“The bane?” Murphy said quietly.
“Iron,” | cdlarified. | turned back to the gruff. “They were trying to kill me. | wanted to survive.”

“No friend of either Court would so employ the bane, wizard,” the gruff growled. “Did you not know
this? It is more than amere weapon, and the pain it causes more than smple discomfort. It isapoison,
body and spirit, that you have used’ pon us.”

| glared at the bigidiot. “ They weretrying to kill me,” | repeated, only more dowly, you know, soit
would bedl insulting. “1 wanted to survive.”

The gruff narrowed its eyes. “ Then you intend to continue as you have begun?’
“l'intend to survive,” | replied. “I didn't ask for thisfight. | didn't beginit.”

“Thou' rt fated to die in any case, mortal, soon or late. Why not face it with honor and make thy passing

more peaceful thereby?’

“Peaceful 7’ | asked, bardly containing alaugh. “If | go down fighting, Tiny, | plan for it to be about as
unpeeceful asthings get.” | jabbed afinger a him. “I’ ve got nothing against you and your brothers, Tiny,
except that you keep trying to freaking kill me. Back off, and it won't haveto get any uglier than it

dready has”

The gruff growled. It sounded like adump truck grinding itsgears. “That | will not do. | will servemy
Queen.”



“Then don’t expect anything but more of the same fromme,” | replied.

“Y ou would behave thisway in the service of Winter 7’ the gruff demanded, incredulous. “Y ou, who
struck the heart of Arctis Tor? What hold has the Dark Queen ’ pon you, morta ?’

“Sorry, Tiny, but you aren’t nearly as specid asyou think you are. Thisis pretty much theway | behave
every time someone triesto whack me.” | gestured at him with my staff. “ So if you came hereto try to
talk meinto lying down and dying, you can leave the way you camein. And if you' re the one coming
after me next, you' d better have more brains than your brothersdid, or I'm going to leave you as a great
big pile of cold cuts and spareribs.”

The gruff growled again and gave me atiff nod. “Then come out. And let us settlethis.”
Uh. Uh-oh.

Showing bravado to the bad guys—or the not-so-bad guys, asthe case may be—isagiven, apart of the
territory. But I’ d never taken on anything with the sheer mass of Tiny the gruff, and | redly didn’t think
I’d care to try my hand against him without one hell of alot of preparation firdt. | dso had to remember
that big didn’t necessarily equd stupid, not given the circles he gpparently moved in.

Infact, most of the higher reaches of the Summer Court knew aformidable amount of countermagic. If
Tiny here had hdf the ability I’ d seen demonstrated in the past, | would bein red troublein astraight
fight. All he had to do was stand outside and wait. Mac' s place had only the one door.

Worse, Thomas and Molly were waiting outside in Thomas' s barge, and they would be suretojoinin. |
was't sure what could happen at that point. Leaving totaly aside the fact that we' d be brawling in the
middle of Chicago in broad daylight, | had to think that the gruff might have backup waiting nearby to
intervene if anyone outside the business of the Courts of Winter and Summer tried to interfere. Molly was
of limited capability in afight, and Thomas tended to believe that the best way to gpproach any given
combat was with a maximum of power, speed, and aggressive ferocity.

Things could get redlly messy, redly fast.

| wastrying to think of away of getting out of thiswithout getting anyone killed when Murphy put her gun
onthetableand said in avery clear, loud, chalenging tone, “I don't think so.”

The gruff turned to stare at her in surprise.
So did Mac.

So did everyone e sethere.

Heck, sodid I.

Murphy stood straight up and turned to face the enormous gruff with her feet spread. “1 will not let this
chdlengeto my authority pass.”

The gruff tilted its head to one side. Its horns dug furrows in the wooden ceiling.
Mac winced.
“Lady?’ it rumbled.

“Do you know who | am?’ Murphy asked.



“A lady knight, ashield bearer of thismortal demesne,” the gruff replied. “An...officer of thelaw, or so |
beieveitiscdled”

“Thet'sright,” shesaid camly.

“I make no chdlengeto your authority, Dame...”

“Murphy,” shesad.

“Dame Murphy,” rumbled the gruff.

“But you do,” Murphy said. “Y ou have threstened one | am sworn to protect.”

The gruff blinked—a considerable gesture on his scle—and glanced a me. “ Thiswizard?’

“Yes,” Murphy said. “Heisacitizen of Chicago, and | am sworn to protect and defend him against those
who would harm him.”

“Dame Murphy,” the gruff said tiffly, “this matter isnot one of mortal concern.”

“Thehdl itisn't,” Murphy said. “ Thisman livesin Chicago. He paystaxesto the city. Heis beholden to
itslaws.” She glanced aside a me, and her mouth quirked wryly. “If heisto suffer the headaches of
citizenry, ashemug, then it isfair and lawful that he should enjoy the protections offered to every citizen.
Heistherefore under my protection, and any quarrel you have with him, you aso have with me.”

The gruff stared at her for amoment, eyes narrowed in thought. “ Art thou quite certain of thy position,
Dame Murphy?’

“Quite certain,” shereplied.
“Even knowing that the duty solemnly charged unto me and my kin might require usto kill thee?’

“Magter Gruff,” Murphy replied, laying ahand on her gun for thefirst time, “consider for amoment what
asted-jacketed round would fed like asit entered your flesh.”

The gruff flicked itsearsin surprise. A number of napkins were blown from the surface of anearby table.
“Thou wouldst aim such weapons of the bane at alawful champion of the Sedlie Court?’

“Inyour case, Master Gruff,” Murphy said, “1 would hardly need to aim.” Then she picked up thegun
and amed it a the gruff s eyes.

| started to panic. Then | saw where | thought Murph was going with thisone, and | had to work to keep
mysdlf from letting out acheer.

Thegruff *sknuckles popped again. “This” it growled, “is neutral ground.”
“Chicago,” shereplied, “ has never sgned any Accords. | will fulfill my duty.”
“Attack me here,” the gruff said, “and | will crush you.”

“Crush me here,” Murphy said, “and you will have broken the Accords while acting on behaf of your
Queen. Wasthat your intention in coming here?’

The gruff ground itsteeth, asound like creaking millstones. “My quarrel isnot with you.”

“If you attempt to take the life of acitizen of Chicago, whom | am sworn to protect, you have made it my



quarrd, Master Gruff. Does your Queen wish to declare war upon the mortal authorities of Chicago?
Would shewish you to decide such athing?’

The gruff stared at her, evidently pondering.

“Lady hasapoint, Tiny,” | drawled. “ There' s nothing to be gained here but trouble, and nothing to be
lost but alittletime. Wak away. Y ou'll find me again soon enough.”

The gruff stared a Murphy, and then at me. If I’d been lessintrepid and fearless, | would have held my
breath, hoping I’ d avoided afight. Asit was, | held my breath mostly to cut down on the smell.

Finally the gruff bowed its head toward Murphy, with more scraping of ceilings and wincing of
bartenders. “Courage,” he rumbled, “should be honored. Though thou art lessaman than | thought,
wizard, hiding behind amorta, however vaiant she may be.”

| let out along breeth asslently as | could and said, “Gosh. Somehow Il try to live with mysdlf.”

“It will not 0’ erburden you long. This| promise.” The gruff nodded once to Murphy, then turned and
scuttled out the way he' d squeezed in. He even shut the door behind him.

Murphy let out her breath and put her gun away in its shoulder holster. It took her two or threetries.
| sank into my chair on weak legs. “You,” | said to Murphy, “are so hot right now.”
She gave me aweak smile. “Oh, now you notice.” She glanced at the door. “Is he redly gone?’

“Yeah,” | said. “I figure heis. The Summer Court aren’t exactly sweetness and light, but they do have a
concept of honor, and if any faerie gives hisword, he'sgood for it.”

Mac did something I"d rarely seen him do.

He got three black bottles out from beneath the bar and brought them over to the table. He twisted the
tops off and put one down in front of me, and another in front of Murphy, then kept the third for himself.

| took up the bottle and sniffed at it. | wasn't familiar with the brew, but it had arich, earthy aromathat
made my mouth water.

Without aword Mac held up his bottle in a salute to Murphy.
| joined him. Murphy shook her head tiredly and returned the saute.

We drank together, and my tongue decided that any other brew it ever had would probably be a bitter
disappointment from this day forward. Too many flavorsto count blended together into something |
couldn’'t describeif I'd had aweek to talk about it. I’d never had anything likeit. It was God' s beer.

Mac drained the bottlein asingle pull, with his eyes closed. When he lowered it, he looked a Murphy
and sad, “Bravely done.”

Murphy’ s face was flushed with relief and with areaction to her beer that was at least asfavorable as
mine. | doubt Mac could have seeniit, but I’ d known Murph long enough to see that she started blushing,
too.

Mac went back to the bar, leaving Murphy and meto finish our bottled ambrosa

“Okay,” Murphy said in awesk voice. “Where were we?’



“Y ou were about to tell me how you thought | was wrong and that the Chicago PD needed to intervene.”

“Oh,” Murph said. “Right.” She stared after the departed gruff for amoment. “Y ou said that that thing
was from the nicer of the two groups causing us grief?’

“Yep,” | sad.
“WEe ve gone up againgt the supernaturd threetimes,” she said quietly. “It'sended badly twice.”

We meaning the cops, of course. | nodded. One of those occasions had killed her partner, Ron
Carmichael. He hadn’t been an angel or anything, but he had been agood man and asolid cop.

“All right,” shesad quietly. “I’'mwilling to hold off for now. On one condition.”

“Nameit.”

“I'min from here on out. Y ou obviousy need someone to protect you from the big, bad billy goats.”
| snorted. “Y eah, obvioudy.”

She held up the last of her beer. | held up mine.

We clinked them, finished them, and went back out into the winter cold together.

Chapter Eighteen
“All right,” | said. “I hearby call thiswar council to order.”

Weweredl sitting around my tiny living room, eating Burger King. Thomas and Mally had voted for
McDondd's, but since | was paying, | sternly informed them that thiswas not a democracy, and Burger
Kingit was.

Hall to the King, baby.
Murphy rolled her eyes over the whole thing.
“War council?” Mally asked, wide-eyed. “ Are we going to start another war?’

“| sort of meant it asametaphor,” | said, as| made sure the ketchup-mustard ratio on my burger was
within acceptable parameters. “I need to decide on my next step, and I’ ve been hit in the head afew
timeslately. Figured my brain could use alittle help.”

“Just now worked that out, did you?” Thomas murmured.

“Quiet, you,” | growled. “Theideaisto generate useful thoughts here.”
“Not funny ones,” Moally said, suppressing alaugh.

| eyed her. Sheate afrench fry.

Murphy sipped at her Diet Coke. “Well,” shesaid, “I don’t know how much advice | can give you until |
know what you' re up againg.”

“I toldyouinthecar,” | said. “ The Knights of the Blackened Denarius.”

“Fdlen angdls, old tarnished coins, psychatic killers, got it,” Murphy said. “But that doesn't tell me what



their cgpabilitiesare.”
“She'sgot apoint,” Thomassaid quietly. “Y ou haven't said much about these guys.”

| blew out a bresth and took a big bite of hamburger to give me amoment to think while | chewed.
“There salot that these thingscan do,” | said afterward. “Mostly, the coins seem to dlow their usersto
dter their physica form into something better suited for afight than aregular human body.”

“Béttle shgpeshifting,” Molly sad. “ Cool.”

“Itisn’t cool,” I told her. Then | paused and admitted, “ Okay, maybe alittle. It makes them harder to
hurt. It makes them faster. It arms them with various forms of weaponry. Claws, fangs, that kind of thing.
Cassiuslooked like he might have had a poisonous bite, for example. Ursie’ swidder could shift into this
huge bear thing with claws and fangs and horns. Another one turned her hair into about amillion strips of
living titanium blade, and they were whipping &l over the place and shooting through walls. Stretched out
liketwenty or thirty feet.”

“I have some customers like that,” Thomas quipped.
Murphy blinked and glanced a him.

| cleared my throat and gave Thomas another glare. “ Another one of them, Nicodemus, didn’'t seemto
do any shapeshifting, but his freaking shadow could legp off the wal and strangle you. Creepy ashdll.”

“They don't dl have, like, auniform or something?’ Molly asked.

“Not even close” | replied. “Each of the Fallen seemsto have its own particular preferences. And |
suspect that those preferences adapt themsaves differently to different holders of the coins. Quintus
Cassus s Fdlen had thiswhole serpent motif going, and Cassus s magic was preity snake-intensve, too.
But hewastotaly different from Ursd, who wastotaly different from Mantis Girl from this morning, who
was different from the other Denarians |’ ve seen.”

Murphy nodded. “Anything else?’

“Goons,” | said. “More like acult, redlly. Nicodemus had a number of followers whose tongues had
been removed. They were fanatics, heavily armed, and crazy enough to commit suicide rather than be
captured by hisenemies”

Shewinced. “Thearport?’
“Yeah”
“That it?”

“No,” | said. “Nicodemus aso had these...cal them guard dogs, | guess. Except that they weren't dogs.
| don’'t know what they were, but they were ugly and ran fast and had big teeth. But al of that isn't what
makes them dangerous.”

“No?’ Thomassad. “Then what is?’
“TheFdlen,” | replied.
Theroomfdl dlent.

“They’ re beings older than time who have spent two thousand years learning the ins and outs of the



morta world and the mortal mind,” | said quietly. “They understand things we literally could not beginto
grasp. They' ve seen every trick, learned every move, and they’ re riding shotgun for each coin holder—if
they aren’'t in the driver’ s seet aready. Every one of them has a perfect memory, alibrary of information
at hisimmediate disposal, and a schemer that makes Cardina Richelieu look like Mother Teresahanging
around in hisbrain asan adviser.”

Thomas stared at me very hard for amoment, frowning. | tried to ignore him.

Murphy shook her head. “Let’s sum up: an unknown number of enemieswith unknown capabilities,
supported by agang of madmen, packs of attack animals, and superhumanly intelligent pocket change.”
Shegave mealook. “It' s sort of tough to plan for that, given how much we don’t know.”

“Wadll, then that' swhat we do next, isn't it?” Molly asked tentatively. “Find out more about them?’
Thomasflicked aglance at Molly and nodded once.

“Todo that we' d haveto find them,” | said.

“A tracking spel1?” Molly suggested.

“| don’'t have any samplesto work with,” | replied. “And evenif | did, somebody on their team was able
to obscure Mab's divining spells. I'm nowhere close to Mab' sleague. My spdiswouldn’t have a

prayer.”

“If they’ ve got that much of an entourage, they’ re going to stick out anywhere even vaguely public,”
Murphy mused. “A gang of toughs with no tongues? If the Denarians are in town, that should make them
relaively easy to locate.”

“Lagt timethey were holed up in Undertown,” | said. “ Believe me, ther€’ s plenty of room for badness
down there.”

“What about the spirit world?” Thomas asked quietly. “ Surely there' s an entity or two who could tell us
something.”

“Possibly,” | said. “1’m on speaking terms with one or two of the loa. But that kind of informationis
ether expengive or unreliable. Sometimes both. And remember who we' re talking about. The Fallen are
heavyweightsin the spirit world. No one wantsto crossthem.”

Molly made afrustrated sound. “If we can't track them with magic, and we can't find them physically,
then how are we supposed to learn more about them?”

“Exactly, kid,” | said. “Hence the whole ‘war council’ concept.”
We atein slence for afew minutes. Then Murphy said, “We re coming at this from the wrong angle.”
“Eh?’ | said wittily.

“WEe rethinking like the good guys. We should be thinking like the bad guys. Figuring out what they had
to face and get around.”

| leaned forward alittle and nodded at her to go on.

“| don’t know as much about the supernatura aspects of this Stuation,” she said. “I don’t know much of
anything about these Denarians. But | do know some things about Marcone. For example, | know that
even if he has some underlings who want to take over the franchise, he’ sgot more who are persondly



loyd or who will figure that bailing him out will regp them some mgor profits.”
“Yeah,” | said, tilting my head &t her. “ So?’

“So wherever they took him, it hasto be somewhere Marcone' s network can't reach. We can be
virtudly certain that they aren’t hiding in plain sght.”

| grunted. “Hell’ sbells, yeah. Not only that, but Marcone plans ahead. He had that panic room ready to
go. Infact...” My eyeswidened. “Thelocation of your secret hidey-hole ought to be awfully secret,
don't you think?’

“Sure” Molly said. “What good isahiding placeif everyone knowswhereitis?’

“The Denarians knew exactly where hewas going,” | said. “The spell they set up to tear down that
building’ s defenses was no spur-of-the-moment magic—it was too complex. 1t had been planned out
ahead of time.”

“Son of abitch,” Thomas swore. * Someone inside Marcone' s organization ratted him out.”
“Soif wefind therat...” Murphy said, catching on.

“Wemight find atrail that leads back to the Nickelheads,” | finished with afierce grin. “Wasthiswar
council concept abrilliant idea or what?’

Molly tittered. “Nickeheads.”

“I haveagift,” | said modestly. Then | added inalow voice, “And Sop giggling. Wizardsdon't giggle.
Bad for theimege.”

Molly buried her giggle in another mouthful of fries.

| durped on my Coke and turned to Murphy. “ So, what we need to do is figure out who's going to
backstab Marcone. Someone highly placed enough to know the location of the safehouse, and who will
profit by Marcone' s absence.”

“Y ou're assuming the informant was complicit,” Murphy said. “That wouldn’t necessarily betrue.
Someone could have inadvertently given information away, or been compelled to cooperate.”

| paused to think about that. “True. So we'll have to start by looking at who could have given avay the
safe house”

Murphy raked her fingers through her dark-golden hair, frowning in thought. “To be honest, Sl doesn’t
crosstrailswith the outfit dl that often. I’ d have to make some calls to find out.”

Thomas drummed hisfingers on the arm of his chair. “The FBI would have more, wouldn’'t they?’
“And you know that guy Rick, right?” Molly said. “ The one who was helping that jerk interrogate me?’

Murphy’s eyes narrowed. She made a noise that wasn't quite an agreement, but wasn't quite adenid,
ether. Murphy hasissues with her ex-husband.

It took Molly about half a second to figure out the expression on Murphy’ sface. She looked around the
room somewhat desperately for amoment. “Uh, so, Harry, what’ swith Mister? He' s been deeping like
alog thewhole time we ve been here”



“Which brings usto the second part of the problem,” | said. “ The hitters from the Summer Court. | think
odds are good that they’ ve got my place under surveillance.”

Thomas arched an eyebrow. “I didn’t sense anything coming in.”
“Y ou didn't sense anything walking through the front door of the pub, either,” Murphy said archly.

“I wascircling the block,” Thomas said crosdy. “Middle of adamned blizzard and you ill can’'t find a
parking spot. | hate thistown.”

“I’ve got warning spells spread out dl around thisplace” | said. “ Anything getswithin ablock and I'll
probably know about it. And you' ve got to get up early in the morning to snesk past Mouse.”

Mouse, who was Sitting in front of Molly making soulful eyesat her chicken sandwich, glanced a me and
wagged histall.

“If they werevery close, I’d know it. They’ re probably spread out in aloose ring, watching who comes
and goes,” | said. “The gruffsdon’t really want to kick my apartment door down—not yet, a any rate.
They’ d rather fight where there won't be collateral damage. But I’ ve got afeding that they aren't at their
best indl thissnow.”

Moally frowned. “Y ou think Mab isinfluencing the weether for you?’
“Maybe the ongoing record snowfdl isacoincidence,” | said. “But if o, it'sawfully convenient.”
“Nothing’ s ever convenient with you, Dresden,” Murphy said.

“Exactly my point.” | rubbed at my jaw. | needed to shave, but my throbbing nose was bad enough
without adding a couple of razor nicksto the mess. | didn’t trust my hands to be steady. There were too
many scary things moving around, and if | stopped long enough to think about how far in over my head |
was getting, | might just crawl into ahole and pull it in after me.

Don’t think, Harry. You know too much about what you' re up against.
Analyze, decide, and act.

“Okay. We can assume that the Summer crew saw us comein. Aslong aswe don't leave, they’ll assume
that we' re il here”

Molly said, “Aha. | wondered why you asked me aong.”

| winked at her. “Know thyself, grasshopper. Y esh. When we leave, | want you to make sure that the
gruffsand their crew don't notice. Hopefully that will buy us some more time while they play patient
hunter and wait for me to expose mysdlf again.”

“Heh,” Thomas sniggered. “ Expose yourself.”

Murphy tossed an onion ring at him, which he caught and popped in his mouth.
“Meanwhile, I've got anew toy for you to play with, Thomas.”

My brother arched his eyebrows and focused his atention on me.

| went into my tiny bedroom and came back out with asmal figurine, arough figure of clay that
resembled Gumby more than anything. | lifted it to my mouth and bresthed on it, then murmured aword



and said, “Catch.”
| tossed it to Thomas. My brother caught it and—

—suddenly atall man, too lanky to look atogether hedlthy and with too many rough edgesto be
handsome, sat in Thomas' s chair, dressed in his clothes. His hair had short wavesin it, and looked
perpetudly rumpled. His eyeswere abit sunken in a permanent state of too little deep, but theline of his
chin, strong and clean, made him look harder and sharper than he might otherwise have appeared.

Hel’sbells. Did | redly look like that? Maybe | needed amakeover or something.

Murphy sucked in abreath and looked back and forth between Thomas, in his new look, and me. Molly
didn’t bother trying to hide her reaction, and just said, “ Cool .”

“What?" Thomas asked. Though the figure speaking looked like me, the sound of my brother’ svoice
was unchanged, and a spot of ketchup from his burger still speckled one side of his mouth. He looked
around for amoment, then scowled, rose, and ducked into my bedroom to look at himsdlf in thelittle
shaving mirror in the drawer in my bathroom. “Y ou' ve invented adall that turns peopleinto their ugly half
brothers, eh?”’

“Get over yoursdlf, prettyboy,” | caled.
“If you think I'm letting you bresk my nose to complete the ook, you'reinsane.”
| grunted. *Y eah, that’ sa problem. | had to set it up to look like | looked the day | finished it.”

“Itisn't aproblem,” Molly said a once. “I'll get my makeup kit and fix up hiseyesfor him, at least. |
don’t know what we can do for his nose, but from a distance he should look right.”

“If helookslikeyou, Harry,” Murphy said, “doesn’t that mean he' s going to be attracting some sort of
hodtile attention?’

Thomas snorted and appeared in the doorway to my bedroom, his face ketchup-free. “Harry walks
around looking likethisdl the time. Now, that would be awful. | can handleit for afew hours.”

“Don't get cuteonme,” | said. “Give ustwo or three hours' lead time, and then head out. Stay on the
roads and keep moving. Don't give them achance to surround you. Y ou’ ve got your cell phone?’

“| suppose,” he said. “But given how much I’ ve been hanging around you two and the bad westher, I d
say the odds were againgt itsworking.” | grunted and tossed him my leather duster and my staff. He
caught them and frowned. “Y ou sure you don’t want these?’

“Just don't losethem,” | said. “If the gruffs saw a double of me who was't wearing the codt, they’ d
know something was up in aheartbeat. Theideaisto keep them from getting suspiciousin thefirst place.
The charm should be good for another six, maybe saven hours. Onceit drops, get back here”

“Yeah, yeah,” Thomas sad, diding into my duster. Theilluson magic didn’t make the thing fit him, and he
had to fiddle with the deeves, but it looked likeit dways did on me. “Karrin, don’t let him do anything
supid.”

Murphy nodded. “I'll try. But you know how heis.” She picked up her coat and shrugged into it.
“Wherearewe going?’

“Back to Gard,” | said. “The Carpenter place. I’ m betting Marcone lft her asample of hishair to useto



track him down, for just such an occasion asthis.”
“But you said you couldn’t get through the, uh. ..the obscuring magic that the Nickelheads have.”

“Probably not. But if | know Marcone, he aso collected samples of hair or blood from his people. To
find them if they ever needed help or...”

Murphy grimaced. “If they rated early retirement.”
“I"'m hoping Gard can give us an ingdetrack on finding the lesk, too,” | said.

Meanwhile, Molly hurried over to Thomas with her makeup kit and began modifying hisface. Thomas's
face was about level with the chin of theilluson-me, if not alittle lower, but I’ d taught Molly the basics
behind my illuson magic—such asit was. My skill with illusonswas pretty basic, and it wouldn't stand
up to any serious examination. Molly was able to scrunch up her eyes and see past it.

Of course, you didn’t have to make theilluson utterly convincing if you could manage to keep people
from having agood reason to take ahard ook at it in thefirst place. Theilluson doesn't haveto be
fancy—it’ sthe misdirection behind it that redlly matters.

Molly had been caught in a Goth undertow of the youth culture, and it showed in her makeup. She had
plenty of blues and purples and redsto darken Thomas s eyes with, and theillusion of my face assumed
an gppearance fairly closeto my own, sansthe swollen nose.

“It'll do,” I said. “Murph, you're driving. Mally, if you don't mind.”

My apprentice grinned as she hurriedly pulled on her coat. Then she stuck her tongue between her teeth,
frowned fiercely, and waved her hand a mewith amurmur. | fdt thekid' sveil conged about melikea
thin layer of J&I-O, awobbly and dippery sensation. The world went alittle bit blurry, asif | were
suddenly looking a everything through hazy green water, but Murphy’ sface turned up into agrin.

“That'svery good,” shesaid. “l can't seehimat al.”

Moally’ sface was set with concentration as she maintained the spell, but she glanced at Murphy and
nodded her head in acknowledgment.

“Right,” | said. “Comeon, Mouse.”

My dog hopped to hisfeet and trotted over eagerly, waving histall.
Murphy looked in my genera direction, and arched an eyebrow.

“If the gruffsdon’t buy it, | want dl the early warning | can get,” | told her.

Shelowered her voice and murmured, “ And maybe you' re alittle nervous about going out without the
coat and the staff 7’

“Maybe,” | sdid.

It was only ahaf lie. Insulting nickname or not, coat and staff or not, the more | thought about what we
were up againgt, the moreworried | became.

| wasn't nervous.

| was pretty much terrified.



Chapter Nineteen

| t was dark by the time we got to Chez Carpenter, and we were beginning to dow down to turn into the
driveway when Murphy said, “ Someon€e stailing us”

“Keegp driving,” | snapped at once, from where | was crouched down in the back of Murphy’s Saturn. |
fdt like agroundhog trying to hidein agolf divot. “Go past the house.”

Murphy picked up speed again, accelerating very dowly and carefully on the snowbound Streets.

| poked my head up just enough to peer into the night behind us. Mouse sat up with me and looked
solemnly and carefully out the back window when | did. “ The car with one headlight pointing alittle to the
left?’ | asked.

“That’ s the one. Spotted him about ten minutes ago. Can you see his plates?’
| squinted. “Not through this snow and with hislightsin my eyes.”

Molly turned and knelt in the passenger seat, peering through the back window. “Who do you think it
is?’

“Molly, st down,” Murphy snapped. “We don't want them to know that we' ve seen—"

The headlights of the car behind us grew brighter and began to sweep closer. “Murph, they saw her.
Herethey come.”

“I'msorry!” Mally said. “I’'m sorry!”
“Get your seat beltson,” Murphy barked.

Murphy began acceerating, but our pursuer closed the distance within afew seconds. The headlights
grew brighter, and | could hear the roar of abig old throaty engine. | scrambled up to the backseat and
clawed at the seat bdlt, but Mouse was sitting on the other side of the buckle, and before | could get it
out from under him Murphy screamed, “Hang on!”

Collisons are dways louder than | expect, and this one was no exception. The pursuing car smashed into
the rear of the Saturn at maybe forty miles an hour.

Metal screamed.

Fiberglass shattered.

| got dammed back against my seat and then whiplashed into the back of the driver’ s seet.
Mouse bounced around, too.

Molly screamed.

Murph swore and wrenched &t the steering whed.

It could have been worse. Murphy had gained enough speed to mitigate the impact, but the Saturn went
into aspin on the snowy streets and revolved in agraceful, dow-motion ballet.

Samming my nose into the back of Murphy’ s seet didn't fed very good. Infact, it felt so not-good that |
lost track of what was going on for afew seconds. | was vaguely aware of the car spinning and then



crunching broadside into an enormous mound of snow.

The Saturn’s engine coughed and died. My pounding heart sent thunder to my ears and agony to my
nose. | barely heard the sound of a car door opening and closing somewhere nearby.

| heard Murphy twist around in her chair and gasp, “Gun.” She drew her weapon, unfastened her seat
belt, and tried her door. It was pressed into asolid wall of white. She snarled and crawled acrossa
stunned Mally’ slap, fumbling at the door.

| lurched to the other side of the car and clawed at the door until it opened. Whenit did | saw adightly
smashed-up car in the middle of the street, idling with both doors open. Two men stalked toward us
through the snow. One was holding what looked like a shotgun, and his partner had an automatic in either
hand.

Murphy threw herself out of the car and darted to one side. It wasn't hard to figure out why—if she'd
garted shooting immediately, Molly would have been in the line of any return fire. Murphy moved swiftly,
crouched as close to the ground as she could get, but to do so cost her a precious second.

The shotgun roared and spat fire.
The blast smashed Murphy to the ground like ablow from adedgehammer.

At the sght my scrambled brain congedled. | drew up my will, flung out a hand, and screamed, * Ventas
servitas!”

Wind roared forth from my outstretched fingers. | directed it a the snow-covered ground in front of our
attackers, and a sudden storm of flying bits of ice and snow engulfed the gunmen.

| kept the pressure on them, maintaining the spell, as1 shouted, “Molly! Get to Murphy! Vel and first
ad”

Molly shook her head and gave me a glassy-eyed stare, but she climbed out of the car and staggered
over to Murphy. A second later both of them vanished from sight.

| let up on the wind spell. Moving enough air to keep agale-force wind going isalot morework than
anyonethinks. The air went gtill again except for swirling eddies of wind, frost devilsthat danced about in
haf adozen whirling helices of snow. The two gunmen were reveded, crouching low, their arms il
upraised to shield their eyesfrom thewind and stinging flakes of ice.

| missed my staff. | missed my duster. But | wasn't missing the .44 revolver | drew from my coat’s
pocket and aimed at the bad guys, while | raised my left hand, shaking the shield bracel et there out from
under the deeve of my coat.

| recognized one of the two gunmen, the one with the brace of pistols. His name was Bart something or
other, and he was muscle for hire—cheap muscle, at that, but at least you got what you paid for. Bart
was the kind of guy you called when you needed someone' s ribs broken on a budget.

The other guy wasfamiliar, too, but | couldn’t put anameto him. Comeon, it wasn't like | hung around
in outfit bars, getting to know everyone. Besides, dl | really needed to know wasthat he' d shot Murphy.

| started walking forward, Sraight at them, and stopped when | was maybe fifteen feet away. By thetime
| got there they werefindly getting the ice and snow out of their eyes. | didn’t wait for them to get their
vison back. | amed carefully and put a bullet through shotgun boy’ sright knee.



He went down screaming, and kept screaming.

Bart turned toward me and raised both guns, but my shield bracelet was ready. | made an effort of will,
and ahemisphere of shimmering, tranducent silver force flickered to life between Bart and me. He
emptied both automatics at me, but he might aswell have been shooting water pistols. My shield caught
every shot, and | angled it to deflect the rounds up into the air rather than into one of the housesin the
neighborhood around us.

Bart’ sguns clicked empty.

| lowered the shield and lifted my revolver as he fumbled at his pockets for fresh magazines. “Bart,” |
chided him, “Think this one through.”

Hefrozein place, and then dowly moved his hands away from his pockets.
“Thank you. Guesswhat | want you to do next?’

He dropped hisguns. Bart wasin hislate thirties and good-looking, tal, with the frame of aman who
spent alot of histime a the gym. He had little weasel eyes, though, dark and gleaming. They darted | eft
and right, asif seeking possible avenues of escape.

“Don’'t make me shoot you in the back, Bart,” | said. “Bullet could hit your spine, pardyze you without
killing you. That would be awful.” | moseyed over to him, keeping the gun trained on him and making
sure | aways had aclear view of the other gunman. He was gtill screaming, though it had ahoarse,
thready sound to it now. “Do you know who | am?’

“Dresden, Jesus,” Bart said. “Nothing persona, man.”
“Youtried to kill me, Bart. That'sjust about as persond asit gets.”
“Itwasajob,” hesaid. “Just ajob.”

And | suddenly remembered where I’ d seen the other guy before: unconsciousin the halway outside
Demeter’ s office at Executive Priority. Hewas one of Tordli’ sflunkies, and he did not gppear to have
much more savvy than hisboss.

“Job’sgonnaget you killed one day, Bart,” | said. “Maybe even right now.” | called out, “Molly? How is
she?’

Murphy’ s voice came back to meinstead of Molly’s. “I’'mfine,” she said. The wordswere clipped, asif
shewerein pan. “Vest stopped dl but one of the balls, and that oneisn’t bad.”

“Her amisbleeding, Harry,” Molly said, her voice shaking. “1t' s stopping, but | don't think there's
anything esel cando.”

“Murph, get back to the car. Stay warm.”
“Likehdl, Harry. | will—’

| completed the sentence for her. “—go into shock. Don’'t be stupid, Murph. | can’t lug your
unconscious body around and keep these guys under control.”

Murphy growled something vaguely threatening under her breeth, but | heard Molly say, “Here, let me
help you.”



Bart’ sbeady eyeswere dl but bugging out of his head as he searched for the source of the sound of
Molly’ svoice. “What? What the hell?’

By now, | was sure, people in the houses around us had called the palice. | was sure that the cops would
be afew moments|onger than usud arriving, too. | wanted to be gone by then, which meant that | didn’t
have much time. But Bart didn’t have to know that. Just like Bart didn’t have aclue what he' d gotten
himsdf involved in.

| most likely didn’t have timeto grill even one of the gunmen. Tordli’ s goon was hurt and probably mad
ashell a me. He was probably moreloyd to Tordli, too, if hewas apersond retainer. Thet redlly left me
only one smart option for gathering information.

| stepped forward, shifting my gun to my left hand, and held out my right. | spoke aquiet word and a
gphere of fire, bright asatiny sun, kindled to lifein the air above my right hand. | turned asow stareon
Bart and stepped closeto him.

Thethug flinched and fdll onto hisassin the snowy Stredt.

| released the sphere of fire, and it drifted closer to Bart. “Look, big guy,” | said in an amiabletone. “I’ve
had atense couple of days. And I’ ve got to tell you, burning someone' s face off sounds like agreat way
to relax.”

“I wasjust ahire!” Bart sammered, scooting back on his buttocks from the little sphere of fire. “Just a
driver!”

“Hired to do what?’ | asked him.

“| was just supposed to put you off the road and cover the shooter,” Bart half screamed. He pointed a
finger a the wounded man. “Him.”

| spread my fingersalittle wider, and the flaming sphere jJumped afew inches closer to the goon’ sface.
“Bart, Bart. Let’ s not change the focus here. Thisis about you and me.”

“I’'m just acontractor!” Bart al but screamed, writhing to get hisface farther away from thefire. “They
don't tdl guyslike me shit!”

“Guys like you dways know morethan you'retold,” | said. “ So you' ve got something you can give the
copsto keep yoursdf out of jail.”

“I don't!” Bart said. “| swear!”

| smiled at him and pushed the fire sphere alittle closer. “Inhdeblue” | said. “Exhae pink. Hey, thisis
relaxing.”

“Tordli!” Bart screamed, throwing up hisarms. “Jesus, it was Tordlli! Tordli wanted thejob done! He's
been getting ready to move on Marcone!”

“Sincewhen?’ | demanded.
“| don’'t know. Couple of weeks, maybe. That's when they brought mein! Oh, Jesus!”

| closed my hand and snuffed out the sphere of fire before it could do more than scorch the deeves of
Bart's coat. Helay there on the ground breathing roughly, and refused to lower hisarms.

The sound of Srens ghosted through the streets. It wastime to go.



“He been talking to anyonelately?” | demanded. “ Anyone new? Setting up an dliance?’
Bart shook his head, shuddering. “I ain’'t one of hisfull-timers. | ain’'t seen nothing like that.”
“Harry!” Molly screamed.

I’ d gotten too intent on the conversation with Bart, and I’ d been too worried about Murphy to remember
to take everybody’ s guns away. The gunman on the ground had recovered his shotgun and worked the
action, gecting aspent shell and loading anew round. | spun toward him, raising my shield bracelet. The
problem was that my spiffy redesigned bracelet, while better in alot of waysthan the old one, took alot
more power to use, and asaresult | could bring it up only so fast. | threw mysdlf to the ground and tried
to put Bart between me and Tordli’ s hitter. Bart scrambled franticaly to clear the line of fire, and | knew
that | wasn't going to get the shild up in time.

Mouse must have darted off to the Side at the beginning of the confrontation, because he appeared out of
the shadows and came bounding through nearly three feet of snow asif he’ d been running on racetrack
turf. He was moving so fast that abow wave of flying snow literdly preceded him, like when a speedboat
cuts through the water. He hit Tordlli’ s hitter just as the man pulled thetrigger.

Shotguns are loud. Bart screamed an impolite word.

Mouse seized Tordli’s man by hiswounded leg, the one I’ d shot aminute ago, and began wrenching him
around by it, shaking him as easly asaterrier shakes arat. The goon had another ear-piercing scream
left in him, ahigh-pitched thing that sounded like it had come from a daughterhouse hog. The shotgun
flew from hisfingers, and he began flopping like arag dall, unconscious from the pain.

The sirens grew louder, and | pushed mysdlf back to my feet. Bart lay on the ground, rocking back and
forth and screaming. The wild shotgun blast had hit him right in the ass. Therewas alot of blood on his
jeans, but he didn’t seem to be gushing anything from amgjor artery. Granted, depending on how much
of the shot he' d caught, the wound could potentialy maim, cripple, or maybe even kill him if therewas
any interna bleeding. But there are worse placesto get hit, and with al the adrenaline surging through me,
it seemed pretty hilarious.

Cackling, | called to Mouse and ran for the car.

Moally aready had Murph buckled into the passenger seat. | had to crawl across her to get to the driver’s
sde. Shelet out ablistering curse as| accidentally bumped her arm. The driver’ s chair was practically
touching the steering whedl, and for a second | thought | was going to have to push down the pedalswith
one hand and drive with the other, but | managed to find the lever that made the seet dide back, and the
car sarted on thefirst try.

“Dammit, Dresden,” Murphy wheezed. “ There were wegponsinvolved. We have to go back.”

Mouse sailed into the backseat through the open door, and Mally closed both doors on that side of the
car. | rocked the steering wheel and wiggled the Saturn loose from the snow, then started off down the
dreet. | sill had anirrational smile plastered on my face. My cheeks hurt. “Not a chance, Murphy.”

“Wecan't just let them go.”

| suppressed another round of adrenaine giggles. “ They aren’'t going anywhere. And I’ m personanon
grata, remember? Y ou want to get caught at the scene of ashooting with me mixed up in it?’

“ Bth—”



“Dammit, Murphy,” | said, exasperated. “Do you want meto go to jail ? If we go back now, Torelli’s
goon tdlsthem | shot him. They take my gun, and if they can find the bullet, or if it' s<till in hisleg, it's
assault with adeadly weapon.”

“Not if you were defending yourself,” Murphy grated.

“Inafarworld, maybe,” | said. “Asitis, if there’ sno one but outfit goons there, two guys with records
and aknown association, both of them wounded, the cops are going to assume that they quarreled and
shot each other. Two bad guys go away, you keep your job, and | don’t get pulled off of this
case—which isthe samething as getting killed.” | glanced aside at her. “Who loses?’

Murphy didn’t say anything for amoment. Then she said, “ Everyone loses, Harry. The law isthereto
protect everyone. It’ s supposed to apply equaly to everyone.”

| sighed and paid attention to the road. I’ d drive for afew minutesto be sure we werein the clear, and
then circle back to Michadl’ s place. “ That’ swishful thinking, Murph, and you know it. Pretty sure
Marcone slawyerslove that attitude.”

“Thelaw isn't perfect,” shereplied quietly. “But that doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t try to make it
work.”

“Domeafavor,” | sad.
“What?’

“Hold your nose shut, put on a Philadel phiaaccent, and say, ‘1 am thelaw.

Murphy snorted and shook her head. | glanced aside at her. Her face was pae with pain, her eyesalittle
glassy. Her left arm was wrapped up in what looked like stripstorn from Molly’ s T-shirt.

| checked the rearview. My apprentice was, indeed, wearing nothing but agreen lace braunder her
winter coat. She was crouched down with both arms around Mouse, her face buried in his snow-frosted
fur.

“Hey, back there,” | said. “ Anyone hurt?’
Mouse yawned, but Molly checked him over anyway. “No. We re both fine.”

“Cool,” | said. | looked over my shoulder for asecond to give Molly asmile. “Nice veil back there. Fast
ashdl. You did good, grasshopper.”

Molly beamed at me. “Did my facelook like that when you did that little ball-of-fire thing to me?’

“I prefer to think of it asalittle ball of sunshineg,” | said. “ And you were stoic compared to that guy,
grasshopper. You did agood job too, furface,” | told Mouse. “1 owe you one.”

Mouse opened his mouth in adoggy grin and wagged histail. It thumped against Mally, scattering alittle
snow againgt bare skin. She yelped and burst into alaugh.

Murphy and | traded alook. If the gunman had squeezed the trigger a hundredth of a second sooner or
later, Murphy would be dead. The blast could have taken her in the head or neck, or torn into an artery.
Without Mouse I’ d probably be dead, too. And if they’ d gotten me and Murphy, | doubted they’ d have
left Molly behind to testify against them.

That one had been close—no supernatural opposition necessary. Molly might not realize that yet, but



Murphy and | did.

“How’sthearm, Murph?’ | asked quietly.

“Judt hit muscle” shesaid, closing her eyes. “It hurtslike hell, but it isn't going to kill me.”
“Y ou want meto drive you to the emergency room?’

Murphy didn’t answer right away. There was alot more to the question than thewordsinit. Doctors are
required by law to report any gunshot wound to the authorities. If Murph went in for proper medical
treatment, they’ d report it to the cops. And, since she was a cop, it would mean that she had to answer
al kinds of questions, and it would probably mean that the truth of what happened behind us would come
out.

It wasthe responsible, law-abiding thing to do.
“No, Harry,” she said finally, and closed her eyes.

| exhaled dowly, relieved. That answer had cost her something. My hands had started shaking on the
whed. Generaly speaking I'm fine when there€ sacrissin progress. It' s afterward that it starts getting to
my nerves. “ Sit tight,” | said. “We |l get you patched up.”

“Jugt drive,” she said wearily.
So | drove.

Chapter Twenty
“T hisisgetting awfully murky, Harry,” Michad said, worry inhisvoice. “1 don't likeit.”

Snow crunched under our feet as we walked from the house to the workshop. The daylight was fading as
asecond front hit the city, darkening the skieswith the promise of more snow. “I don't likeit much
ether,” | replied. “But nobody came rushing up to present me with options.” | stopped in the snow.
“How’ sMurphy?’

Michadl paused beside me. “ Charity isthe onewho’ s had actual medical training, but it seemed asmple
enough injury to me. A bandage stopped the bleeding, and we cleaned the wound thoroughly. She should
be careful to monitor her condition for the next few days, but | think she'll bedl right.”

“How much painisshein?’ | asked.

“Charity keeps some codeine on hand. It isn't as strong as the painkillers at ahospita, but it should let
her deep, at least.”

| grimaced and nodded. “1’m going to hunt up the Denarians, Michad.”
Hetook a deep breath. “Y ou're going to attack them?”

“I should,” | said, alittle more sharply than I’d meant to. “Because there are people who don’t deserve a
second chance, Michadl, and if theselosers don’t qudify for the permanent shit lit, | don’t know who
does.”

Michadl gave measmdl smile. “Everyone does, Harry.”

A little shiver went through me, but | didn’t let it show onmy face. | just rolled my eyes. “Right, right.



Origind sin,

God'sgrace, I've heard this part before.” 1 sighed. “But I’m not planning to assault them. | just want to
learn whatever | can about them before we square off.”

Michael nodded. “Which iswhy we' re standing out in the snow talking, | takeit.”
“I need whatever information you can give me. And | don’t need another philosophical debate.”

Michadl grunted. 1 dready got in touch with Father Forthill. He sent over areport on who we think
might bein townwith Tessa”

| spent a couple of seconds feding like an argumentative jerk. “Oh,” | said. “ Thank you. That. . .that
could hdpalot.”

Michadl shrugged. “WEe ve learned to be wary of even our own intelligence. The Fallen are masters of
deception, Harry. Sometimesit takes us centuries to catch one of them lying.”

“I know,” | said. “But you must have something solid.”

“Alittle” hesaid. “We arefairly certain that Tessaand Imariel are the second-eldest of the Denarians.
Only Nicodemus and Anduriel have been operating longer.”

| grunted. “Are Tessaand Nicodemus rivals?’
“Generdly,” Michad replied. “Though | supposeit bears mentioning that they’ re aso husband and wife.”
“Match madein Hdl, en?

“Not that it seems to mean much to either of them. They very rardly work together, and whenthey doiit's
never good. Thelast timethey did so, according to the Church’ s records, was just before the Black
Plague cameto Europe.”

“Plagues? The Nickelheads did that last time they werein town.” | shook my head. “Y ou’d expect a
different tune or two in a husband-and-wife act that had been running that long.”

“Varigty isthe key to ahappy marriage,” Michael agreed solemnly. His mouth quivered. “Nickelheads?”’
“| decided their name gave them too much dignity, given what they are. I'm correcting that.”

“Those who underestimate them generdly don’t surviveit,” Michad said. “Be careful.”

“Y ou know me.”

“Yes” hesad. “Where were we?’

“Plagues”

“Ah, yes. The Nickeheads have used plaguesto ingtigate the most havoc and confusion in the past.”

| fought off a smile that threatened my hard-ass exterior as Michael continued.

“It's proven a successful tactic on more than one occasion. Once a plague has gained momentum, there’ s
amog no limit to the lives they can daim and the suffering they caninflict.”

| frowned and folded my arms. “ Sanya said that Tessa preferred choosing eager. .. subjects, | suppose,



over talented ones.”

Michael nodded. “ The Fallen who follow Imarid go through bearers very quickly. None of them are kind
to those they bond with, but Imariel’ s crew are the monsters among the monsters. Tessa choosestheir
hosts from among the downtrodden, the desperate, those who believe that they have nothing to lose.
Those who will succumb to temptation the most rapidly.”

| grunted. “Lot of those around in the wake of abig nasty plague. Or any kind of smilar chaos.”
“Yes. We bedlievethat it is one reason she collaborates with Nicodemus from time to time.”
“She sfocused on short-term,” | said, getting it. “He s all about the long view.”

“Exactly,” Michad said. “When he threw Lascid’s coin a my son, it was acaculated gesture.”
“Cdculated to ropemein,” | said.

“You,” Miched sad, “or my son.”

A chill that had nothing to do with the air went through me. “ Give the coin to achild?’

“A child who couldn’t defend himsdlf. Who could be raised with the voice of aFalen angd whispering in
his ear. Shaping him. Preparing him to be used as awegpon againgt hisown family. Imagineit.”

| stared around the yard that had been the scene of so much merriment only afew hours before. “1'd
rather not,” | said.

Michael continued quietly. “In genera, the families of the bearers of the Swords are sheltered against
such evils. But things like that have happened before. And Nicodemus has borne a coin for a score of
centuries. He has no difficulty with the notion of waiting ten or fifteen or twenty yearsto atain hisgoas.”

“That' swhy you think he' shere,” | said. “ Because going after someone like Marconeisn't Tessa's

tyle”

“Itisn't,” Michad sad. “But | believethat if by helping it happen she could create the kind of
environment she loves best, full of chaos and despair, it would be reason enough for her to join forces
with her husband.”

“How many?’
“Tessakegps agroup of five other Fallen around her.” He gave me aquick smile. “ Sorry. Four, now.”
“Thank Thomas,” | said. “Not me.”

“I intend to,” Michael said. “Nicodemus...” Michad shook hishead. “1 believe you' ve been told before
that Nicodemus makesit a point to destroy any records the Church manages to build concerning him.
That’ s not going to be as easy to arrange in the future—"

“Hail theinformation age,” | interjected.

“—but our accounts regarding him are sketchy. We thought he had only three regular companions—but
then he produced Lascid’s coin, which had supposedly been in secure storage in a Chilean monastery. |
think it would be dangerous to assume anything at this point.”

“Worgt-case scenario,” | said, “how many other coins might he have with him?”



Michael shrugged. “ Six, perhagps? But it'sjust aguess.”
| stared a him. “Y ou’ re saying that they could have adozen walking nightmares with them thistime.”
He nodded.

“Last timethey cameto party, all three Swords were here. There were four Denarians. And we barely
cameout of it dive”

“I know.”
“But you're used to this, right?’ | asked him. “The Knightstake on odds likethisall thetime.”

He gave me an gpologetic glance. “We like to outnumber them two to one if possible. Three to one when
we can arangeit.”

“But Shiro said he had fought severd duels againgt them,” | said. “ One-on-one.”

“Shiro had agift,” Michad said. “It was as smple asthat. Shiro knew swordplay like Mozart knew
music. I’'m not like him. I’'m not afraid of facing asingle Denarian done, but | would generaly consider us
evenly matched. My fate would be in God' s hands.”

“Super,” | Sghed.
“Faith, Harry,” Michael said. “Hewill not abandon us. Therewill be away for good to overcome.”
“Good overcamelast time,” | said quietly. “More or less. But that didn’t stop them from killing Shiro.”

“Our livesbelong to the Almighty,” Michadl said evenly. “We serve and live for the sake of others. Not
for our own.”

“Yeah,” | sad. “I’m surethat will comfort your kids when they have to grow up without afather.”

Michael abruptly turned to face me squarely, and hisright hand closed into afist. “Stop talking,” he said
inalow, hard tone. “ Right now.”

So help me God, | dmost took aswing at him out of sheer frustration. But sanity grabbed the scruff of
my neck and turned me around. | stalked severa paces away through the snow and stood with my back
tohim.

Sanity invited shame over for teaand biscuits. Dammit. | was supposed to be awizard. Connected with
my inner light, master of the disciplined mind, al of that kind of crap. But instead | was shooting my
mouth off at aman who didn’t deserveit because...

Because | was scared. Redlly, redlly scared. | dways started shooting my mouth off when something
scared me. It had been an asset before, but it sure as hell wasn't right now. When something scared mel
amost dways embraced my anger as aweapon againgt it. That, too, was usualy an asset. But thistime
I"d let that fear and anger shape my thinking, and asaresult I’ d torn into my friend in the most tender
spot he had, at atime when he could probably have used my support.

Then| redized why | wasangry a Michadl. | had wanted him to comeflying in like Superman and solve
my problems, and he' d let me down.

WEe re always disappointed when we find out someone else has human limits, the sameaswedo. It's
stupid for usto fed that way, and we really ought to know better, but that doesn’t seem to dow us



down.

| wondered if Michael had ever felt the same way about me.

“My last remark,” | muttered, “was out of line.”

“Yes” Michad sad. “It was”

“Y ou want to dukeit out or arm wrestle or something?’

“There are better ways for usto spend our time. Nicodemus and Tessa should be our focus.”
| turned back to him. “Agreed.”

“Thisisn't over,” hesaid, aharsh edgein hisvoice. “We |l discussit after.”

| grunted and nodded. Some of the tension left the air between us. Back to business. That was essier.
“You know what | don’t get?’ | said. “How do you step from Nicodemus' s end of recruiting Marcone
all theway to Tessa' send of a society steeped in chaos and despair?”

“I don’'t know,” Michadl said. He moved his hand to the hilt of the sword he now wore belted to hisside,
an unconscious gesture. “ But Nicodemus thinks he does. And whatever he' sdoing, I’ ve got a bad feding
that we' d better figureit out before he getsit done.”

Chapter Twenty-one

“I f 1 knew of any trusted lieutenants preparing to betray my employer,” Miss Gard said with exaggerated
patience, “they wouldn’t be trusted, now, would they? If you ask politely, I’ m sure you can get someone
to read the definition of treachery to you, Dresden.”

Michadl smiled quietly. He sat a the workbench with one of his heavy daggers and ametd file, evidently
taking some burrs out of the blade. Hendricks sat on astool at the other end of the workbench. The huge
enforcer had disassembled a handgun and was cleaning the pieces fagtidioudly.

“Okay, then,” | said to Gard. “Why don’t we start with everyone who knew the location of Marcone's
panic room.”

Gard narrowed her eyes, studying me. She looked better. Granted, it’ s difficult to look much wor se than
disemboweled, but even so, she' d been reduced from ten miles of bad road to maybe two or three. She
was Stting up in her cot, her back resting against thewall of the workshop, and though she looked pale
and incredibly tired, her blue eyeswere clear and sharp.

“| don't think s0,” she said quietly.

“There s not going to be much need to keep Marcone' s secrets once he' s dead, or under the control of
oneof the Fallen.”

“I can't,” shesaid.

“Oh, comeon,” | said, throwing up my hands. “Hell’ sbells, I'm not asking you for the launch codesto
nuclear missles”

She took a deep breath and enunciated each word. “1. Can't.”
From the workbench Hendricksrumbled, “ S okay. Tell him.”



Gard frowned at his broad back but nodded once and turned to me. “ Comparatively few peoplein the
organization were directly aware of the panic room, but I’'m not sure that’ s our biggest concern.”

The changein gears, from stonewd | to narration, made me blink alittle. Even Michad glanced up,
frowning at Gard.

“No?" | asked. “If that’s not our biggest concern, what is?’

“The number of people who could have pieced it together from disparate facts,” Gard replied.
“Contractors had to be paid. Materid s had to be purchased. Architects had to be hired. Any of adozen
different things could have indicated that Marcone was building something, and piqued someon€e's
curiosity enough to dig deeper.”

| grunted. “ At which point he could probably find out alot by talking to the architects or builders.”

“Exactly. Inthisinstance he was unusudly lax in his standard caution when it came to matters of security.
| urged him to take conventiona measures, but he refused.”

“Conventional measures,” | said. “Y ou' re talking about killing everyone who worked oniit.”
“ Secret passages and secret sanctums are quite usaessif they aren't secret,” Gard replied.
“Maybe he didn’t fed like killing abunch of hisemployeesto cover hisown ass”

Gard shrugged. “1’m not here to make mora judgments, Dresden. I’ m an adviser. That was my advice.”
| grunted. “ So who would know? The builders. People handling books and paychecks.”
“And anyonethey taked to,” Gard said.

“That makes the suspect pool alittlelarger thanisuseful,” | said.

“Indeed it does.”

“Stop,” | said. “Occam time.”

Gard gave me ablank stare. Maybe she’ d never heard of MC Hammer.

“Occam?’ she asked.

“Occam’srazor,” | said. “ The smplest explanation is most often correct.”

Her lips quivered. “How charming.”

“If we defineacircle of suspects that includes everyone who might possibly have heard anything, we get
nowhere. If we limit the pool to the most likely choices, we have something we can work with, and we're
much morelikdly to find the traitor.”

“We?" Gard asked.

“Whatever,” | said. “Who would have had alot of access? Let’ sleave the contractors out of it. They
generdly aren’t out for blood, and Marcone owns haf the developersin town anyway.”

Gard nodded her head in acceptance. “Very well. One of three or four accountants, any of theinner
circle, and one of two or three troubleshooters.”



“Troubleshooters?” Michael asked.

“When there strouble,” | told him, “they shoot it.”

Gard let out aquick snort of laughter—then winced, clutching at her somach with both hands.
“Easy there” | said. “Youdl right?’

“BEventudly,” Gard murmured. “Please continue.”

“What about Torelli?” | asked.

“What about him?’

“Could he be our guy?’

Gard rolled her eyes. “Please. The man hasthe intellect of alobotomized turtle. Marcone' s been aware
of hisambition for sometime now.”

“If he' sbeen awvareof it,” | asked, “how come Tordli isstill paying taxes?’

“Because we were using him to draw any other would-be usurpersinto the open, where they could be
dedt with.”

“Hungh,” | said, frowning. “Could he have put pressure on any of the people in the know?’

“The bookkeepers, perhaps, but | think it highly unlikely. Marcone has made it clear that they enjoy his
most enthusiagtic protection.”

“Y eah, but Y urtle the Lobotomized isn't dl that bright.”

Gard blinked. “ Excuse me?’

“My God, woman!” | protested. “Y ou’ ve never read Dr. Seuss?’
Shefrowned. “WhoisDr.—"

| held up ahand. “Never mind, forget it. Tordli isn't dl that bright. Maybe he figured he could strong-arm
a bookkeeper and knock off Marcone before Marcone got a chance to demonstrate his enthusiasm.”

Gard pursed her lips. “Tordlli has stupidity enough and to spare. But he'saso asniveling, cowardly little
gplatter of rat dung.” She narrowed her eyes. “Why are you so focused on him?”’

“Oh,” | said, “1 can't put my finger on any onething. But my findy tuned indtinctstell methat he's
hogtile”

Gard smiled. “Tried to kill you, did he?’

“He gtarted trying to put the muscle on Demeter while | was there thismorning. | objected.”
“Ah,” shesaid. “I had wondered how you found us.”

“Tordli’ sgoonstried shooting me up right before | came here.”

“I see” Gard said, narrowing her eyesin thought. “ Thetiming of hisuprising israther too preciseto be
mere coincidence.”



“I"'m glad I’m not the only one who thought of that.”

She tapped afinger againg her chin. “Toreli isno genius, but he is competent at his job. He wouldn’t be
operating that high in the organization if heweren't. | supposeit’s possible that Tordli might have secured
theinformation if he gpplied enough mean cunning to thetask.” She glanced up a me. “Y ou think the
Denariansrecruited him to be their man on theinsde?’

“| think they had to get their information about Marcone s panic room somewhere,” | said.
“Worked that out, did you?’ Gard said with awan smile.

“Y eah. Turned your own hidey-hole into afox trgp. That's gotta sting the old ego, Miss Security
Consultant.”

“Y ou wouldn't believe how much,” Gard said, aflinty light in her eyes. “But I’ll ded with that whenit's
tirre”

“Y ou aren’t dedling with anything but more deep for alittlewhile,” | noted.
Her face twisted into ascowl. “Yes”

“So let medo the heavy lifting,” | said.

“How s07’

| glanced around the workshop. “ Could we speak privately for amoment?’

Hendricks, who had been reassembling his gun, turned his over-devel oped brow ridges toward me,
scowling in suspicion. Michael glanced up, hisface amask.

Gard looked at mefor awhile. Then shesad, “It' sl right with me.”

Hendricksfinished putting the pistol back together, loaded it, and then loaded around into the chamber.
He madeit a point to stare straight at me the entire while. Then he stood up, tugged on his coat, and
walked straight toward me.

Hendricks wasn't astal as me, which cut down on the intimidation factor. On the other hand, he had
muscle enough to break mein haf and we both knew it. He stopped afoot away, put thegunin his
pocket, and said, “Beright outsde.”

“Michad,” | sad. “Please”

He rose, sheathing the dagger, and followed Hendricks out into the snow. The two kept acareful, even
distance between them as they went, like dogs who aren't yet sure whether they’ re going to fight or not. |
closed the door behind them and turned to Gard.

“Givemewhat | need to find and question Torelli.”

She shook her head. “I can get you his address and the locations of the properties he owns, placeshe
frequents, known associates, but he won't be a any of those places. He' s been in the business too long
to make amigake like that.”

“Oh, please” | said, rolling my eyes. “Y ou’'ve got blood or hair samplesfor dl of your people
somewhere. Get me Tordli’s”



Gard stared at me with her poker face.

“For that matter,” | added, “get me Marcone's. If | can get close enough, it might help me find him.”
“My employer keeps them under intense security. He' sthe only one who can access them.”

| snorted. “ So get me samples from the second collection.”

“Second collection?’

“Y ou know, the one you' re keeping. The one Marcone doesn’'t know about.”

Gard brushed astray lock of gold from her cheek. “What makes you think | have any such samples?’

| showed her my teeth. “Y ou' re amercenary, Gard. Mercenaries have to be more cautious with their
own employers than they do with the enemy they’ ve been hired to fight. They take out insurance policies.
Evenif Marcone didn’'t have samples collected, I’ m betting you did.”

Her eyes drifted over to the door for amoment, and then back to me. “Let’s pretend, for a moment, that
| have such acollection,” she said. “Why on earth would | hand it over to you? Y ou’ re antagonistic to my
employer’ sbusiness, and could inflict catastrophic damage on it with such athing in your possession.”

“Gogh, you' re squeamish, considering the catastrophic damage his businessinflicts on thousands of
people every day of theyear.”

“I'm merely protecting my employer’ sinterests.” She showed me her teeth. “ Almost asthough I'm a

| sghed and folded my arms. “What if | only took Torelli’sand Marcone s samples?’
“Then you would still be capable of using that against Marconein the future.”

“If I want to hurt Marcone,” | said, “al | need to do is Sit down with asix-pack of beer and a bag of
pretzelsand let himtwigt inthewind.”

“Perhaps,” Gard admitted. “ Swear to methat you will use none of the samples but Torelli’sand
Marcone's, that you will use neither of them for harm of any kind, and that you will return both to me
immediately upon my request. Swear it by your power.”

Oathsin generd carry alot of currency among the preternatura crowd. They’re binding in more senses
than the theoretica . Every time you bresk apromise, there’sakind of backlash of spiritual energies. A
broken promise can inflict horrible pain on supernatura entities, such asthe Sidhe. When awizard bresks
apromise, particularly when sworn by his own power, the backlash is different: adiminishing of that
magica taent. It isn't acrippling effect by any means—but break enough promises and sooner or later
you'd have nothing left.

As dangerous as the world had been for wizards over the past few years, any of uswould have been
insane to take the chance that our talents, and thus our ability to defend oursalves, might be hampered,
evenif that reduction wasreatively dight.

| squared my shoulders and nodded. “1 swear, by my own power, that | will abide by those restrictions.”

Gard narrowed her eyesas| spoke, and when | finished she gave me asingle nod. She reached into her
pocket, moving very gingerly, and withdrew asingle slver key. She hdd it out to me. “Union Station,
locker two fourteen. Everything islabeled.”



| reached out to take the key, but Gard’ sfingerstightened on it for asecond. “Don’t let anything you
care about stand directly in front of it when you openit.”

| arched an eyebrow at her as shereleased the key. “ All right. Thank you.”
She gave me aquick, tight smile. “ Stop wasting time here. Go.”
| frowned. “Y ou're that worried about your boss?’

“Not at dl,” Gard said, closing her eyes and sagging wearily down on the cot. “1 just don't want to bein
the vicinity the next time someone comesto kill you.”

Chapter Twenty-two

M urphy’s car looked like it might have been through awar zone, and there were odd-colored stainsin
the snow undernesth it. Asaresult we' d taken Michadl’ struck. | rode in the cab with Michad, while
Mouserodein the back. Yeah, | know, not safe, but the redlity of the Situation isthat you don't fit two
people our size and adog Mouse' ssizeinto the cab of apickup. There wouldn’t be any room left for

oxygen.

Mouse didn’t seem to be the least bit distressed by the cold aswe sdllied forth to Union Station. He
actually walked to the side of the truck and stuck his head out into the wind, tongue lolling happily. Not
that therewas alot of wind to be hao—Michadl drove patiently and carefully in the bad wegther.

After thethird or fourth time we passed a car that had did up onto asidewalk or into aditch, | stopped
tapping my foot and mentaly urging him to hurry. It would teke ahell of alot longer to walk to Union
Station than it would to drive with what was obvioudy appropriate caution.

Wedidn't talk on theway. Don’'t get mewrong. Itisn't like Michael isachatterbox or anything. It'sjust
that he usudly has something to say. Heinvites meto go to church with him (which | don't, unless
something is chasing us) or has some kind of proud-papatalk regarding something one of hiskids has
done. We'll talk about Mally’ s progress, or wesather, or sports, or something.

Not thistime.
Maybe he wanted to focus hiswhole atention on the road, | told mysdlf.

Y eah. That was probably it. It couldn’t have anything to do with me opening my big fat mouth too much,
obvioudy.

A mound of plowed snow had collapsed at the entrance of the parking garage, but Michadl just built up a
little speed and rumbled over and through it, though it was mostly the momentum that got him inside.

The parking garage’ slights were out, and with dl that piled snow around thefirst leve, very little of the
ambient snow-light got ingde. Parking garages are kind of intimidating places even when you can see
them. They’ re even more intimidating when they’ re entirely black, except for the none-too-expansve
aresslit by the glare of headlights.

“Wel,” | said, “at least there' s plenty of available spaces.”

Michael grunted. “Who wantsto travel in wesather likethis?” He wheeled into the nearest open parking
gpace and the truck jerked to a stop. He got out, fetched the heavy sports bag he used to carry
Amoracchius in public, and dung the bag from his shoulder. | got out, and Mouse hopped out of the
back to the ground. The truck cresked and rocked on its springs, relieved of the big dog' s weight. |



clipped Mouse' slead on him, and then tied on the little apron thing that declared him aservicedog. It's
an out-and-out lie, but it makes moving around in public with him alot essier.

Mouse gave the gpron an gpproving glance, and waited patiently until hisdisguise wasin place.

“Servicedog?’ Michadl asked, his expression uncomfortable. He had aflashlight in hisright hand, and he
shoneit at usfor amoment before sweeping it around us, searching the shadows.

“I have arare condition,” | said, scratching the big dog under the chin. “ Can't-get-a-date-itis. He's
supposed to be some kind of catalyst or conversation starter. Or failing that, a consolation prize.

Anyway, he' s necessary.”
Mouse made a chuffing sound, and histail thumped against my leg.
Michadl sighed.

“You'reawfully persnickety about thelaw all of asudden,” | said. “Especidly considering that you're
toting a concedl ed weagpon.”

“Please, Harry. I'm uncomfortable enough.”
“I won't tell anyone about your Sword if you won't tell anyone about my gun.”
Michadl sghed and started walking. Mouse and | followed.

The parking garage proved to be very cold, very dark, very creepy, and empty of any threat. We
crossed the haf-buried street, Mouse leading the way through the snow.

“Snow’ s coming down thicker again now that the sun’sdown,” Michael noted.

“Mab’sdoing, maybe,” | said. “If itis, Titaniawould be less able to oppose her power after the sun went
down. Which isaso when Titania s agents would be able to move most fredly through town.”

“But you aren’t certain it sMab’'sdoing?’ Michael asked.
“Nope. Could just be Chicago. Which can bejust as scary as Mab, some days.”

Michael chuckled and we went into Union Station. It doesn’t look like that scenein The Untouchables,
if you were wondering. That was shot in thisbig room they rent out for well-to-do gatherings. Therest of
the place doesn't look like something that fitsinto the Roaring Twenties. It sall modernized, and looks
more or lesslike an airport.

Sortadepressing, redly. | mean, of dl the possble aesthetic choices out there, airports must generaly
rank in thetop five or ten most bland. But | guessthey’ re cost-effective. That counts for more and more
when it comesto beauty. Sure, dl the marble and Corinthian columns and soaring spaces were beautiful,
but where do they fall on a cost-assessment worksheet?

The ghost of style gtill hauntsthe bits of the original Union Station that have been permitted to stand, but,
looking around the place, | couldn’t help but get the samefedling | had when | looked at the Coliseumin
Rome, or the Parthenon in Athens—that once, it had been a place of splendor. Once. But along, long

time ago.
“Which way arethe lockers?” Michael asked quietly.

| nodded toward the northeast end of the building and started walking. The ticketing counters were



closed, except for one, whose clerk was probably in a back room somewhere. There weren't alot of
people waking around. Late at night train stationsin genera don’t seem to explode with activity.
Particularly not in wegather like ours. One harried customer-service representative from Amtrak was
dedling with asmall knot of angry-looking travelers who had probably just been stranded in town by the
storm. Shewastrying to get them ahotel. Good luck. The airport had been closed since yesterday, and
the hotelswould be doing a brisk business aready.

“Y ou know your way around the station,” Michael commented.

“Trains are fagter than buses and safer than planes,” | said. 1 took a plane to Portland once, and the pilot
lost hisradio and computer and so on. Had to land without instruments or communications. We were
lucky it wasaclear day.”

“Stetigticaly, it' s till the ssfes—" he began.

“Not for wizardsit isn't,” | told him serioudy. “I’ ve had flights that went smoothly. A couple of them just
had little problems. But after that trip to Portland...” | shook my head. “ There were kids on that plane.
I’'mgoing to livealong time. | can take alittle longer to get there. Hey, Joe,” | said to aslver-haired
janitor, walking by with awheded cart of cleaning supplies.

“Harry,” Joe said, nodding with asmall smile as he passed by.

“I’'vebeen herealot latdy,” | said to Michadl. “ Traveling to support the Paranet, mostly. Plus Warden
suff.” | rolled my eyes. “1 didn’t want the job, but I'll bedamned if I'll do it half-assed.”

Michael looked back at the janitor thoughtfully for amoment, and then at me. “What' sthet like?’

“Wardening?’ | asked. | shrugged. “I’ve got four other Wardenswho are, | guess, under my command.”
| made air quotes around the word. “In Atlanta, Dallas, New Y ork, and Boston. But | mostly just stay
out of their way and let them do their jobs, give them help when they need it. They’rekids. Grew up hard
in the war, though that didn’t give them brains enough to keep from looking up to me.”

Mouse suddenly stopped in histracks.
Metoo. | didn’t rubberneck around. Instead | focused on the dog.

Mouse's earstwitched like individua radar dishes. His nose quivered. One paw came up off the ground,
but the dog only looked around him uncertainly.

“Lassewould have smelled something,” | told him. “ She would have given aclear, concise warning. One
bark for gruffs, two barksfor Nickelheads.”

Mouse gave me areproachful glance, put his paw back down, and sneezed.
“Hée sright,” Miched said quietly. “ Something iswatching us.”

“Whenign'tit?’ | muttered, glancing around. | didn’t see anything. My highly tuned investigative indincts
didn’'t see anything either. | hate feding like Han Solo inaworld of Jedi. “1’m supposed to be the Jedi,” |
muttered aoud.

“What' sthat?” Michadl asked.
Thegation’s lightswent out. All of them. At exactly the sametime.

The emergency lights, which are supposed to come on ingantly, didn't.



Besde me Michad’s coat rustled and something clicked severa times. Presumably he wastrying his
flashlight, and presumably it didn’t work.

That wasn't good. Magic could interfere with the function of technology, but that was more of aMurphy
effect: Thingsthat naturally could go wrong tended to go wrong alot more often. It didn’t behavein a
predictable or uniform fashion. It didn’t shut down lights, emergency lights, and battery-powered
flashlightsdl at the sametime.

| didn’t know what could do that.

“Harry?’ Michadl asked.

Mouse pressed up againg my leg, and | fet hiswarning growl vibrating through his chest.
“You sadit, Chewie” | told my dog. “I’ ve got abad feding about this.”

Chapter Twenty-three

P eople started screaming.

| reached for the amulet around my neck and drew it forth as | directed an effort of will at it to call forth
light in the darkness.

And nothing happened.

I"d have stared at my amulet if | could have seenit. | couldn’t believe that it wasn't working. | shook the
necklace, cursed at it, and raised it again, forcing more of my will into the amulet.

It flickered with blue-white sparks for amoment, and that wasit.

Mouse let out alouder snarl, the one | hear only when he' sidentified ared threat. Something close. My
heart jumped up hard enough to bounce off the roof of my mouth.

“I can't cdl alight!” | said, my voice high and thin.

A Zipper let out a high-pitched whine in the dark next to me, and stedl rasped againgt stedl, then rang like
agently struck bell. “Father,” Michagl’ s voice murmured gently, “we need Y our help.”

White light exploded from the sword.
About adozen things crouching within three or four yards of us started screaming.

I’d never seen anything like them before. They were maybe five feet tall, but squat and thick, with
rubbery-looking muscle. They were built more or less along the lines of baboons, somewhere between
pure quadruped and biped, with wicked-looking claws, long, ropy tails, and massive shoulders. Some of
them carried crude-looking weapons. cudgels, stone-headed axes, and stone-bladed knives. Their heads
were gpdike and nearly skeletd, black skin stretched tight over muscle and bone. They had ugly, dmost
sharklike teeth, so oversized that you could see where they were cutting their own lips and—

And they didn’t have any eyes. Where their eyes should have been there was nothing but blank, sunken
sin.

They screamed in agony asthe light from Michael’ s sword fell on them, reding back asif burned by a
sudden flame—and if the sudden, smoldering reek that filled the air was any indicator, they had been.



“Harry!” Miched cried.

| knew that tone of voice. | crouched as quickly as| could, aslow as| could, and barely got out of the
way before Amoracchius swept through the space where my head had been—

—and dammed into the legping form of one of the creatures that had been about to land on my back.

Thething fdll back away from me and landed on thefloor, thrashing. Its blood erupted into blue-white
fireasit spurted from the wound.

| snapped my head around to stare at Amoracchius. More blood sizzled on the blade of the sword like
grease on ahot skillet.

[ron.
Thesethingswerefaeries.

I’d never seen them face-to-face before, but I d read descriptions of them—including when | had been
boning up on my book learning to figure out the identity of the gruffs. Given that this beastie was afaerie,
therewas only onething it could be.

“Hobsl” | screamed at Michael as| drew the gun from my coat pocket. “They’ re hobs!”

After that | didn't havetimeto talk. A couple of the hobs around us had recovered enough from the
shock of sudden exposureto light to fling themselves forward. Mouse et out his deep-chested battle roar
and collided with one of them in midair. They went down in atangle of thrashing limbs and flashing teeth.

The next hob legpt over them at me, sone knifein its knobby hand. | dipped aside from theline of his
jump and pistol-whipped him with the barrel of the heavy revolver. The sted smashed into the hob's
eyelessface, scorching flesh and shattering teeth. The hob screamed in pain asit flew by, crashing into
oneof itsfdlows.

“In nomine Dei!” Michadl bellowed. | felt his shoulder blades hit mine, and the light from the great sword
bobbed and flashed, followed by another scream from ahoby’ sthroat.

The hob wrestling with Mouse dammed the huge dog to the floor and rose up above him, baring its
fangs

| took a step toward it, jammed the revolver into itsface, screamed, “ Get off my dog!” and Started
pulling thetrigger. | wasn't sure what hurt the hob more—the bullets or the muted flashes of light from the
discharge. Either way it recoiled so hard that it flung itself completely off of Mouse, who cameto hisfeet
gl full of fight. 1 grabbed him by the collar and hauled him back with me until 1 felt Michael a my back

again.

The hobs withdrew to the shadows, but | could still hear them all around us. Asbright as Michad’s
sword was, | should have been able to see the celling far overhead, but it spread out for only twenty feet
or so—far enough to keep the hobs from legping onto usin a single bound, but not much more than that.

| could hear screams till, drifting through the interior of the station. | heard agun go off, something
gmaller than my .44, the rgpid shots of panic fire. Whoever was packing was presumably shooting blindly
into the dark. Hell’ sbells, thiswas going to turn into areal messif | didn’t do something, and fast.

“WEe ve got to get out of the open,” | said, thinking out loud. “Michadl, head for the ticketing counter.”



“Can’'t you clear theway?’ Michadl asked. “I can cover you.”

“| can't seeinthiscrap,” | said. “And there are other peoplein here. If | start tossing power around |
could kill somebody.”

“Then stay close,” Michadl said. He moved out at astalk, sword held high over his head, ready to sveep
down on top of anything stupid enough to come legping at him. We went over two dead hobs, both of
them covered in blue flames that gave off barely any light but consumed the bodies with voracious
rapidity. | heard a scuffle of claws on the floor and shouted awordless cry.

Michael pivoted smoothly asahob armed with apair of stone axes rushed into the light of the holy
sword. The dark faerie flung one of the axes at Michael ontheway. My friend dapped it asdewith a
contemptuousflick of his sword, and met the hob with a horizontal dash that shattered its second ax and
split openitstorso al theway back to its crooked spine. The hob dropped, spewing flame, and Michael
kicked itsfalling body back into its companions, scattering them for amoment and gaining us another
twenty feet.

“Nice,” | said, keeping close, trying to watch the bobbing shadows al around us. “Y ou been working
out? Y ou look good.”

Michad’ steeth flashed in aquick smile. “Wouldn't speaking give these creatures afine means of tar—"
He broke off as Amoracchius flicked in front of my face, deflecting atumbling sone knife. “Targeting
us” he continued.

Me and my big mouth. | shut up the rest of the way to the ticketing counter.

| led Michad around behind it and dl but tripped over the form of awounded man in abusiness suit. He
let out a choked scream of pain and clutched at the bloodied cloth over hislower leg. Therewasthe
broken shard of a stone blade il protruding from the man’sleg.

“Harry,” Michad said, “keep moving. They're gathering for arush.”

“Okay,” | said. | knelt down by the wounded businessman and said, “ Come on, buddy; thisisno place
to be sitting around.” | grabbed him underneath the arms and started backpedaling down the counter.
“There' sadoorway back here somewhere, goesto therear area.”

“Perfect,” Michad said. “1 can hold that for aslong asyou need.”

The wounded man struggled to help me, but mostly al he did was make it harder to move him. He was
making continuous sounds of terror and pain. | was glad that we had the barrier of the counter between
us and the encroaching hobs. | didn't particularly careto find out what getting hit with a sharp stone ax
fdtlike.

We reached the door behind the ticketing counter, which was closed. | jiggled the handle, but it was
apparently locked. | didn't havetimefor this crap. | lifted my right hand and focused on one of the
energy rings| wore. There was one of them on each finger, aband made of three ringswoveninto a
braid. Therings stored energy, saving back alittle every time | moved my arm, and alowing meto
unleash that stored energy dl in one spot.

| brought my will to bear on the door as| lifted my hand in aclosed figt, focusing the energy of therings
into assmdl an areaas| could. | hadn’t designed them for thiskind of work. They’ d been madeto
shove things roughly away from me before they could rip my face off. But | didn’'t have alot of timeto
wadte putting together something nester.



So | aimed asbest | could, triggered the ring, and watched it rip the doorknob, the lock, and the plate
they were dl mounted in right out of the door, to send them tumbling into the room beyond. Unimpeded
by any of those pesky meta security fittings, the door swung inward.

“Comeon!” | said to Michadl, seizing the wounded man again. “Mouse, lead the way.”

My dog padded through the doorway, crouched low and with histeeth bared. | practically walked on his
tall asl camein behind him, and Michadl was dl but treading on the wounded man’ s bloodied leg.

Asthelight from Amoracchius illuminated the room we entered, it reveded the harried customer-service
rep we' d seen afew minutes before. She knelt on the floor, crucifix in hand, her head bowed as she
franticaly recited aprayer. Asthelight fell over her she blinked and looked up. The white fire of the holy
sword painted the tear streaks on her face silver as her mouth dropped open in an expression of shock
and stunned joy. Shelooked down &t her crucifix, and back up a him again.

Michael took aquick glance around the room, smiled at the woman, and said, “ Of course He' sthere. Of
course He listens.” He paused, then admitted, “ Granted, He doesn't dways answer quite this quickly.”

There were other people in the room—the customers she' d been trying to find a hotel room for. When
things had gone dark and scary she had somehow rounded them up and gotten them into the room. That
took alot more moxie than most people had. | also noted that she had been knedling between the
customers and the doorway. | liked her aready.

“Carol,” | said, sharply enough to make her tug her gaze from Michael, who now stood in the doorway,
holy Sword in hand. “Carol, | need you to give me ahand here.”

She blinked and then nodded jerkily and rose. She hel ped me drag the wounded man over to where the
others were seated against thewall. “H-how did you know my name?’ she ssammered. “Are y-you two

angels?’

| sighed and tapped afingernail on the nametag shewore. “I’'m sureashdl not,” | said. | jerked my head
a Michadl. “Though he’ sabout as close to one asyou're ever likely to see”

“Don’'t beridiculous, Harry,” Michadl said. “I’'m just a—" He broke off and ducked. Something solid
whizzed past him and dammed ahole the size of my head into the drywall above us. Bits of dust rained
down, and frightened people cried out.

Michad dammed the door shut, but without, you know, adl those pesky metd security fittings, it swung
open again. He dammed it closed and leaned one shoulder againgt it, panting. Something struck the door
with a heavy thump. Then there was sillence.

| ripped open the wounded man’ s pant leg dong the seam. The knife had hit himin the cdf and hewasa
bloody mess, but it could have been worse. “Leaveitin,” | told Carol, “and make sure he stays ill.
That's closeto some big veins, and | don't want to open them trying to take it out. Stay close to him and
keep him from trying to takeit out. Okay?’

“I...Yes, dl right,” Carol said. She blinked her eyes at me severd times. “1 don’t understand what's
happening.”

“Meeither,” | responded. | rose and went to stand beside Michad!.

“Those things are quite a bit stronger than | am,” he said in alow rumble that the people behind us
couldn’t hear. “If they rush thisdoor | won't be ableto hold it shut.”



“I'm not surethey will,” | said.

“But you're here”

“I don't think they’re after me,” | said. “If they were, they wouldn’t be going after everyone else, too.”
Michael frowned at me. “But you said they were faeries.”

“They are,” | said. “But | don't think thiswas supposed to be a hit. There are too many of them for that.
Thisisafull-blown assault.”

Michael grimaced. “ Then there are people in danger. They need our help.”

“Andthey’regoingto getit,” | said. “Listen, hobs can’t stand light. Any kind of light. It burnsthem and it
can kill them. That’ swhy they cdled up this myrk before they camein.”
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“It' smatter from the Nevernever. Think of it asacellophanefilter, only instead of being around alight, it
isspread dl through the air. That’ swhy we couldn’t see the light from my amulet, and why the muzzle
flash of my gun was so muted. And that’ s how we' re going to take them out.”

“We get rid of the myrk,” Michadl said, nodding.

“Exactly,” | said. | raked my fingers back through my hair and started fumbling through my pocketsto
seewhat | had on me. Not much. | keep asmdll collection of handy wizarding gear in the voluminous
pockets of my duster, but the pockets of my winter coat contained nothing but astick of chak, two
ketchup packages from Burger King, and afurry, lint-coated Tic Tac. “Okay,” | said. “Let methink a
minute”

Something dammed into the other side of the door and shoved Michagl’ swork boots agood e ghteen
inches acrossthefloor. A claw flashed through the opening a me. | got out of the way, but the deeve of
my coat didn’'t. The hob's claws ripped three neat ditsin thefabric.

Michad lifted Amoracchius in one hand and droveits blazing length through the sturdy door. The hob
screamed and pulled away. Michael dammed the door shut again and jerked the weapon clear. Dark
blood szzled on the holy blade. “I don’'t mean to rush you,” he said camly, “but | don't think we have a
minute”

Chapter Twenty-four

“D ammit!” | swore. “Thisismy only winter coat!” | closed my eyesfor asecond and tried to focus my
mind to thetask. A myrk wasn't like other forms of faerie glamour. Those could creste appearance, and
could smulate emotiond states related to that appearance. The myrk was a conjuration, something
physicd, tangible, that actudly did exist and would continue to do so0 aslong as the hobs gave it enough

juice, metgphoricaly spesking.

Wind might doiit. A big enough wind could push the myrk away—Hbuit it would have to be an awful lot of
wind. Thelittlegale I’d caled up to handle Tordli’ s hitterswould barely make adent iniit. | could
probably do something more violent and widespread, but when it comes to moving matter around, you
don’t get something for nothing. There was no way |’ d be ableto maintain that kind of blast long enough
to get the job done.

| might be ableto cut the myrk off from the hobs. If | could sever that connection it would prevent them



from pouring congtant energy into it, and poof, the myrk would resumeits natural state as ectoplasm. Of
course, cutting them off wouldn’t be a cakewalk. | would need some means of creating a channel to each
and every hob in order to be sure | got the job done. | didn’t have anything | could use asafocus, and |
had no idea how many of them were out there, anyway.

An empowered circle could cut the power to the spell from the other side of the equation, isolating the
hobs from the flow of energy outside the circle. But the circle would need to encompassthe entire
freaking building. | doubted the hobs would be considerate enough to let me run outside and sprint
around an entire Chicago city block to fireup acircle. Besides, | didn’'t have that much chalk. Running
water can ground out aspell if there’ senough of it, but given that we wereinsde abuilding, that wasn'tin
the cards. So how the hell was | supposed to cut off this stupid spell, given the pathetic resources | had?
Itisn't likethere are awhole ot of waysto rob awidespread working of its power.

My nose throbbed harder, and | leaned my head back, turning my face upward. Sometimes doing that
seemed to reduce the pressure and ease the pain alittle. | stared up at the office celling, which had been
ingtaled at aheight of ten or eleven fet, rather than leaving the place open to the cavernous reaches of
the old station, and beat my head against the proverbid wall. The celling was one of those drop-down
setups, ameta framework supporting dreary yet cost-effective rectangles of acoustic materid,
interrupted every few yards by the ugly little cowboy spur of an automatic firefighting sprinkler.

My eyeswidened.
“Ha” | sad, and threw my armsup inthe air. “Ha-hal Ah-hahahahal | am wizard; hear meroar!”
Mouse gave me an oblique look and sidied a step farther away from me.

“And well you should!” | bellowed, pointing at the dog. “ For | am afearsome bringer of fire!” | held up
my right hand and with amurmur caled up the tiny sphere of flame. The spell stuttered and coughed
before it coaesced, and even then the light was barely brighter than acandle.

“Harry?’” Michael asked in that tone of voice people use when they talk to crazy people. “What are you
doing?’

The drywall to one side of the door suddenly buckled as a hob'’ s claws began ripping through it. Michael
bobbed to one sde, temporarily leaving the door, held histhumb up to thewall, asif judging where the
stud would be, and then ran Amoracchius a an angle through the drywall. The Sword came back hissng
and spitting, while another hob howled with pain.

“Without the myrk, thesethingsarein trouble,” | said. “ Carol, be adear and roll that chair over here.”

Carol, her eyesvery wide, her face very pale, did so. She gave the chair alittle push, so that it camethe
last Six feet onitsown.

Michadl’ s shoulder hit the door as another hob tried to push in. The creature wasn't stupid. It didn’'t keep
trying to force the door when Amoracchius plunged through the wood asif it had been arice-paper
screen, and Michadl’ s Sword came back unstained. “Whatever you' re going to do, sooner would be
better than later.”

“Two minutes,” | said. | rolled the chair to the right spot and stood up oniit. | wobbled for a second, then
stabilized mysdf and quickly unscrewed the sprinkler from its housing. Foul-smelling water rushed out in
itswake, which | had expected and mostly avoided. Granted, | hadn’t expected it to smell quite so
overwhemingly stagnant, though | should have. Many sprinkler systems have closed holding tanks, and
God only knew how many years that water had been in there, waiting to be used.



| hopped down out of the chair and moved out from under the falling water. | pulled one of the pieces of
chalk out of my pocket, knelt, and began to draw alarge circle dl around me on the low-nap carpet. It
didn’t have to be a perfect circle, aslong asit was closed, but I’ ve drawn alot of them, and by now
they’re usudly pretty close.

“E-excuseme,” Caral said. “Wh-what are you doing?’

“Our charming visitors are known as hobs,” | told her, drawing carefully, infusing the chalk with some of
my will asl did so. “Light hurtsthem.”

A hob burst through the aready broken drywall, thistime getting its head and one shoulder through. It
howled and raked at Michadl, who was gill Ieaning on the door. Michad’ s hip got ripped by aclaw, but
then Amoracchius swept down and took the hob’ s head from its shouldersin reply. Dark, blazing blood
gpattered the room, and some of it nearly hit my circle.

“Hey!” | complained. “I’'m working herel”

“Sorry,” Michadl said without atrace of sarcasm. A hob dammed into the door before he could return to
it, and drove him severa paces back. He recovered in timeto duck under the swing of aheavy club, then
swept Amoracchius acrossthe creature s belly and followed it up with a heavy, thrusting kick that

shoved the wicked faerie out of the room and back into its fellows. Michagl dammed the door shut again.

“B-but it' sdark,” Carol sammered, staring at Michael and me dternately.

“They’ve put something inthe air called myrk. Think of it as a smoke screen. The myrk iskeeping the
lightsfrom hurting the hobs,” | said. | finished the circle and felt it spring to life around me, an intangible
curtain of power that walled away outside magic—including the myrk that had been caught insde the
circleasit formed. It congeded into athin coating of dimy ectoplasm over everything in the
circle—which isto say, me. “ Super,” | mumbled, and swiped it out of my eyesashbest | could.

“S0,” Carol said, “what are you doing, exactly?’

“I’'m going to take their smoke screen away.” | held the sprinkler head in my right hand and closed my
eyes, focusing on it, onitstexture, its shape, its compostion. | began pouring energy into the object,
imagining it asaglowing auraof blue-white light with dozens of little tendrils sorouting from it. Once the
energy was firmly wrapped around the sprinkler, | transferred it to my left hand and extended my right
agan.

“B-but we don't have any lights.”

“Oh, we havelights,” | said. | held out my right hand and called forth my little ball of sunshine. Inthe
myrk-free interior of the circle, it was aswhite-hot and as bright as usud, but | could see that outside of
thecircleit didn’t spread more than five or six feet through the myrk out there.

“Oh, my God,” Carol said.

“Actudly, dl theregular lights are on too—they’ re just being blocked. The myrk isn’t shutting down the
electricity. These computersare dl on, for example—but the myrk iskeeping you from seeing any of the
indicator lights.”

“Harry!” Michad called.

“Y ou rush amiracle worker, you get lousy miracles!” | caled back in an annoyed tone. Therest of the
spdl was going to bealittletricky.



“H-how are you doing that?" Carol breathed.

“Magic,” | growled. “Hush.” | wore aleather glove over my left hand, as usud, which should offer my
scarred skin alittle protection. All the same, thiswouldn’t be much fun. | murmured, “ Ignus, infusiarus,”
and thrust the end of the sprinkler into the flame floating over my right hand.

“How doesthishelp us?’ Carol demanded, her voice shaking and frightened.

“Thisplace fill hasdectricity,” | said. Maybe | wasimagining the smell of burned legther asthe heat from
the flame poured into the metd sprinkler. “It till has computers. It still has phones.”

“Harry!” Michadl sad, swinging hisheed left and right, staring up at the celling. “They’ re climbing.
They’ re going to come through the roof.”

| began to fed the heet, even in the nerve-damaged fingers of my left hand. It was going to have to be hot
enough. | drew up more of my will, lifted the sprinkler and the flame, and visudized what | wanted, the
tendrils of energy around it zipping out to every other sprinkler head in thewhole building. “ And it till has
itssprinklers”

| broke the circle with my foot, and energy lashed out from the sprinkler to every other object shaped
likeit in the surrounding area. Heat washed out of mein awave, headed in dozens of different directions,
and | poured dl the energy | could into thelittle ball of sunshine, which suddenly had severa dozen
sprinkler heads to absorb its energy instead of only one.

It took maybe ten seconds before the fire detector let out ahowl and the sprinkler system chattered to
life. Peoplelet out surprised little shrieks, and asteady emergency klaxon wound to life somewhere out in
the station. Sparks flew up from severa phones, monitors, and computers.

“Okay,” | said. “ So the office doesn’t have computers. But the rest till gpplies.”
Michael looked up a me and showed me histeeth in aferocious grin. “When?’

| watched my little bal of sunshineintensealy asthe water came down. For maybe half aminute nothing
happened, except that we got drenched. It was actudly kind of surprising how much water was coming
down—surprising in agood way, | mean. | wanted lots of water.

Somewhere around the sixty-second mark | felt my spell begin to flicker, its power eroded away by the
constant downpour.

“Wait for it,” | ssid. “Readly...”

At two minutes my spell buckled, the connection to the other sprinklers snapping, the firein my hand
snuffing out. “Michadl!” | shouted. “Now!”

Michadl grunted and flung open the door. Before he' d stepped through it there was a sudden flutter of
fdtering power intheair, and the holy blade blazed with light brighter than the heart of the sun itsdlf.

He plunged through the door, and as the burning light of Amoracchius emerged into the Sation at large,
dozens or hundreds of hob throats erupted into tortured cries. The sound of the wicked faeries’ screams
was so loud that | actually felt the pressureit put on my ears, theway you can at aredly loud concert.

But louder till was the voice of Michael Carpenter, Knight of the Cross, avenging angel incarnate, bearer
of the blade that had once belonged to asquire called Wart. “ Lava quod est sordium!” Miched
bellowed, his voice stentorian, too enormous to come from ahuman throat. “ In nomine Dei, sana quod



est sauciumt!”

After the Sword had left the room, | could seethat al the office lights had come back, aswell asthose
outsde. “Mouse!” | screamed. “ Stay! Guard the wounded!” | hurried after Michagl and glanced back
behind me. Mouse trotted forward and planted himsalf in the doorway between the hobs and the people
in the office, head high, legs braced wideto fill the space.

Outside the sprinklers were doing a credible impersonation of areally stinky monsoon. | dippedina
puddle of water and burning hob blood afew feet outside the door. The light from the Sword was so
bright, so purdy, even painfully white that | had to shield my eyeswith onearm. | couldn’t look directly
a Michad, or even anywhere near him, so | followed him by the pieces of hob he left in hiswake.

Severd wicked faeries had been struck down by Michael’ s sword.
They werethe lucky ones.

Many more—dozensthat | could see—had fallen too far away for Michael to have reached them with
the blade. Those were smply lumps of smoldering charcoa spewing columns of greasy smoke, their meet
flash-cooked away from bone. Some of the soon-to-be-former hobs were il thrashing as they burned.

Hel’sbdls.
| don't call him the Fist of God as a pet name, folks.

| followed Michad, dert for any dimming of the Sword' slight. If any of the sprinklersin the building were
adifferent model from the one |’ d used to focus my spdl, it wouldn't have been able to heat them and
trigger them. If Michadl wound up plunging back into the myrk, then the hobs, afforded a measure of
protection from the light, would gang up on him—and fat.

But as luck (or maybe fate, or maybe God, but probably achegp city contractor) would haveit, it
looked like they' d dl been the same. Water came down everywhere, washing away the myrk asif it had
been alayer of mud, replacing it with thousands upon thousands of fractured rainbows as the pure
illumination of Amoracchius shone through the artificia downpour.

For the hobs, there was nowhereto hide.

| followed thetrail of smitten fiends. Smiten fiends? Smited fiends? Smoted fiends? Don't look at me. |
never finished high school. Maybe learning the various conjugations of to smite had been in senior-year
English. It sure as hell hadn’t been on my GED test.

| stopped and peered around as best | could through the blinding light and steady fall of water from the
gprinklers, trying to get an idea of where Michagl was headed.

| felt a sudden, swift vibration that rose through the soles of my shoes, and then a heavy thud
accompanying asecond such tremor. | whirled to face the front of the building as glass and brick and
stone exploded from the entry door. Behind it was avague flicker of hazein the air, but as whatever was
behind the vell entered the glare of Amoracchius and my impromptu thundershower, the spell fatered
and vanished.

Twenty feet and four or fivetons of Big Brother Gruff erupted from the vell.

He wore armor made of some kind of tranducent crystal, and the sword in his hand was longer than my
freaking car. His mouth opened, and | felt hisbattle roar rather than hearing it over the cacophony of
combat, a sound so deep and loud that it should have been made by afreaking whae.



“Oh, yeah,” | muttered. “ Today just keeps getting better and better.”

Chapter Twenty-five

A nybody with an ounce of sense knows that fighting someone with asignificant advantage in Sze,
weight, and reech isdifficult. If your opponent hasyou by fifty pounds, winning afight againg himisa
dubious proposition, at best.

If your opponent has you by eight thousand and fifty pounds, you' ve left the redlm of combat and
enrolled yoursdf in Road-kill 101. Or possibly inaTom and Jerry cartoon.

My body was dready in motion, gpparently having decided that waiting on my brain to work things
through was counterproductive to surviva. It was thinking that the cat-and-mouse analogy was a pretty
good one. While | was nimbler and could accelerate more swiftly than the huge gruff, he could build up
more speed on astraightaway. Physically speaking, | had dmost no chance of serioudy harming him,
while even alove tap from him would probably collapse my rib cage—ancther smilarity.

Jerry winsontelevison, but in redl life Tom would rarely end up with the short end of the stick. | don’t
remember Migter ever coming home nursing mouse-inflicted wounds. For that matter, he hardly ever
came home from one of hisrambles hungry. Playing cat and mouseisgeneraly only fun for the cat.

My body, meanwhile, had flung itself to one side, forcing Tiny to turn as he pursued me, limiting his speed
and buying me a precious second or three—time enough for me to sprint toward a section of floor
marked off by apair of yellow caution signs, where Joe the janitor had been waxing the floor. | crossed
the wet, dick floor at asprint and prayed that | wouldn’t trip. If | went down it would take only one
stomp of one of those enormous hoovesto dice mein half.

Footgear likethat isn’t so hot for dippery terrain, though. Assoon as | crossed to the other side of the
waxed floor | juked left as sharply as | could, changing direction. Tiny tried to compensate and hislegs
went out from under him.

That isn't abig ded, by itself. Sometimes when you run something happens and you trip and you fall
down. Y ou get a skinned knee or two, maybe scuff up your hands, and very rardly you'll do something
worsg, like sprain an ankle.

But that’ s at human mass. Increase the massto Tiny’ ssize, and afall becomes another animal entirely,
especidly if there salot of velocity involved. That's one reason why eephants don't ever actudly
run—they aren’t cgpable of it, of lifting their weight from the ground in afull running stride. If they fell at
their Sze, the damage could be extreme, and evidently nature had selected out al those e ephant wind
gprinters. That much weight moving at that much speed carries atremendous amount of energy—enough
to easily snap bones, to drive objects deep into flesh, to scrape the ground hard enough to strip a body
to the bone.

Tiny must have weighed twice what an elephant does. Five tons of flesh and bone came down dl adong
oneside of hisbody and landed hard—then dlid, carrying so much momentum that Tiny more resembled
afreight train than any kind of living being. He did acrossthe floor and dammed into thewall of arenta
car kiosk, shattering it to splinters—and went right on through it, hardly even dowing down.

Tiny dug at the floor with the yellow nails of one huge hand, but they didn’t do anything but ped up curls
of wax as hewent diding past me.

| dammed on the brakes and tried to judge where Tiny looked like he' d coast to ahdt. Then | drew in
my will.



It was difficult ashdl in thefalling water, but | didn’t need alot of it. When it comesto intentionaly
screwing up technology, I’ ve dways had a gift.

| focused on the lights above the entire section of the sation Tiny did into, lifted my right hand, and
snarled, “ Hexus!” Some of them actualy exploded in showers of golden sparks. Some of them let out
little puffs of smoke—but every single one of them went ouit.

Michael had advanced down the concourse far behind me, and the light of Amoracchius was now
shielded by the station’ sinterior walls. When | took out the eectric lights, it crested a genuine swath of
heavy shadows.

The sudden idand of darkness drew hobs like corpses draw flies: burned, terrified, furious hobs whose
tidbit-filled night on the town had suddenly turned into a nightmare. They didn’t have eyes, but they found
their way to the dark easily enough, and | saw more than adozen rush in, one of them passing withina
couple of feet of me without ever dowing down or taking note of my presence.

Tiny started bellowing a second later, his huge voice blending with the vengeful howls of angry hobs.
“Ain't so big now,” | panted, “areyou?’
But asit turned out, Tiny wasjust asbig.

A crushed hob flew out of the shadows and splattered the floor maybe twenty feet away. | don’t mean
that he was just rag-doll limp. He was crushed, crushed like abeer can, where Tiny’ s huge fist had
samply seized the hob, squeezed it hard enough to empty it of variousinternd liquids, and then thrown it

avay.

Light flashed in the shadows, along streak of sparks, likeflint drawn aong along, long strip of sted, and
suddenly low blue flames surrounded the blade of Tiny’ s sword. They were guttering, barely able to stay
aight benesth the falling water, but they cast enough light to let me see what was happening.

The hobs had gone mad with hate.

It had been inevitable, | suppose. The minions of Winter and those of Summer do not play well with one
another, and the denizens of Faerie do not behave like human beings. Their natures are far more primd,
more immutable. They are what they are. Predators are swift to attack prey that hasfalenand is
vulnerable. Winter fae hate the champions of Summer. The hobs were both.

Severd of them threw themsdves at Tiny’ s head, while the othersjust started hacking with their crude
wegpons or biting with their sharklike teeth. Tiny’sarmor served him well in that mess, defending the
most critical areas, and as hobs went for his throat the gruff started throwing his head back and forth. |
thought it was panic for asecond, until he dammed one of his hornsinto ahob with such power that it
broke the wicked faerie' s skull. His sword dewed back and forth in two quick, precise motions, and half
adozen hobsfell, dead and burning.

The otherslet out shrieks of terror and bounded away, their hatred insufficient to the task of withstanding
thefalen gruff. Tiny rolled to his knees and began to push himsdlf up, and though his expression was
contorted with pain hisinhuman eyes swept around until they spotted me,

Oh, crap.
| didn’t wait for him to get up and kill me. I ran.

Of dl thetimesto do without my jacket and staff. For crying out loud, what had | been thinking? That |



had Summer so thoroughly outwitted that | wouldn't need them? That life just hadn’t been chalenging
enough until now? Supid, Harry. Supid, stupid. | sworethat if | lived through this, I’d make up dummy
copiesof my gear for when | needed Thomasto play stalking horse.

The ground started shaking as Tiny took up the chase behind me.

My optionswere limited. To my right was the exterior wall of the building, and | couldn’t go outsdeinto
the degpening snow. My imagination treated me to a dandy image of me floundering in hip-deep snow
while Tiny, with hisfar greater height and mass, cruised effortlesdy up behind me and beer-canned me.
Ahead of me was an empty hallway leading to another wall, and on my left were nothing but rows and
rowsof...... storage lockers.

| fumbled in my pocket again as| ran through the water sheeting the floor, and started trying to get alook
at the numbers on the lockers. | spotted the one corresponding to Gard' skey, and | skidded to ahalt on
thewatery floor. | jammed the key in the lock franticaly as Tiny, running with alimp but till running,
closed the last dozen yards between us.

| had to timeit perfectly. | raised my right hand, aimed at the hoof on hiswounded leg, and waited for dl
of hisweight to come forward onto it before triggering every energy ring on my right hand, unleashing a
rushing column of force that hit him with the power of aspeeding car.

The gruff * s hoof went out from under him again on the wet floor, and he pitched forward with aroar of
frustration. He dropped his blade and reached for me with both hands as hefell.

| waited until the last second to jump back, ripping open the door to Gard’ slocker as| went.

| could only describe what happened next asabalt of lightning. It wasn't lightning—not redlly. Redl
lightning did not have the raw, savage intengity of this...thing, and | realized with astartled flash of insght
that this energy, whatever it was, was alive. White-hot power tinged with flashes of scarlet streaked out
of the locker like ahundred hyperkinetic serpents, zigzagging with impossible speed. That living lightning
ripped into Tiny, cutting through his crystalline armor asif it had been made of soft wax. It burned and
dashed and pounded the flesh beneath in along line from Tiny’ s shoulder to hislower leg, letting out a
screaming buzz of sound unlike anything | had ever heard before.

Inthelast fraction of a second before it vanished, the energy snapped back and forth like thetip of a
whip, and Tiny’ sleft leg came off at the knee.

The gruff screamed. Whatever that thing had been, it had taken the fight out of Tiny.
Hell'sbdls.

| stared at the maimed Summer champion and then at the open, innocent-looking locker. Then | walked
dowly forward.

Tiny had only one eye open, and it didn’t look like it would focus on anything. His bresthing was rough,
quick, and ragged, which trandated into a seething, oat-scented breeze anywhere within ten or fifteen feet
of hishead.

Tiny blinked his other eye open, and though they till wouldn’'t focus he let out aweak-sounding grunt.
“Mortdl,” herasped, “1 am bested.” One of his earsflicked once and heexhaded inasigh. “Finishit.”

| walked past the fdlen gruff without stopping, noting as| did that the stroke of energy that had severed
hisleg had cauterized it shut, too. He wasn't going to bleed to death.



| peered cautioudy into the locker.

It was empty except for asingle, flat wooden box about the size of abig backgammon kit. The back wall
of the locker sported something el se—the blackened outline of some sort of rune. It was't thefirst time
I’ d seen Gard employing some kind of rune-based magic, but I’ d be damned if | knew how it was done.
| reached out with my wizard' s senses cautioudy, but felt nothing. Whatever energy had been stored
there was gone now.

What the hell?1 reached in and grabbed the box. Nothing ripped me into quivering shreds.

| scowled suspicioudy and dowly withdrew the box, but nothing else happened. Evidently Gard had
considered her security measures to be adequate for dealing with athief. Or adinosaur. Whichever.

Once | had the case, | turned back to the gruff.
“Mortd,” Tiny wheezed, “finishit.”

“I try not to kill anything unlessit’ s absolutely necessary,” | replied, “and I’ ve got no need to kill you
today. Thiswasn't apersona matter. It'sdone. That’ sthe end of it.”

The gruff focused his eyes and just stared at me for a startled moment. “Mercy? From a Winterbound?’

“I'm not bound,” | snapped. “ Thisis purely temp work.” | squinted around. “I think the hobs have
mostly cleared out. Can you leave on your own, or do you need me to send for someone?’

The gruff shuddered and shook his huge head. “Not necessary. | will go.” He spread the fingers of one
hand on the ground and started sinking into it asif it were quicksand. As portasto Faerie went, that was
anew onefor me.

“Thisisaonetime offer,” | told him just before he was completely gone. “Don’'t come back.”
“I shan't,” herumbled, hiseyes sagging closed in weariness. “But mark you this, wizard.”

| frowned a him. “What?’

“My dder brother,” he growled, “isgoing to kill thee.”

Then Tiny sank into the floor and was gone.

“Another one?’ | demanded of the floor. “Y ou’ ve got to be kidding me!”

| leaned againgt the lockers, banging my head gently againgt the sted for amoment. Then | pushed myself
back onto my feet and started jogging back toward where | had parted with Michael. Just because the
hobs were gone from this part of the station didn’t mean that there wasn't till afight going on. Michael
might need my help.

| picked up thetrail of body parts again, though by thistime most of them were mounds of dark powder,
like charcoa dust, pounded to agooey paste by the building' s sprinklers. The patches of gunk got
thicker as| continued in the direction | thought Michadl had gone.

| followed thetrail to the base of aridiculoudy broad flight of stone stairs—the one that actually had been
in The Untouchables. The parts were still recognizable as parts here. These hobs hadn’t been dead for
long. They lay in acarpet of motionless, burning corpses on the Sairs. Judging by theway they’ d falen
they had been facing up the stairs when they died.



Severd fdlen hobs bore wounds that indicated that Michael had hewed hisway through them from
behind. White knight he might be, but once that sword comes out, Michadl puts his game face on, and he
plays as hard as dmost anyone |’ ve ever seen.

Not that | could blame him. Not all the remains |’ d passed had been those of hobs.

Three security guards were down, one maybe ten feet from the stairs, the other two on the stairway itsdlf.
They had fdlen separately in the darkness.

I’ d passed severd other bloodstains that had amost certainly been fatd to their donors, unlessthefaling
water had made them look more extensive than they actually were. I’ d never encountered hobs
face-to-face before, but | knew enough about them to hope that whoever had spilled that blood was
dead.

Hobs had ahabit of hauling victims back into their lightlesstunnels.

| shuddered. I’ d give the troubleshooters from Summer that much: All the gruffs wanted to do waskill
me, clean, and that would be the end of it. I’ d been carried into the darkness by monsters before. It isn't
something I’ d wish on anyone. Ever.

You don't redly livethrough it, evenif you survive. It changesyou.

| pushed away bad memories and tried to ignore them while | thought. Some of the hobs had obvioudy
taken their victims and run. According to the books it was their modus operandi. Though thisentire
attack seemed to indicate ahigher level of organization than the average rampage, obvioudy whoever
was behind it wasn't in complete control. Faeries share one universd trait—their essential natures are
actively contrary, and they are notorioudy difficult to command.

The hobs on the stairs were different from the ones I’ d had to contend with at the front of the station.
These dl bore more advanced cutlery, probably made of bronze, and wore armor made of some kind of
hide. To be clustered thisthickly on the stairs, they had to have been at least alittle organized, fighting in
ranks, too.

Something had compelled these hobs to attack in unison. Hell, if the numbers of fallen hobsin front of me
were any indication, the gang that came after Michael and me were probably stragglerswho had gone
haring off on their own, looking for alittle carryout to take home.

So what had been the purpose of the attack? What the hell had drawn them all to the stairway?
Whatever was at the top, obvioudly.

Above methelight of the holy Sword flickered and began to fade. | chugged up the stairs asit did, il
holding my fingers up to shield my eyes until thelight dwindled, and caught up to Michad. Hewas
breathing hard, Sword il raised over his head in ahigh guard and ready to come sweeping down. |
noted, idly, that the stench of stagnant water had vanished, replaced by the quiet, strong scent of roses. |
lifted my face again and felt cool, clean, rose-scented water fall on my face. Faling through the light of the
holy Sword had improved it it would seem.

Thelast hob to fal, abig brute the size of afresking mountain gorilla, lay motionless near Michael’ sfest.
What was |eft of abronze shield and sword lay in neatly diced fragments around the body. Itsblood
gpread duggishly down the stairs, coated with blue-white flame asits body was dowly consumed by
more of the same.

“Everybody canrdax,” | panted as| caught up to Michad. “I’m here”



Michadl greeted mewith anod and aquick smile. “Areyou dl right?’

“Not bad,” | said, barely resisting the temptation to turn the second word into a barnyard sound. “ Sorry |
wasn't much use to you once you waded in.”

“It couldn’t have happened without your help,” Michad said serioudy. “ Thank you.”
“Denada,” | replied.

| went up the last few stairs and got alook at what the hobs had been &fter.
Children.

There must have been thirty kids around ten years old up at the top of the gairs, adl of them in school
uniforms, al of them huddled together in acorner, dl of them frightened, most of them crying. Therewas
one dazed-looking woman in a blazer that matched those of the children, together with two women
dressed in the casual uniforms of Amtrak stewards.

“A train had just arrived,” | murmured to Michael as| realized what had happened. “ It must have gotten
in through the weather somehow. That’ swhy the hobs were here now.”

Michad flicked Amoracchius to one side, shaking off asmall cloud of fine black powder from the blade
as hedid. Then he put the weapon away. “1t should be safe now, everyone,” he said, hisvoice calm.
“The authorities should be here any minute.” He added in aquieter tone, “We should probably go.”

“Not yet,” | said quietly. | walked into the Great Hall far enough to see the areabehind the first of the
row of Corinthian pillarsthat lined thewdlls.

Three people stood there.

Thefirgt wasaman, of aheight with Michadl, but built more leanly, more dangeroudy. He had hair of
dark gold that fell to his shoulders, and the shadow of abeard resulting from severa dayswithout
shaving. He wore a casua, dark-blue sports suit over awhite T-shirt, and he held the bronze sword of a
hob, stained with their dark blood, in elither hand. He regarded me with the calm, remote eyes of agreat
cat, and he showed me some of histeeth when he saw me. Hisname was Kincaid, and hewas a
professiond n.

Next to him was a young woman with long, curling brown hair and flashing dark eyes. Her jeanswere
tight enough to show off some nice curves, but not too tight to move in, and she held adender rod maybe
fivefeet long in one hand, carved with runes and sigils not too unlike mine. Captain Luccio had along
plastic tube hanging from a strap over one of her shoulders, its top dangling loose. Odds were good her
glver sword was still stowed insdeit. | knew that when she smiled, she had killer dimples—but from the
expression on her face | wasn't going to be exposed to that hazard anytime soon. Her features were hard
and guarded, though they did not entirdly hide afiercerage. | hoped it was reserved for the attacking
hobs and not for me. The captain was not someone | wanted angry a me.

Standing between and dightly behind the two adults was a girl not much older than dl the other children
who had taken refuge in the Hall. She' d grown more than afoot sncethelast time |’ d seen her, about
fiveyears ago. She dill looked like aneatly dressed, perfectly groomed child—except for her eyes. Her
eyeswere creepily out of placein that innocent face, heavy with knowledge and al the burdens that
comewithit.

The Archive put ahand on Kincaid' s elbow, and the hired killer lowered his swords. The girl stepped
forward and said, “Hello, Mister Dresden.”



“Héllo, lvy,” | responded, nodding politely.

“If these creatures were under your command,” thelittle girl said in alevel tone, “1’m going to execute
yw.”

Shedidn’'t makeit athreat. There wasn't enough interest in her voicefor it to be that. The Archivejust
dtated it asasmple and undeniable fact.

The scary part wasthat if she decided to kill me, there' d belittle | could do about it. The child wasn't
amply achild. She wasthe Archive, the embodied memory of humanity, aliving repository of the
knowledge of mankind. When shewas six or seven I’ d seen her kill adozen of the most dangerous
warriors of the Red Court. It took her about as much effort as it takes me to open the wrapper on a
stack of crackers. The Archive was Power with a capital P, and operated on an entirely different level
than | did.

“Of coursethey weren't under hiscommand,” Luccio said. She glanced at me and arched an eyebrow.
“How could you even suspect such athing?’

“I find it unlikely that an attack of this magnitude could be anything but a deliberate attempt to abduct or
assassinate me. Mab and Titania have involved themselvesin thisbusiness,” the Archivesaidina
matter-of -fact tone. “ Mister Dresden is currently Winter’ s Emissary in this affair—and need | remind you
that hobs are beholden to Winter—to Mab?’

She hadn’t needed to remind me, though I’ d been puiting that thought off for awhile. The fact that the
hobs were Mab’ s subjects meant that matters were even murkier than | thought, and that now was
probably areasonably good time to start panicking.

But firgt thingsfirst: Prevent the scary little girl fromkilling me.
“I have no ideawho was ordering these thingsaround,” | said quietly.

The Archive stared at me for an endless second. Then that ancient, implacable gaze moved to Michad!.
“Sir Knight,” she said, her tone palite. “Will you vouch for this man?’

Maybe it was just my imagination that it took Michagl a second longer to answer than he might have
donein the past. “ Of course.”

She stared a him aswell, and then nodded her head. “Mister Dresden, you remember my bodyguard,
Kincad.”

“Yeah,” | sad. My voicedidn’t exactly bubble with enthusasm. “Hi, tough guy. What brings you to
Chicago?

Kincaid showed me even more teeth. “The midget,” he said. “1 hate the snow. If it wasup tome, I'd
much rather be somewhere warm. Say, Hawaii, for example.”

“I am not amidget,” the Archive said in afirmly disgpproving tone. “1 am in the seventy-fourth percentile
for height for my age. And stop trying to provoke him.”

“Themidget’ sno fun,” Kincaid explained. “I tried to get her to join the Girl Scouts, but shewas't having
any of it.”

“If | want to glue macaroni to apaper plate, | can do that at home,” said the Archive. “It’s hours past my
bedtime, and | have no desire to entangle ourselves with the local authorities. We should leave.” She



frowned a Kincaid. “ Obvioudy our movements have been tracked. Our quarters here are probably
compromised.” Sheturned her eyes back to me. “I formaly request the hospitdity of the White Council
until suchtime as| can establish securelodgings.”

“Uh,” | said.
L uccio made a quick motion with one hand, urging me to accept.
“Of course,” | said, nodding at the Archive.

“Excelent,” the Archive said. Sheturned to Kincaid. “1’m soaked. My coat and a change of clothesare
inmy bag onthetrain. I'll need them.”

Kincaid gave me askeptica glance but, tellingly, he didn’t argue with the Archive. Instead he vanished
quickly down the Sairs.

The Archive turned to me. “ Satistically speaking, the emergency services of this city should beginto
arrive in another three minutes, given the weether and the condition of the roads. It would be best for all
of usif wewere gone by then.”

“Couldn’'t agreemore,” | said. | grimaced. “Whoever did thisistaking awful chances, moving this
publicaly.”

The Archive' s not-quite-human gaze bored into me for amoment. Then she said, “Matters may be quite
abit worse than that. I'm afraid our troubles are just beginning.”

Chapter Twenty-six

M ichael stopped in histracks when he saw the gaping hole Tiny the gruff had Ieft in the east wall of
Union Station. “Merciful God,” he breathed. “Harry, what happened?’

“Littleproblem,” | said.
“You didn't say anythingtome.”

“You looked busy,” | told him, “and you aready had a couple of hundred bad guysto handle.” | nodded
at thehole. “I only had the one.”

Michael shook his head bemusedly, and | saw Luccio look &t the hole with something like mild darm.
“Did you get it?" Michad asked.
L uccio cocked her head at Michael when he spoke, and then looked sharply at me.

| gave Miched aleved look and said, “Obvioudy.” Then | turned on my hed and whistled sharply.
“Mouse!”

My dog, soggy but still enthusiastic, came bounding toward us over the water-coated marble floors. He
did to astop, throwing up alittle wave that splashed over my feet ashe did. The Archive peered intently
at Mouse as he arrived, and took a step toward him—but was prevented from going farther by Kincaid's
hand, which cameto rest on her dender shoulder.

Michad frowned at the girl and then at the dog. “This,” he said, * brings up a problem.”

There was only so much room in the cab of Michael’ struck.



All of uswere soaking wet, and there was no time to get dry before the authorities arrived. | didn’t think
it completely fair that | got anumber of lessthan friendly looks on the walk to the garage, after |
explained that it had been me who set off the sprinkler system, but at least no one could claim that |
hadn’t been willing to suffer the consequences right aong with them.

The Archive might have been acreepy Billy Mumy—-in—The Twilight Zone kind of child, but shewas il
achild. By generd acclamation she wasin the cab. Michael had to drive.

“I'm not letting her St in theredone” Kincaid stated.
“Oh, comeon,” | said. “He' saKnight of the freaking Cross. Heisn't going to hurt her.”

“Irrdlevant,” Kincaid said. “What about when someone starts shooting at her on the way there? Ishe
going to throw hisbody in front of her to keep her from harm?’

“|—" Michael began.
“You'redamned right hewill,” | growled.

“Harry,” Michad said, histone placating, “1’d be glad to protect the child. But it would be somewhat
problematic to do that and drive at the sametime.”

Mouse let out alow, distressed sound, which drew my attention to the fact that the Archive had fallen
uncharacteristicaly slent. She was standing beside Kincaid, shuddering, her eyesrolling back in her
head.

“Dammit,” | said. “Get her into the truck. Go, Kincaid, Michadl.”
Kincaid scooped her up a once, and he and Michael got into the cab of the truck.
“I-isy-your h-house far from here, Warden?’ Luccio asked me.

Shedidn’'t look good. Well, she looked good given the circumstances. But she also |ooked soaked and
haf-frozen dready, kneding to hug Mouse, ostensibly rubbing hisfur to help dry it and fluff it out. I'd
seen Luccioin action, as captain of the Wardens of the White Council, and | had formed my opinion of
her accordingly. When | looked at the woman who' d faced Kemmler’ s disciples without batting an eye,
whom I’ d once seen stand in the open under fire from automatic weapons to protect the gpprentices
under her care, | tended to forget that she was about five-foot-four and might have checkedin at a
hundred and thirty or forty pounds soaking wet.

Which shewas.

Inthe middle of ablizzard.

“Itisn'tfar,” | said. Then | went up to the door beside Kincaid and said, “ Put the kid on your 1ap.”
“Shewearsthe seat belt,” Kincaid said. “ She' sin danger enough from exposure dready.”

“Luccio doesn't weigh much more than vy does” | said in aflat tone. “ She’ sin dmost as much danger
asthekid. So you're holding vy on your lap and letting my captain ride in the cab, like agentleman.”

Kincaid gave me aleve ook, his paeeyescold. “ Or what?’

“I'marmed,” | said. “You' renot.”



Helooked at melevelly, then at my hands. One of them wasin my coat pocket. Then he said, “Y ou think
| believethat you' d kill me?’

“If you try to make me choose between you and Luccio,” | said, with abrittle smile, “I’m pretty sure
whom I’'m going to bid doha”

Histeeth flashed in a sudden, wolfish smile. And he moved over, drawing the freezing child onto hislap.

By thetime | got back to Luccio she was upright only because Mouse sat placidly in the cold, supporting
her. She mumbled somekind of protest in afaint, commanding tone, but Snceshesaditinltdian |
declared her brain frozen and assumed command of the loca Warden detachment, which was handy,
snceit congsted of only me anyway. | bundled her into the truck’ s cab and got her buckled in beside
Kincaid. He helped with it—my fingers were too cold and stiff to manage very quickly.

“Harry,” Michadl said. He reached back, drew arolled-up therma blanket from behind the truck’ s front
seet, and tossed it to me. | caught it and nodded my thanks with the cold aready starting to chew at my
bdly.

That left me and Mouse in the back of the truck, both of us soaking wet, in the middle of winter, in the
middle of ablizzard. The cold moved from my belly to my chest, and | curled up into aball becausel
didn’'t have much choice in the matter. Magic wasn’t an option. My pam-sized bdl of flamewouldn’t get
aong well with the back of amoving truck, especialy given how much | was aready shaking. | wanted
to get warm, not set mysdf onfire.

“S-s-ssometimes ch-ch-ch-chivary s-s-s-sucks,” | growled to Mouse, teeth chattering.

My dog, whose thick winter coat wasn’t much good after it had gotten a good soaking, leaned against
me as hard as | leaned against him, underneath the rough blanket, while the cab of the truck heated up
nicely, itswindowsfogging. | felt like a Dickens character. | thought about explaining that to Mouse, just
to occupy my thoughts, but he was suffering enough without being forced to endure Dickens, even by
proxy. So we made the trip in miserable, companionable slence. There might have been emergency lights
going by us. | wastoo busy enjoying the involuntary rhythmic contractions of every muscle cell in my
freaking body to notice.

Thirty secondsinto thetrip | wasfairly certain that | was going to black out and wake up five hundred
yearsin the future, but asit turned out | had to endure only amiserable twenty minutes or so before
Michadl pulled up outside my gpartment.

Both vehicle doors opened to the weary but authoritative ring of Luccio’ svoice. “ Get him to the door
while he can il let usin through hiswards.”

“I'mfing” | said, risng. Only it came out sounding morelike, “Mmmmnnngh,” and when | tried to stand
up | dl but fell out of the truck. Michad caught me, and Kincaid moved quickly to help him lift meto the
ground.

| dimly felt one of Kincaid' s hands enter my jacket pocket and turn it out empty. “Son of abitch,” he
sad, grinning. “1 knew it.”

Luccio emerged from the truck’ s cab, carrying the entirely limp form of the Archive draped over one hip.
Thegirl’sarms and legs flopped loosdly, her mouth hung open in deep, and her cheekswere bright pink.
“Get up, Dresden,” she stated. Her voice was firm, but though warmed by thetrip, shewas till nearly as
damp as she had been at the station, and | saw her buckle asthe cold sank itsteeth into her. “Hurry.”



| moved my feet in avague shuffle, and remembered somewhere that when you walked, you moved them
aternately. Thisimproved our progress considerably. We reached a door, and someone said something
about dangerous wards.

No kidding, | thought. 1" ve got some wards on my place that’ll fry you to greasy spots on the
concrete. But you should see the ones Gard can do.

L uccio snapped something to me about the wards, and | thought she looked cold. | had afire at my
place, which she could probably use. | opened the door for her, the way you' re supposed to for alady,
but the damned thing was stuck until Michadl shoved it open with his shoulder and muttered something
disparaging about amateur work.

Then everything got sort of muddled, and my armsand legs hurt alot.
| ended up thinking: Man, my couch feels nice.

Mouse snuffled at my face and then al but squashed me as helaid his head and most of his upper body
across mine. | thought about chewing him out for it, but opted for degp on my wonderful couch instead.

Blackness ensued.

| woke up to aroom illuminated only by the light from my fireplace. | wastoasty, though my fingersand
toes throbbed uncomfortably. There was a gentle weight pressing down on methat proved to be virtualy
every blanket | owned. The deep, dow, steady sound of my dog’ s breathing whispered from therug in
front of the couch, and one of my hands was lying on the rough, warm, dry fur of Mouse' s back.

Water trickled nearby.

Luccio sat on afootstool in front of thefire, facing the flames. My tegpot hung on itslaich over thefire. A
basin of steaming water sat upon the hearth. As| watched, she dipped acloth in the hot water and did it
over her shoulder and down the length of one arm, her face in profile to me. Her eyeswere closed in an
expression of smple pleasure. Thelight of the fire made lovely, exquisitdly feminine shadows dong the
dender lines of her naked back, down to thewaist of her jeans as she moved, muscles shifting beneath
soft skin that shimmered golden like thefirdight for a second after the warm cloth glided over it, leaving
little wisps of vapor in itswake.

Something else had never redlly occurred to me before, elther.
Luccio was beauttiful.

Oh, shewasn't cover-girl pretty, though | suspected that with the right preparation she’ d be damned
close. Her features were appealing, particularly around her little Cupid’ s bow of amouth, framed by its
dimples, contrasted with arather squared-off chin that stopped half an eyelash shy of masculinity. She
had dark eyesthat flashed when she was angry or amused, and her medium-brown hair waslong,
curling, and lustrous. She obvioudy took redlly good care of it—but there was too much strength in that
face for her to be conventionaly pretty.

Beauty runs deeper than that.

Therewas an inexpressible qudity of femininity about her that gppeded to me tremendousy—some
critica mixture of gentle curves, quiet grace, and supple strength that | had only that second redlized
happened to reside in the same place as the head of the Wardens. Maybe more important, | knew the
quality of the person under the skin. I’d known Luccio for years, been in more than one tight spot with
her, and found her to be one of the only veteran Wardenswhom | both liked and respected.



She shook her hair to the other side of her back and washed the other shoulder and arm just as dowly,
and just as evidently taking pleasurein doing so.

It had been awhile since I’ d seen awoman’s naked back and shoulders. It had been considerably rarer
than my views of the various nightmares my job kept exposing meto. | guess even among al the
nightmares, sooner or later you'll get lucky enough to catch aglimpse of abeautiful dream. And despite
thetrouble | wasin, for just that moment there, under al those blankets, | looked at something beautiful.
It made mewish | had the talent to capture the sight with charcoa or inks or oils—but that had never
been my gift. All | could do was soak up that smple sight: beautiful woman bathing in firdight.

| didn’t actually notice when Luccio paused and turned her head to face me. | just noticed, suddenly, that
shewas returning my gaze, her dark eyes steady. | swallowed. | wasn't surewhat | had been expecting.
Sudden outrage, maybe, or abiting remark, or at least ablush. Luccio didn’t do any of that. She just
returned my stare, calm and poised and lovely asyou please, one arm folded across her breasts while the
other dipped the cloth into the steaming basin again.

“Sorry,” | said findly, lowering my eyes. | was probably blushing. Dammit. Maybe | could passit off as
mild frogthite, heroicaly suffered on her behdlf.

Shelet out aquiet little murmur of sound that was too relaxed to be achuckle. “Did it displease you?’
“No,” | said, at once. “God, no, nothing like that.”
“Then why apologize?’ shesad.

“I,uh...” I coughed. “1 just figured that a girl who came of age during the reign of Queen Victoriawould
be alittle more conservative.”

Luccio let out awicked littlelaugh that time. “Victoriawas British,” shesad. “I'm Itdian.”
“Bit of adifference, then?’ | asked.

“Just alittle,” shereplied. “When | was young, | posed for anumber of painters and sculptors, you
know.” Shetilted her head back and washed her throat as she spoke. “Mmm. Though that wasin my
origind body, of course.”

Right. The onethat had been stolen by an insane necromancer, leaving Luccio’ s mind permanently
trapped in aloaner. A redly young, fit, lovely loaner. “I don't see how the oneyou'rein now could
possibly come up short by comparison.”

She opened her eyes and flashed me a smile that was entirely too pleased and girlish. “Thank you. But |
would not have you misunderstanding me. I’ d avail myself of your shower, after being soaked in that foul
soup, but the Archiveison your bed, and Kincaid has closed the door. He s resting too, and I’ d rather
not have him go for my throat before he wakes. And you were adeep, so0...” She gave alittle shrug of
her shoulders.

It did really interesting things to the shadows thefire cast upon her skin, and | was suddenly glad of al the
blankets piled on me.

“Areyou feding dl right?’ Luccio asked me.
“I'll live” | sad.

“It was gdlant of you to face down Kincaid like that.”



“No problem. He' san ass.”

“A very dangerousone,” Luccio said. “I wouldn't have traveled with himif | had not seen him pass
through the security checkpoint in Boston.” She rose, dropped the washcloth in the basin, and pulled her
shirt on, giving me arather intriguing view of her back and waist slhouetted againgt thefirelight.

| sghed. Moment over. Back to business.

“What were you doing traveling with them?’ | asked.
“Bringing them herefor the parley,” shereplied.
“Paley?

“The Archive contacted Nicodemus Archleone regarding our accusations. He agreed to meet with us
here, in Chicago, to discuss the matter. Y ou are theinitiating party in thisinstance, and | am hereto serve
asyour second.”

| blinked &t her. “Y ou? My second?’

Sheturned to face me as she finished buttoning her shirt and smiled faintly. “Duty before ego. Relatively
few of the Wardenswith sufficient seasoning for the rolewerewilling. | thought it might be best if you
worked with meinstead of Morgan.”

“That' swhy they pay you the big bucks, Cap. That keen interpersona insght.”

“That and because I’m quite good at killing things,” Luccio said, nodding. She turned to the fireplace and
took Gard' slittle wooden box off the mantdl. “ Dresden...”

“Hell’sbells” | breathed, Stting up. “ Captain, that thing is dangerous. Put it down.” | snapped out that
last in atone of pure authority, one I’ d gotten used to when working with Molly and variousfolks I’ d met
through the Paranet.

Shefrozein her tracks and arched an eyebrow at me, but only for a split second. Then she smoothly
replaced the box and stepped away fromit. “I see. Y ou were holding it when we dragged you in here.
Youwouldn't let it go, infact.”

“Wel,” | said, “no.”

“Which, | tekeit, explanswhat you were doing at the station.”
“Wdl,” | said, “yes.”

“Quiteacoincidence,” shesad.

| shook my head. “In my experience, when there’ saKnight of the Cross around, there’ s no such thing as
coincidence.”

Shefrowned at that. “It' s been avery long time since I" ve been to confession. Nearly acentury, in fact.
I’m not aware that the Almighty owes me any favors.”

“Myseriousways,” | said smugly.
She laughed. “I takeit they’ ve used that line on you before?’



“Congantly,” | said.

“A good man,” shesaid. “You'relucky to have him asafriend.”

| frowned and said quietly, “Yeah. | am.” | shook my head. “When' sthe parley?’
“Noon, tomorrow.” She nodded at the mantel. “Can you tel mewhat’ sin there?’
“Options” | sad. “If the parley falls”

“Out withit, Dresden,” she said.

| shook my head.

She put afist on one hip. “Why not?’

“Gave my word.”

She considered that for amoment. Then she nodded once and said, “As you wish. Get some more rest.
You'll needit.” Then she prowled over to my love seet, sank wearily down into it, and, without another
word, curled up under a blanket. She was apparently asleep seconds later.

| thought about getting up and checking out Gard' s case, maybe caling Michael and Murphy, but the
weariness that suddenly settled on my limbs made dl of that sound impossibly difficult. So | settledina
little more comfortably and found degp coming swiftly to me aswdll.

Thelast thing | noticed, before | dropped off, was that under al the blankets| was entirely undressed.

And | wasclean.

Chapter Twenty-seven
“I dill don't seewhy | can’t go,” Moally said, folding her aams crosdy.

“Y ou know how you told me how much you hate it when your parents quote scripture at you to answer
your questions?’ | asked her.

“Yesh”

“I’'m not gonna do that. Because | don't know this one well enough to get the quote right.”
Sherolled her eyes.

“But it's something about the best way to defeat temptation isto avoid it.”

“Oh, please,” Mally said.

“Actudly, he'sright,” Thomas said, passing over my duster. “ Serioudy. | know temptation.”
Molly gave my brother asidelong look and blushed faintly.

“Stop that,” | told him.

Thomas shrugged. “Can’'t help it. I'm hungry. | wound up jumping rooftop to rooftop for half an hour,
dodging abunch of three-foot-tal lunatics with bows and arrows.”



“Elves,” | murmured. “ Someone on Summer’ steam was calling in backup, too. Interesting. | wonder
which sidetipped the scdesfirg.”

“You rewdcome” Thomassad.

“Hey,” Molly snapped. “ Can we get back on topic? | know how to handle mysdlf, Harry. Thisis
supposed to be atak, not afight.”

| sighed, turning to her. We were talking to each other in the Carpenters’ kitchen, while everyone ese
geared up in the workshop. Thomas had sneaked in the front door of the house to pass my staff and coat
back to me, after hisevening of decoy work.

“Grasshopper,” | said, “think who we' re going to betalking to.”

“Nicodemus. The head of the Denarians,” she said. “The man who tried to kill my father and my teacher,
and did his best to put ademon insde my little brother’ s head.”

| blinked. “How did you know about—"

“The usua, eavesdropping on Mom and Dad,” she replied impatiently. “The point being that I’ m not
going to be tempted to pick up one of hiscoins, Harry.”

“I'm not talking about you being tempted, kid,” | said. “I’m worried about Nicodemus. Given everything
that’ sgoing on, I’ d rather not wave aKnight of the Cross s brushed-with-darkness daughter under his
nose. We retrying to avoid a huge fight, not find new reasonsto start one.”

Molly gave me asteady are.
“Hey,” | said, “how’ sthat homework | gave you coming?’

She stared some more. She' d learned from Charity, so she was pretty good &t it. I’ d gotten Charity’s
dare plenty, though, so I’d been inoculated. She turned in silence and stalked out of the kitchen.

Thomas snorted quietly.
“What?' | asked him.
“You redly think you' re going to avoid afight?’

“I think I’m not going to hand them any of Michadl’ sfamily as hostages,” | said. “Nicodemus has got
something up hisdeeve.” Asl spoke, | made sure the little holdout knifeinitsleather sheeth was il
secured up mine. “The only question iswho is going to start the music and where.”

“Where sthe meting?’

| shrugged. “ Neither party knows. Kincaid and the Archive are picking aneutra spot. They left my place
early thismorning. They'regoing to cal. But | doubt they’ Il start it this soon. My money says that
Nicodemus will want something in exchange for Marcone. That’swhen he' [l make hismove.”

“At the exchange?’ Thomas asked.
| nodded. “Try to grab the wholetamae.”

“Uh-huh,” Thomas said. “ Speaking of, | came by your place after | was done playing tag with n
midgets last night. Got awhiff of perfume on the doorway and checked through the window on the south



gde of thehouse” He gave meady grin. “ About fucking time, man.”

| frowned a him. “What?’

Thegrinfaded. “Y ou mean you till didn't...Oh, empty night, Harry.”

“What did you see?

“I saw you, talking to awoman who had aready taken half her clothes off for you, man.”

“Oh, comeon,” | said. “Thomas, it wasn't like that. She wasjust getting clean.” | gave him the short
version of the previous evening.

Thomas gave me alook of hisown. Then he thwapped me gently upside the head.
“Hey!” | said.

“Harry,” hesaid. “Y ou were degping for hours. She had plenty of timeto get clean. Y ou think she sat
around for dl that time because shewasn't tired just yet? Y ou think she didn’t plan on you seeing her?’

| opened my mouth to answer and left it that way.

“For that matter, she could have settled down behind the couch, where you couldn’t have seen her if you
did wake up,” Thomas continued. “Not right by the fire, where she made what | thought was quite anice
little picturefor you.”

“I...I didn't think she...”
He stared a me. “ Y ou didn’'t make amove.”
“She's...Luccio ismy commanding officer, man. We...we work together.”

Thomasrolled hiseyes. “ That' s atwenty-first-century attitude, man. She' s anineteenth-century girl. She
doesn't draw the lines the same way you and | do.”

“But | never thought—"
“I can't believethis” Thomassaid. “Tel meyou aren't that stupid.”
“Stupid?’ | demanded.

“Yeah,” hesaid bluntly. “ Stupid. If she offered and you turned her down because you had areason you
didn’t want to, that’ sone thing. Never redlizing what she was talking about, though—that’ sjust pathetic.”

“She never sad—"

My brother threw up his hands. “What does awoman need to do, Harry? Rip her clothes off, throw
hersdf on top of you, and shimmy while screaming, ‘ Do me, baby!”?” He shook his head. “ Sometimes
you'reafriggingidiot.”

“I...” | soread my hands. “ She just went to deep, man.”

“Because she was being thoughtful of you, you knob. She didn’t want to come on too strong and make
you uncomfortable, especidly given that she' s older and more experienced than you are, and your
commanding officer to boot. She didn’t want to make you fed pressured. So she left you plenty of room
to turn her down gracefully.” Herolled his eyes. “ Read between the lines oncein awhile, man.”



“I...” 1 9ghed. “I’ve never been hit on by awoman ahundred and fifty yearsolder than me” | said
lamdy.

“Try to use your brain around women oncein awhile, instead of just your juju stick.” Thomas tossed me
my Staff.

| caught it. “ Everyone sacritic.”

My brother purloined an apple from the basket on the idand in the kitchen on hisway to the door,
glanced over his shoulder, and said, “Moron. Thank God Nicodemusisaman.”

Heleft, and | stood there for a second being annoyed at him. | mean, sure, he was probably right—but
that only made it more annoying, not less.

Something e se he wasright about: Anastasiahad looked smply amazing in front of that fire.
Huh.

| hadn’t redly thought of her interms of her first name before. Just as“Luccio” or “the captain” or
“Captain Luccio.” Cometo think of it, she’d been out of the dating game for even longer than | had.
Could be that she hadn’t exactly been brimming with self-confidence last night, either.

The gtuation bore thinking upon.
Later.
For now, there was intrigue and inevitable betrayd afoot, and | had to focus.

| headed out to the workshop. The day was brighter than the one before, but the cloud cover still hadn't
gone. It had stopped snowing, though the wind kicked up enough powder to makeit hard to tell. A
check of the mirror had revealed that the tip of my nose, the tops of my ears, and the highest parts of my
cheeks were rough and ruddy from exposure to cold and my brush with hypothermia. They looked like
they’ d suffered from aheavy sunburn. Added to my raccoon eyes, | thought them quite charming.

No wonder Luccio had thrown hersdf at me with such wanton abandon.
Dammit, Harry, focus, focus. Danger is afoot.

| opened the door to the workshop just as Michael folded hisarmsand said, | ill don't seewhy | can't
go.”

“Because we retrying to avoid afight,” Luccio said camly, “and an atmosphere of nervous fear isnot
going to foster agood environment for a peaceful exchange.”

“I’'m not afraid of them,” Michael sad.
“No,” Luccio sad, amiling faintly. “But they' re afraid of you.”

“Inany case,” Gard sad, “neither the Church nor the Knights are signatories of the Accords. Not to put
it too bluntly, Sir Michad, but thisis quite literally none of your business”

“Y ou don’t know these people,” Michad said quietly. “Not theway | do.”

“I do,” | said quietly. “At least in some ways.”



Michael turned to give me a steady, searching look. “Maybe,” he said quietly. “ Do you think | should
Say away?’

| didn’t answer him immediately. Gard watched me from where she sat on the edge of her cot, now
dressed and upright, if not precisay healthy-looking. Hendricks sat at the workbench again, athough he
was sharpening a knife thistime. Wegpons nuts are dways fiddling with their gear. Murphy, seated down
the bench from Hendricks, was cleaning her gun. She wasn't moving her wounded arm much, though she
gpparently had full use of that hand. Sanyaloomed in acorner near the workbench, patiently working
somekind of lesther polish into Esperacchius’s scabbard.

“I don't think thisiswherethey’ll try to stick intheknife,” | said quietly. | turned my eyesto Luccio. “I
also don't think it would be stupid to have a couple of Knights on standby, in case I’ m wrong.”

Luccio’s head rocked back alittle,

“No reason not to hedge our bets,” | told her quietly. “These people don’t play nice like the Unsedlie fae,
or the Red Court. I’ ve seen them in action, Captain.”

She pursed her lips, and her eyes never wavered from my face. “All right, Warden,” she said, findly. “It's
your city.”

“I did not agreetothis,” Gard said, rising, her expression dark.

“Oh, ded withit, blondie,” | told her. “Beggars and choosers. The White Council isbacking you up on
thisone, but don't tart thinking it’ s because we work for you. Or your boss.”

“I'm going to be there too,” Murphy said quietly, without looking up from her gun. “Not just somewhere
nearby. There. In the room.”

Pretty much everyonethere said, “No,” or some variant of it at that point, except for Hendricks, who
didn’'t talk alot, and me, who knew better.

Murphy put her gun back together during the protests and loaded it in the silence afterward.

“If you people want to have your plots and your shadowy warsin private,” she said, “you should take
them to Antarctica or somewhere. Or you could do thisin New Y ork, or Boise, and thisisn’t any of my
business. But you aren’t in any of those places. Y ou'rein Chicago. And when things get out of hand, it's
the people I’m sworn to protect who are endangered.” She rose, and though she was the shortest person
in the room, she wasn't looking up at anyone. “1’m going to be there as amoderating influence with your
cooperation. Or we can do it the other way. Y our choice, but | know alot of copswho are sick and
tired of this supernaturd bullshit sneaking up on us.”

She directed alevel gaze around the room. She hadn’t put the gun away.
| smiled at her. Just alittle,
Gard looked at me and said, “ Dresden.”

| shrugged and shook my head sadly. “What? Once we gave them the vote, it went totally out of
contral.”

“You'reapig, Harry,” Murphy growled.

“But a pig smart enough to bow to theinevitable,” | said. | looked at Gard and said, “Far asI’m



concerned, she' sgot alegitimateinterest. I'll back it.”

“Warden,” Luccio said in awarning tone, “may | spesk to you?’

| walked over to her.

“She can't possibly know,” Luccio said quietly, “the kind of grief she could be letting hersdlf infor.”

“Shecan,” | replied as quietly. “ She' s been through more than most Wardens, Captain. And she’ ssure
as hell covered my back enough timesto have earned the right to make up her own mind.”

Luccio frowned at mefor amoment, and then turned to face Murphy. “ Sergeant,” she said quietly. “This
could expose you to a...consderable degree of risk. Are you sure?’

“If it wereyour town,” Murphy said, “your job, your duty? Could you stand around with your fingersin
your eers?’

Luccio nodded dowly and then inclined her head.

“Besides” Murphy said, haf smiling as she put her gunin her shoulder holster, “it’snot asif I’'m leaving
you people much choice.”

“I like her,” Sanyarumbled in his deep, haf-swallowed accent. “ Sheisso tiny and fierce. | don't
suppose she knows how to—"

“Sanya,” Michadl sad, hisvoice very firm. “We have taked about this”
The dark-skinned Russian sighed and shrugged. “ It could not hurt to ask.”
“ Sanya.”

Helifted both handsin agesture of surrender, grinning, and fell Slent.

The door to the house banged shut, and running footsteps crunched through the snow. Molly opened the
door to the workshop and said, “Harry, Kincaid' s on the phone. He' s got the location for the meeting.”

“Kincaid?” Murphy said in arather sharp voice.

“Yeah, didn’'t | mention that?’ | asked her, my tone perfectly innocent as| headed for the door. “He
showed up lagt night.”

Her eyesnarrowed. “We |l talk.”

“Tiny,” Sanyarumbled to Michad, clenching ademondrativefist. “But fierce.”

Chapter Twenty-eight

P eople think that nothing can possibly happen in the middle of abig city—say, Chicago—without lots of
witnesses seeing everything that happened. What most people don’t redly understand isthat there are
two reasonswhy that just ain't so—thefirst being that humansin generd make lousy witnesses.

Take something fairly innocuous, like aminor traffic accident at abusy pedestrian intersection.
Beep-beep, crunch, followed by alot of shouting and arm waving. Line up everyone at thet intersection
and ask them what happened. Every single one of them will give you adightly different story. Some of
them will have seen the whole thing start to finish. Some of them will have seen only the aftermath. Some



of them will have seen only one of the cars. Some of them will tell you, with perfect assurance, that they
saw both carsfrom gtart to finish, including such details as the expressions on the drivers  faces and
changesin vehicle acceleration, despite the fact that they would have to be performing smultaneous feats
of bilocation, levitation, and telepathy to have done so.

Most people will be honest. And incorrect. Honest incorrectnessisn’t the same thing aslying, but it
amounts to the same thing when you' re talking about witnesses to a specific event. A relative minority will
limit themsalvesto reporting what they actudly saw, not thingsthat they havefilled in by assumption, or
memories contaminated by too much exposure to other points of view. Of that relative minority, even
fewer will bethe kind of person who, by natural inclination or possibly training, has the capacity for
noticing and retaining alarge amount of detail in alimited amount of time.

The point being that once events pass into memory, they aready have atendency to begin to become
muddled and cloudy. It can be more of an art form than a science to gain an accurate picture of what
trangpired based upon eyewitness descriptions—and that’ s for a matter of relative unimportance, purely
amatter of falibleintellect, with no deep persona or emotiond issuesinvolved.

Throw emoationsinto the mix, and mild confusion turnsinto utter havoc. Take that same fender-bender,
make it an accident between a carload of neoskinhead types and some gangbangers at abusy crosswalk
in a South Side neighborhood, and you' ve got the kind of situation that kicks off riots. No matter what
happens, you probably aren’t going to be able to get astraight story out of anyone afterward. In fact, you
might be hard-pressed to get any story out of anyone.

Once human emotions get tossed into the mix, everything isup for grabs.

The second reason things can go unnoticed in the middle of the big city is pretty smple: wals. Walls
block line of sght.

Let merephrasethat: Walls block line of involvement.

The human animal is oriented around asense of Sight. Thingsaren’t red until we seethem: Seeingis
believing, right? Which isaso why there are illusonists—they can make us see thingsthat aren't red, and
it ssemsamazing.

If ahuman being actually sees something bad happening, there' s a better chance that he or she will act
and get involved than if the sense of Sight isn't involved. History illustratesit. Oh, sure, Allied
governments heard reports of Nazi death campsin World War 11, but that was afar cry from when the
first troops actudly saw the imprisoned Jews as they liberated the camps. Hearst had known it before
that: You furnish the pictures, and I’ [l furnish the war. And according to some, he did.

Conversdly, if you don’t see something happening, itisn't asred. Y ou can hear reports of tragedies, but
they don't hit you the way they would if you were standing therein the ruins.

Nowhere has as many walls as big cities do, and walls keep you from seeing things. They help make
thingslessred. Sure, maybe you hear loud, sharp noises outside some nights. But it’ s easy to tell yourself
that those aren’t gunshots, that there’ s no need to call the police, no need to even worry. It's probably
just acar backfiring. Sure. Or akid with fireworks. There might be loud wailing or screams coming from
the gpartment upstairs, but you don’t know that the drunken neighbor is beating hiswifewith aralling pin
again. It snot redly any of your business, and they’ re dwaysfighting, and the man is scary, besides.

Y eah, you know that there are cars coming and going at al hours from your neighbor’ s place, and that
the crowd thereisn’t exactly the most upright-looking bunch, but you haven’t seen him dedling drugs.
Not even to the kids you see going over there sometimes. It's easier and safer to shut the door, be quie,
andturnuptheTV.



WE re ostriches and the whole world is sand.

Newbieswho are just learning about the world of wizards and the unpleasant side of the supernatural
awaysthink there sthis huge conspiracy to hideit from everyone. Thereisn't. There' sno need for one,
beyond preventing actua parades down Main Street. Hell’ sbdlls, from where I’ m standing, it samiracle
anyone ever notices.

Whichiswhy | wasfairly surethat our parley with the Archive and the Denariansin the Shedd Aquarium
was going to go unremarked. Oh, sure, it was right in the middle of town, within astone' sthrow of the
Field Museum and within sight of Soldier Field, but given the weather there wasn't going to be alot of
foot traffic—and the Aquarium was in its off-season. There might be a handful of people there caring for
the animas, but | felt confident that Kincaid would find away to convince them to be somewhere else.

Murphy had rented a car, since hers was so busted-up. The past few days of snow had seen aload of
accidents, and there weren't any compact cars left, so she’d wound up with asilver Caddy the size of a
yacht, and I’ d called shotgun. Hendricks and Gard rode in the backsest. Gard had gotten to the car
under her own power, though she had been moving carefully. Luccio sat beside Gard with her dender
saff and her slver rapier resting on the floorboards between her feet, though my own staff wasalot
longer and had to dant back between the front seets and past Gard’ s head, up into the rear window well.

City work crewswere gill laboring to clear roads and accessto criticd facilities. An off-season tourist
attraction was not high on anyone' s priority list. For that matter, the Field Museum had been closed due
to the weather, which meant that there redlly weren't any functioning public buildingsfor severa hundred
yardsin any direction.

That could be a problem. Michad’ swhite truck wasn’t going to be able to get anywhere close without
being spotted, which meant that he and Sanya were going to be two, maybe three minutes away from
helping, provided they could be sgnaled at al. That was practically the other side of theworld, wherea
violent confrontation is concerned. On the other hand, it aso meant that the bad guys weren't going to be
ableto bring in any help without being spotted, elther.

Provided they were driving cars, of course.

Glass half-full, Harry, glass half-full. Therewas no profit to be had in afight—not yet, anyway.
Whatever Nicodemus was after, he' d have to make his demands before he had a chanceto
double-cross us out of whatever he wanted usto bring him. Besides, given what I’ d seen of the Archive
in action, he' d be freaking insane to try anything where she was officiating. She didn’t brook dightsto her
authority lightly.

The nearest street had been cleared by city trucks, but none of the parking lots had been done, and the
excess snow from the streets formed small mountains on either side of the road.

“Lookslikewe re going to havetowak in,” Murphy said quietly.

“Keep circling. They keep the animals here year-round,” | said quietly. “ And they’ ve got to be fed every
day. The gtaff will have broken atrail in somewhere.”

“Perhapsthey let the exhibits go hungry during the ssorm,” Gard suggested. “Few would venture into this
for the sake of their paychecks.”

“Y ou don’t do oceanography for the money,” | said. “And you sure as hell don't take up working with
dolphinsand whalesfor the vast paycheck and the company car.” | shook my head. “They love them.
Someone sgonein every day. They’ll at least have broken afoot trail.”



“There,)” Murphy said, pointing. Sure enough, someone had hacked a narrow opening into the mounded
snow at the side of the road and dug out a footpath on the other side. Murph had to park at the side of
the road, with the doors of therental car just an inch from the snow walls. If someone came along going
too fast, given the condition the streets were in, the Caddy was going to get smashed, but it wasn't like
shehad alot of choice.

Weadl piled out of the driver’sside of the car into the wan light of early afternoon. Luccio and | both
paused to put on our grey Warden's cloaks. Cloaks|ook cool and everything, but they don’t go well
with cars. Luccio buckled on afindly tooled leather belt that held a sword on her Ieft hip and a Colt on
her right.

My .44 was back in my duster pocket, and the weight of both the coat and the gun felt greetly
comforting. The wind caught my coat and the cloak both, and amost knocked me over until 1 got them
gathered in close to my body again and under control. Hendricks, stolid and hugein hisdark, sensible
London Fog winter coat, went by mewith asmall smile on hisface.

Hendrickstook point, and the rest of usfollowed him through what could only generoudy be called a
trail. Instead of the snow being up to our chests, on the trail we sank only to our knees. It wasalong,
cold dog up to the Aquarium, and then around the entire building, where the snow had piled up to truly
impressive depthsin the lee of the wind on the south side of the structure. Wind hustling in over the frozen
lakefdt likeit had come straight from outer space, and everyone but Gard hunched up miserably againgt
it. Thetrail led usto an employee’ sdoor in the Sde of the building, which proved to have had the lock
housing on its frame covered in duct tape, leaving it open.

Hendricks opened the door, and | stuck my head in and took a quick look around. The building was
dark benesth its smothering blanket of snow, except for afew dim night-lights set low on thewalls. |
didn’t see anyone, but | took an extramoment or two to extend my sensesinto the building, searching for
any lurking presences or hostile magicks.

Nothing.
But alittle paranoianever hurtsin astuation likethis.
“Captain,” | said quietly, “what do you think?’

Luccio moved up beside me and studied the hall beyond the doorway, her dark eyesflickering dertly
back and forth. “It seemsclear.”

| nodded, said, “ Excuse me,” and went through the door in aburst of raging anticlimax. | somped the
snow off my boots and jeans as best | could as the others came in behind me. | moved farther down the
hall, straining to sense anyone gpproaching, which meant that | heard the soft scuff of deliberately
obtrusive footsteps two or three seconds before Kincaid rounded the far corner. Hewas dressed in his
customary black clothing again, fatigue pants, and a hunting jacket over body armor, and he had enough
guns strapped to his body to outfit aterrorist cdl, or a Texan nuclear family.

He gave hischin asharp littlelift toward me by way of greeting. “Thisway, ple...” Hiseyesfocused past
me and his voice died in midcourtesy. He stared over my shoulder for asecond, sighed, and then told
me, “ She can’t be here.”

| felt my eyebrowsrisng. The corners of my mouth went dong for theride. | leaned in alittleto Kincaid
and murmured, “Youtdl her.”

His gaze went from Murphy to me. A less charitable man than | might have called his expression sour. He



drummed one thumb on the handle of asidearm and asked, “ She threaten to cdl in the constabulary?”

“ She' sgot this funny thing where she takes her oath to protect the city and citizens of Chicago serioudly.
It sasif her promises mean something to her.”

Kincaid grimaced. “I'll haveto clear it with the Archive.”
“No Murphy, no meeting,” | said. “Tdll her | said that.”
The n grunted. “Y ou can tell her yoursdlf.”

He led me through the halls of the Shedd, to the Oceanarium. It was probably the most popular exhibit
there—agreat big old semicircular building containing the largest indoor aguatic exhibitsin theworld. Its
outer ring of exhibits sported anumber of absolutely huge pools containing millions of gallons of water
and anumber of dolphins and those little white whales whose names | can never remember. The same as
the caviar. Beluga, belugawhaes. There were rocks and trees built up around the outsides of the pooals,
complete with moss and plants and everything, to make it look like the Pacific Northwest. Although |
was fairly sure that the bleacher seets, where the audience could marve at whaes and dolphinswho
would show up and do their usua daily hedlth inspections for their trainersto the sound of applause,
weren't indigenous to the Pecific Northwest. | think those were actudly Floridian in origin.

A pair of dolphins swept by usin the water, flicking their heads out to get alook at us asthey went. One
of them made a chittering sound that wasn't very melodic. The other twitched itstall and splashed alittle
water our way, dl in good fun. They weren't the attractive FHipper kind of dolphins. They wereregular
dolphinsthat aren’t as pretty and don't get cast on television. Maybe they just refused to sdll out and see
aplastic surgeon. | held up afist to them. Represent.

Kincaid scanned the bleachers, frowning. “ She' s supposed to be sitting here. Dammit.”

| sghed and circled back toward the stairsto the lower level. “ She might be the Archive but she' still a
kid, Kincaid.”

He frowned and looked at me. “So?’
“So?Kidslike cute”

He blinked & me. “ Cute?’
“Comeon.”

| led him downdairs.

Onthelower leve of the Oceanarium there’ san inner ring of exhibits, too, containing both penguins
and—wait for it—sea otters.

| mean, come on, sea otters. They open abal one with rocks while floating on their backs. How much
cuter doesit get than smdl, fuzzy, floating, playful tool userswith big, soft brown eyes?

Wefound lvy standing in front of one of the sea otter habitats, dressed much more warmly and
practicaly thistime, and carrying asmall backpack. She was watching two otters chase each other
around the habitat, and smiling.

Kincaid stopped in histracks when he saw that. Just to seewhat he’d do, | tried to step past him. He
shot me alook like he' d murder meif | tried to interrupt her, and my opinion of him went up anotch. |



eased back and waited. No skin off my teeth to let the girl watch the ottersfor aminute.

It had been hard sometimes, when | was akid, after my magic had started coming in. I’ d felt weird and
different—alone. It had gradudly distanced me from the other kids. But Ivy had never had the luxury of
belonging, even temporarily. From what | understood, she’ d been the Archive since she was born, fully
aware and stuffed full of knowledge from the time she' d opened her eyes. | couldn’t even imagine how
hideous that would be.

Hell, themore | learned as| got older, the more | wished | wereignorant again. Well. Innocent, anyway.
| remembered what it waslike, at least.

Ivy had never been innocent.
| could let her smile at seaotters. Y ou bet.

A shadow moved behind me, and | willed mysalf not to be creeped out. | turned and saw the two
dolphins from the tank above cruise by, observing us again. The huge tanks contained observation
windows running the whole length of the second-level gdlery, so you could see the cute things on one
sde, and ogle the homely dolphins and the caviar whales on the other.

From down here you could also see the far wal of the big tank, which was acurved wall of glassthat
faced the open waters of Lake Michigan. That dways seemed alittle sadistic to me. | mean, here were
animas whom nature had equipped to roam the open vastness of the deep blue sea, being kept in amere
three million gallons or so of water. Bad enough to do that to them without giving them awindow sest
onto al that open water too.

Or maybeit wasn't. | hear it kind of sucksto be awhale or adolphin in the open ocean these days, given
the gtate of thefishing indudtry.

“I guessthey’ relooking at acan oneway or another,” | muttered.
“Hmmm?’ Kincaid said.
“Nothing.”

Ivy let out her breath in asatisfied Sgh amoment later as the otters vanished into their den. Then she
turned toward us and blinked. “Oh,” she said. Her cheeks colored dightly, and for amoment she looked
very much likeayoung girl. “Oh.” She smoothed wrinklesthat didn’t exist in her trousers, nodded at
Kincaid, and said, “ Yes?’

Kincaid nodded toward me. “Loca law enforcement wants a representative present to observe.
Dresden’ s supporting it.”

Shetook that in for amoment. “ Sergeant Murphy?’
“Yes” | sad.

“I see.” Shefrowned. When she spoke, her tone was careful, asif she was considering each word before
she spokeit. “Spesking as arbiter, | have no objection, provided both partiesinvolved in the parley give
their assent.”

“Right,” Kincaid said. He turned and started walking.

| nodded to Ivy, who returned the gesture. Then | turned and hurried to catch up to Kincaid. “So?’ |



asked him aswe climbed the gairs.

“S0,” hesaid, “let’ sgo tak to Nicodemus.”

Kincad led me down the way from the Oceanarium and out to the main entry hdl. It' sanother grandiose
collection of shining stone floor and towering Corinthian columns, arranged around a huge tank the size of
aroller rink. It'sfull of sat water and cora and seaweed and all kinds of tropical fish. Sometimesthere's
adiver with amicrophone built into his or her mask feeding the little sharks and fish and talking to
gawking tourigts. Diffused light floodsin through an enormous, triangular-paneled cupola overhead.

The recent snow had blackened the panes of the cupola and drifted up over most of the glass front

doors, so theonly light in the room came from the little colored lightsin the huge tank. Fish glided through
thetank like wraiths, the odd light casting sinister shades over their scales, and their shadows drifted
disembodied over the wdls of the room, magnified by the distance and the glass walls of the aguarium.

It wasegrieashell.

One of the shadows drew my attention as some ingtinct picked out a strong, subtle sense of menace
about it. It took me acouple of secondsto redlize that this particular shadow disturbed me because it
was human, and moving in a perfect, gliding pace around the wall, behind the shadow of one of the
tank’ ssmall but genuine sharks—even though the man who cast the shadow was standing perfectly till.

Nicodemus turned from contemplating the fish swvimming in the tank so that | could see the outline of his
profile againgt the softly colored lights. His teeth gleamed orange-red in the light of the nearest
underwater lamp.

| stopped mysdf from taking an involuntary step back, but just barely.

“Itisametaphor,” he said quietly. He had agood voice, mellow and surprisingly deep. “L ook at them.
Swimming. Eating. Mating. Hunting, killing, fleeing, hiding, eachto its nature. All of them so different. So
diento one another. Their world in constant motion, aways changing, aways threatening, chalenging.”
He moved one arm, sweeping it in awider gesture. “They cannot know how fragileit is, or thet they are
congtantly surrounded by beings with the power to destroy their world and kill them al with the twitch of
afinger. Itisno fault of theirs, of course” Nicodemus shrugged. “ They aresmply...limited. Very, very
limited. Hello, Dresden.”

“You're playing the creepy vibealittle hard,” | said. “Might aswell go for broke, put on ablack top hat
and pipein some organ music.”

He laughed quietly. It didn’t sound evil asmuch asit did rich and supremely confident. “ There' ssome
irregularity with the meeting, | tekeit?’

Kincaid glanced a me and nodded.
“Local law enforcement wishes arepresentative to be present,” | said.
Nicodemus s head tilted. “ Redly? Who?’

“Doesit matter?” Kincaid asked, histone bored. “The Archiveiswilling to permit it, if you have no
objections.”

Nicodemusturned al the way around finaly. | couldn’t see hisexpression, just his outline againgt the
tank. His shadow, meanwhile, kept circling the room behind the shark. “Two conditions,” he said.



“Goon,” Kincaid sad.

“Fird, that the representative be unarmed, and that the Archive guarantee his neutrality in the absence of
factorsthat conflict with matters of law-enforcement duty.”

Kincaid glanced at me. Murphy wouldn't like the “unarmed” part, but she'd do it. If nothing else, she
wouldn’t want to back down in front of me—or maybe Kincaid.

But | had to wonder, what was Nicodemus's problem with an armed cop? Guns did not bother the man.
Not even alittle. Why that stipulation?

| nodded at Kincaid.

“Excdlent,” Nicodemus said. “ Second...” Hewalked forward, each footstep sounding clearly upon the
marblefloors, until we could see him in the nearest floorlights. He was aman of medium height and build,
his features handsome, strong, his eyes dark and intelligent. Hints of slver graced hisimmaculate hair,
though he was holding up pretty well for aman of two thousand. He wore ablack silk shirt, dark pants,
and what could have been mistaken for agrey Western tie a histhroat. It wasn't. It was an old, old rope
from the samefield as his coin. “ Second,” he said, “1 want five minutes aone with Dresden.”

“No offense, Nick,” | said, “but that’ s about five minutes longer than | want to spend with you.”

“Exactly,” hereplied, smiling. It was the kind of smile you see at country clubs and in boardrooms and on
crocodiles. “There sreally never agood opportunity for usto have acivilized conversation. I'm seizing
the chancefor achat.” He gestured at the building around us. “ Sans demalition, if you think you can
refran.”

| scowled at him.
“Migter Archleone,” Kincaid said, “are you offering a peace bond? If so, the Archive will hold you toit.”

“| offer no such thing,” Nicodemus said without looking away from me. “ Dresden would count it as
worthless coin, and hisisthe only opinion thet redly mattersin this particular Stuation.” He spread his
hands. “A talk, Dresden. Five minutes. | assure you, if | wished to do you harm, even the Hellhound' s
reputation”—he paused deliberately to glance at Kincaid with naked contempt in his gaze—“would not
make me hesitate for an ingtant. | would have killed you areedy.”

Kincaid gave Nicodemusachill little smile, and the air boiled with potentia violence.

| held up ahand and said quietly, “ Easy there, Wild Bill. I'll talk with him. Then wée' Il have our sit-down.
All niceand civilized.”

Kincaid glanced at me and arched a shaggy, dark-gold eyebrow. “Y ou sure?’
| shrugged a shoulder.

“All right,” hesaid. “I’ll be back in five minutes.” He paused, then added, “If either of you initiates
violence outside of the strictures of aforma dud, you'll bein violation of the Accords. In addition, you
will have offered an insult to the reputation and integrity of the Archive—which | will take persona action
to amend.”

Thewintry chill in hisblue eyeswas mostly for Nicodemus, but | got some of it too. Kincaid meant i,
and I’ d seen him in action before. He was one of the scarier people | knew; the more so because he
went about matters with ruthless practicality, unhindered by personal ego or the pride one often



encountered in the supernatural set. Kincaid wouldn't careif helooked into my eyesashekilled me, if
that was what he set out to do. He' d be just as happy to put a bullet through my head from a thousand
meters away, or wire abomb to my car and read about my degth on the Internet the next morning.
Whatever got the job done.

That kind of attitude doesn’'t help you when it comesto finding flashy or dramatic waysto do awvay with
your enemies, but what it lacksin aestheticsit makes up in economy. Marcone, whom thiswhole mess
was about, worked the same way, and it had taken him far. Y ou crossed such men at extreme peril.

Nicodemus et out another quiet, charming laugh. He didn’t look impressed by Kincaid. Maybe that was
agood thing. Too much pride can kill aman.

On the other hand, from what I’ d seen of him, maybe Nicodemus really was that tough.

“Run dong, Hellhound,” Nicodemus said. “Y our mistress s honor is quite safe.” Hedrew an X on his
chest. “Cross my heart.”

Maybe it was an insde reference. Kincald' s eyes flashed with something hot and furious before they
went glacid again. He nodded to me, then precisely the same way to Nicodemus, and | ft.

I”’m pretty sure the room didn’t actually become darker and scarier and more threstening when | was left
aone with the most dangerous man I’ d ever crossed.

But it surefdt that way.

Nicodemus turned that toothy predator’ s smile to me as his shadow began to glide around the walls of
the entry hdl. Circling me. Likeashark.

“So, Harry,” he said, walking closer, “what shal wetalk about?’

Chapter Twenty-nine

“Y ou're the one who wanted a conversation,” | said. “And don’t call me Harry. My friends cal me
Harry.”

He turned one hand pam up. “And who isto say | cannot be your friend?’

“That would be me, Nick. | say. Here, I'll show you.” | enunciated: “Y ou can’'t be my friend.”
“If  anto cal you Dresden, itisonly fair that you should call me Archleone.”

“Archleone?’ | asked. “Asin ‘ seeking whom he may devour’ ? Kinda pretentious, isn't it?’

For haf of asecond, the smile turned into something almost genuine. “For a godless heathen, you are
entirdly too familiar with scripture. Y ou know that | can kill you, do you not?’

“We'd makeamess,” | said. “And who knows? | might get lucky.”
Redly, redly, redly lucky.

Nicodemus moved ahand in acknowledgment. “But barring luck.”
“Yegh,” | sad.

“And you offer such insouciance regardiess?’



“Habit,” | said. “I1t doesn’t make you specia or anything, believe me.”

“Oh, | picked theright coinfor you.” He started to walk in adow circle around me, the way you might a
car a the dedlership. “ There are rumorsthat a certain Warden has been flinging Hellfire at hisfoes. How
doyoulikeit?’

“I'dlikeit better if it camein Pine Fresh and New Car instead of only Rotting Egg,” | said.
Nicodemus completed his circuit of me and arched an eyebrow. *Y ou haven't taken up the coin.”
“I would, but it' sin my piggybank,” | said, “and | can't break the piggy, obvioudy. He stoo cute.”

“Lascid’ s shadow must be dipping,” Nicodemus said, shaking hishead. “It has had years to reason with
you, and till you refuse our gifts.”

“What with the curly littletail and the big, sad brown eyes,” | said, asif he hadn’t said anything.

Oneof his heds hit the ground with unnecessary force, and he stopped walking. Heinhaled through his
nose and out again. “ Definitely the proper coin for you.” He folded his hands carefully behind his back.
“Dresden, you have a skewed image of us. We were operating at cross-purposes the first time we met,
and you probably learned everything you know about us from Carpenter and his cohorts. The Church
has always had excellent propaganda.”

“Actudly, the murder, torture, and destruction you and your people perpetrated spoke pretty loudly all
by themsdlves”

Nicodemusrolled hiseyes. “ Dresden, please. Y ou have done dl of those things at one time or another.
Poor Cassiustold me dl about what you did to him in the hotel room.”

“Gogh,” | sad, grinning. “1f someone had walked in on usin the middle of that sentence, would my face
be red or what?’

He stared a me for a second, and the emotion and expression drained out of his features like dewdrops
vanishing under adesert sunrise. What was left behind was little more than desolation. “Harry Dresden,”
he said, so softly that | could barely makeit out. “1 admire your defiance of greater powers than your
own. | dways have. But tempus fugit. For al of us.”

| blinked.
For all of us? What the hell did he mean by that?

“Have you not seen the signsaround you?” Nicodemus asked. “ Beings acting againgt their natures?
Creatures behaving in ways that they should not? The old conventions and customs being cast aside?’

| narrowed my eyesat him. “Y ou're talking about the Black Council.”

Hetilted hishead dightly to one side. Then his mouth twitched at a corner and he nodded his head very
dightly. “They move in shadows, manipulate puppets. Some of them may be on your Council, yes. As
good anameasany.”

“Stop playing innocent,” | spat at him. “1 saw the leftovers of the Black Council attack on Arctis Tor. |
know what Hellfire smdlslike. One of yourswasin onit.”

Nicodemus.



Blinked.

Then he surged forward—fast. So fast that by thetime I’ d registered that he was moving, my back had
aready hit thewadl that had been twenty feet behind me. He hadn’t been trying to hurt me. If he had, the
back of my head would have splattered open. Hejust pinned me there against the wall with one hand on
my throat, tighter and harder than agted vise,

“What?" he demanded, hisvoice still awhisper. His eyes, though, were very wide. Both sets of them. A
second s, these glowing faintly green, had opened just above his eyebrows—Anduriel’s, | presumed.

“Ack,” | said. “Glarghk.”

Hisarm quivered for a second, and then he lowered his eyelids until they were amost closed. A moment
later he very, very dowly relaxed hisarm, alowing meto breathe again. My throat burned, but air came
in, and | wheezed for asecond or two while he stepped back from me.

| glared up at him and debated damming him through one of those Corinthian columns by way of
objecting to being manhandled. But | decided that | didn’t want to piss him off.

Nicodemus slips moved, but an entirely different voice issued from them—something musicd, lyricd,
and androgynous. “At least it has some survivd indinct.”

Nicodemus shook his head asif buzzed by amosquito and said, “ Dresden, speak.”

“I’'m not your friend,” | said, my voice rough. “I’m not your damned dog, either. Conversation over.” |
took afew stepsto one side so that | could move around him without taking my eyes off him, and started
to leave.

“Dresden,” Nicodemus said. “ Stop.”

| kept walking.

| was dmost out of the room before he spoke again, resignation in histone. “Please.”

| paused, without turning around.

“I...reacted inappropriately. Especidly for thisvenue. | apologize.”

“Huh,” | said, and looked over my shoulder. “Now | wish | had brought Michad. He d have fainted.”

“Y our friend and his brethren are tools of an organization with its own agenda, and they aways have
been,” Nicodemus said. “But that’ s not the issue here.”

“No,” | said. “Theissueis Marcone.”
Nicodemus waved a hand. “Marcone is an immediate matter. There are long-term issuesin play.”

| turned to face him and sighed. “1 think you' re probably full of crap. But okay, I’ll bite. What long-term
issues?’

“Those surrounding the activities of your Black Council,” Nicodemus said. “Areyou certain you saw
evidence of Hdllfirein use at the Site of the attack on Arctis Tor?’

“Yes” | didn't add the word dummy. Who says| ain’'t diplomatic?



Nicodemus sfingersflexed into the shape of claws and then relaxed again. He pursed hislips.
“Interesting. Then the only question isif the contamination is among standing members of our Order
or...” Helet thethought trail off and glanced a me, lifting an eyebrow.

| followed the logic to the only other people in possession of any of the coins. “ Someonein the Church,”
| whispered, with asick feding in my somach.

“Higtoricaly speaking, we get about half of the coins back that way,” Nicodemus noted. “What would
you say if | told you that you and I might have agreat many common interestsin the future?’

“I' wouldn't say much of anything,” | said. “I’d betoo busy laughing in your face.”

Nicodemus shook his head. “ Shortsighted. Y ou can’t afford that. Come with me for aweek and seeif
you fed the same way when we' re done.”

“Even assuming | was stupid enough to go anywhere with you for an hour, much lessaweek, | saw how
you treated Cassus. I’'m not redl eager to dide my nameplate onto his office door.”

“Hedidn't adjust to thetimes,” Nicodemus replied with ashrug. “1 wouldn't have been doing him any
favors by coddling him. We livein adangerous world, Dresden. One adapts and thrives or one dies.
Living on the largesse of othersis nothing but parasitism. | respected Cassius too much to et him devolve
tothat.”

“Gosh, you're chatty,” | said. “Y ou wereright. Thisisso much fun. It samost like...”
A horriblethought hit me.

Nicodemus was many things, but hewasn't afool. He knew | wasn't going to Sgn on for histeam. Not
after theway he treated me the last time we' d met. He knew that nothing he said was going to sway me.

I might have surprised him with that little nugget of information about Arctis Tor, but that could have been
an act, too. All in dl, odds were high that this conversation was accomplishing absol utely nothing, and
Nicodemus had to know that.

So why was he having it? | asked mysdif.

Because the goal of the conversation doesn’t have anything to do with the subject or the context
of the conversation, | answered.

Hewasn't hereto talk to me about anything or convince me of anything.
He wanted to talk to me and keep me here.

Which meant that something €l se was about to happen somewhere else.
Whed swithin wheds

My God, it was ametaphor.

This conversation was ametaphor for the parley asawhole. Nicodemus hadn’t cometo talk to us
about violations of the Accords. He' d engineered the parley, and his motivation had nothing to do with
subverting Marcon€e staentsto the service of aFadlen angd.

He was after bigger game.

| whipped my gtaff toward Nicodemus, damming my will through it in asurge of panicked redization,



screaming “ Forzare!l” as| did. Unseen force lifted him from hisfeet and dammed him into one of the
huge Corinthian columns like a cannonball. Stone shattered with a deafening crash like thunder, and alot
of rock started to fall.

| didn't stick around to see how much. It wouldn’t kill him. I only hoped it would dow him down enough
for meto get to the others.

“Kincaid!” | shouted as | ran. My voice boomed through the empty hallsin the wake of the collgpsing
rubble. “Kincaid!”

| knew | had only seconds before all Hell broke loose.

“Kincaid, get the kid out of here!” | screamed. “ They're coming for Ivy!”

Chapter Thirty

M y brain flew dong alot faster than my feet.

Given the heavy snow outside, thefirst line of retreat the Archive would take would beinto the
Nevernever. The spirit world touches on the morta world at al placesand at dl times. It getsweird once
you redlizethat totaly aien regions of the Nevernever might touch upon rdatively close pointsin the real
world. Crossing into the Nevernever is dangerous unless you know exactly where you' re going—I don’t
useit asafalback very often at dl. But if you'veredly got your back to thewall, and you have more
experiencethan | do at crossing over, you can get afed for the crossing and almost aways get to
someplacerelatively benign.

| figured it was safe to assume that the Archive would be savvy enough to fed comfortable stepping
over—in fact, she would have chosen thislocation for the parley for precisdy that reason. The Denarians
would know it too, and they didn’t want the Archive to escape their ambush and come back |oaded for
bear. They would have prepared countermeasures, much asthey had for Marcone.

No, scratch that. Exactly the way they had for Marcone, | realized. The huge spell that had been used to
tear gpart the defenses of the crimelord’ s panic room hadn’t smply been away for the Denariansto
secure the bait in this scheme. It had been afield test for their meansto cut off the magical energy froma
large areq, and access to the Nevernever with it—and to imprison something big at the sametime.

It was abear trap, custom-designed for Ivy. They were going to spring that monstrous pentagram again.
Only thistime | was going to be sanding insde it when it happened.

Fortunately, the Shedd was alot squattier and more stable than Marcone' s old apartment building had
been—though that didn’t mean pieces big enough to kill people wouldn’'t fall when the beam ripped
through thewalls. And though alot of ssonework was used, there was till the danger of fire.

Fire. In an aguarium. Breathe in theirony.

But more important, once that pentagram came up—and it was coming now; | could fed it, afaint sirring
of power that did aong the edges of my wizard' s senses like some huge and hungry snake passing by in
the darkness—it was going to shut the building off from the rest of the world, magicaly speaking. That
meant that | wasn't going to be able to draw in any power to useto defend mysdlf, any morethan I’d be
ableto breathe if someone plunged my head underweter.

Usudly, when you work aspell, you reach out into the environment around you and pull in energy. It



flowsin from everywhere, from the fabric of lifein thewhole planet. You don't creste a“hole’ in thefied
of energy wecal “magic.” It dl poursin together, levels out ingantly, al acrossthe world. But the circle
about to go up was going to change that. The rdatively tiny areaingde the Shedd would contain only so
much energy. Granted, it would be afairly rich spot—there was alot of lifein the building, and it had
hosted alot of vigtors generating alot of emotions, especidly the energy given off by dl those children.
But even 50, it was a sedled box, and given the number of people present who knew how to use magic,
the local supply wasn't going to last long.

Try toimagine aknifefight in an airtight phone booth— ots of heavy breathing and exertion, but not for
long.

Oneway or the other, not for long.

That wastheir plan, of course. Without magic to draw upon, | was pretty much just a scrappy guy with a
gun, whereas Nicodemus was il anigh-invincible engine of destruction.

For afew seconds my steps dowed.

Put that way, it dmost sounded alittle crazy of meto be rushing into this. | mean, | wasbasically opting
for acage match with acollection of demons, and one that | would have to win within amatter of
seconds or not at al—and | hadn’t been dl that impressive againgt the Denarianswhen I’ d had relatively
few congraints on what power | could wield against them.

| did some mental math. If the symbol the Denarians were using was approximately the same sze asthe
one a Marcone s place, it would be big enough to encompass only the Oceanarium itsdlf in the
pentagram at its center. Murphy and the others, if they’ d stayed where we' d comein, would probably be
safe. Moreto the point, if they’ d stayed where they were, they would have no way to enter the
Oceanarium.

That meant it would be just me and Ivy and maybe Kincaild—against Nicodemus, Tessa, and every
Denarian they could beg, borrow or sted. Those were long odds. Really, redly long odds. Ridiculously
long odds, redlly. When you have to measure them in astronomical units, it probably isn't agood bet.

So, going in there would be bad.

If I didn’'t go in, though, it would be just Ivy and Kincaid againg dl of them. In adeadly business,
Kincaid was one of the deadliest, at the top of the field for centuries—but there was only one of him. vy
had vast knowledge to draw upon, of course, but once she’ d been cut off and expended whatever magic
she had immediately available to her, the only thing she' d be able to do with dl that knowledge would be
to calculate her worsening odds of escape.

Every hair on my body tried to stand up dl at the sametime, and | knew that the symbol was being
energized. In secondsit would howl to life.

| guessin the end it came down to asingle question: whether or not | was the kind of man who walks
away when he knows alittle kid isin danger.

I’ d been down this road before: Not going in there would be worse.
Heat shimmersfilled theair inthe hal in front of meas| sprinted toward the Oceanarium.

Fight smarter, not harder, Harry. | drew in power on the way—a lot of power. If therewasn't going
to be any magic available for the taking once the symbol went up, I’ d just have to bring my own.



Usualy | draw in power only when it' s reedy to flow directly out of me again, channeling the energy
through my mind and into the structure of aspell. Thistimel brought it in without ever letting it out, and it
built up as a pressure behind my eyes. My body temperature jumped by at least four or five degrees, and
my muscles and bones screamed with sudden pain while my vision went red and flickered with spots of
black. Static dectricity crackled with every single motion of my limbs, bright green and painfully sharp,
until it sounded like | was running across afield of bubble wrap. My head pounded like every New

Y ear’ s hangover I'd ever had, dl in the same spot, and my lungsfelt likethe air had turned to acid. |
concentrated on keeping my feet underneath me and moving. One sep at atime.

| pounded through the entry to the Oceanarium, felt ashivering sensation as| ran right through avell |
had not sensed was there, and al but barreled into a demonic figure crouched down on thefloor. |
skidded to astop, and there was an instant of surprise aswe stared at each other.

The Denarian was basicaly humanoid, as most of them were, agaunt, even skeletal grey-skinned figure.
Spurs of bonejutted out from every joint, dightly curved and wickedly pointed. Greasy, lanky hair hung
from its knobby skull to its skinny shoulders, and itstwo pairs of eyes, one very human brown and one
glowing demonic green, were both wide and staring in shock.

It was crouched amidst the preparations of a spell of some kind—acandle, achak circle on thefloor, a
cup made from askull and filled with water—and it wore a heavy canvas messenger bag dung across
one shoulder. One hand was still down in the bag, asif it had been in the midst of drawing something out
of it when I'd come charging up.

Fortunately for me, my mind had been in motion. His had been tangled up in whatever spell he was
doing, and he was dower to get back into gear than | was.

So | kicked himintheface.

He went down with agrunt, and achip of broken tooth skittered across the floor. | didn’t know what
spell he was getting together, but it seemed agood bet thet | didn’t want himto finishiit. | broke hiscircle
with my will as| crossed it with my body, unleashing aripple of random and diffused energiesthat had
never had the chance to coalesce into something more coherent. | knocked his skull goblet into one of
the enormous nearby tanks with my staff as| raised it and pointed one end of it at the stunned Denarian,
saling, “Forzare!”

Some of that searing storm of power | was holding in screamed out of my body and down through my
gaff, hurtling at the Denarian, an invisible cannonball surrounded by acloud of Satic discharge. It was
more power than I’d meant to unleash. If it hit him it was going to throw him hafway across Lake
Michigan.

But while the Denarian’ smortal set of eyes may have gill been blank with shock and surprise, the

glowing green st was bright with rage. Thethorny Denarian lifted hisleft hand in a sweeping gesture,
made arippling motion of hisfingers, drawing his hand toward his mouth, and...

...and hejust ate my spel.
He ate it. And then that gaunt, skeletal face spread in atoothy smile.
“That,” | muttered, “isincredibly unfair.”

| lifted my left hand just as the Denarian crouched and vomited out a spinning cloud of black threads that
camewhirling through the air in dozens of tiny, spiraling arcs. | brought up my shield, but none of the
threads actually came down to touch me—they landed al around meinstead, in anearly perfect circle.



And an ingtant later my shield stuttered and shorted out. | ill had the energy for it—I hadn’t been cut
off. But somehow the Denarian’ sweird spell had disrupted the magic asit left my body. | tried to throw
another bolt of force a him, and got to fed supremely silly, waving my staff around to absolutely zero
effect.

“Interruptions,” the Denarian said in an odd accent. “ Alwaysthe interruptions.”

Hisleft hand returned to rummaging in his bag, while his mortal eyes went back to the now-scattered
remnants of the spell, evidently dismissing my existence. The green eyes remained focused on me, though,
and darkness suddenly gathered around the forefinger of his upraised right hand.

Time dowed down.
Dark light legpt toward me.

Sheer defiance made me step forward, trying to brush past the little spinning columns of shadow that
surrounded me, only to find them as solid as stedl bars, and colder than ayeti’ sfridge. | threw my magic
againgt those barsto no avail asashaft of dark lightning streaked toward my heart.

Something happened.

| don’'t know how to describeit. | wastrying to dam another bolt of force between the bars of my
conjured prison when something...else...got involved. Ever been carrying something and had someone
intentionally, unexpectedly jostle your elbow? It felt something like that—atiny but criticaly timed nudge
just as| threw my will into alast futile effort of defiance.

Power screamed as it wrenched its way out of my body. It shattered the black-thread bars of my prison
and left astreak of metdlic light on the air behind it for an ingtant, reflective, like atrail of liquid chrome. It
caught thefaling Denarian in amassve slvery smulacrum of my own fid.

| actudly felt my fingers close over the gaunt, skeletd, grey-skinned figure, felt the numerous spurs of
bonejutting from itsjoints press painfully into my flesh. | flung it away from mewith acry, and the huge
slver hand flung the Denarian into the nearest wall, ripping through severa feet of expensive stone
terracing and carefully smulated Pecific Northwest.

| stared for asecond, first at the stunned Denarian, and then at my own spread fingers—and at the
floating slvery hand beyond, mirroring my movements. Then the skeletd Denarian gethered itsalf and
rose, fast ashell—until 1 shoved the hed of my hand forward and drove his bony ass sx inchesinto the
wall of rock behind him.

“Oh, yeah, baby!” | heard myself howl, dated. “ Tak to the hand!”

| picked up the thorny fiend by aleg and laughed as it raked and bit and scrabbled at the construct that
heldit. | could fed the pain of it—but it wasasmdl thing, redly, something | might have gotten froma
rat. Unpleasant as hell, but I’ d felt much, much worse, and it was nothing compared to the agony of the
power dill burningingde me. | dammed him into the wall again, then swung him twenty feet through the
air, shoved him through a pane of unbroken three-inch-thick glass on the outer wall of the Oceanarium,
drew him back through, and then rammed him through the next one, and the next one, and the one after
that, cutting him to tattersas| did.

| had maybe half of a second’ swarning, as my already overloaded nerves screamed that the circle was
closing, that the Sign wasrising, as| fdt the surge of energy approaching from no more than a dozen
yardsaway. Therewas ill notimefor ashied.



So Spinyboy would have to do.

| flung him between me and where my ingtinct warned me the inbound power was coming from, and then
therewas aroar like adozen turbine engines howling to lifein synchronization. Thirty feet from methe
wallsexploded in light and Hellfire. Hest, light, and sheer, intangible power dammed against my senses
and threw me from my feet. Bits of molten rock hissed through the air, deadlier than any bullet.

Spinyboy caught a bunch of those. They flew out hisback and left gaping, smoking, cauterized holesinit.
| could see them through the silvery haze of the construct hand that still held him, could fed the hest as
they bored through the construct, and—

—and then my head bumped the ground hard enough to make me see gars. | rolled to my feet and
nearly wobbled over the railing and into the pool with thewhaes. | dammed the end of my staff into the
ground with my left hand and leaned heavily againgt it, panting.

| wastill dive. | fill retained an agonizing amount of energy. So far, | thought woozily, everything was
going exactly according to plan.

The skeletd, spiny Denarian lay twitching on the ground ten or twelve feet in front of me. Therewere big
smoking holesin itsbody. One of itsarmswas moving. So wasits head. But itslegs and itslower body
were completely limp. | could see the bones of its spine standing out sharply from its gaunt, emaciated
back. Two of the smoking holes intersected that spine precisely. He—or she, | supposed, if it
mattered—wasn't going anywhere.

Grest currents of energy, eight or nine feet thick, intersected maybefifty feet away. It waslike...looking
at the cross-section of ariver in flood—if the river had been made of fireinstead of water, and if two
rivers could have intersected and passed through each other without affecting each other’ s courses. |
turned my head and saw, through the walls of glassthat I’ d broken, more of the same beams, dl around
the Oceanarium in an unbroken wall.

The eerie part was that the fiery current of energy was silent. Absolutely silent. There was no crackle of
flame, no roar of superheated air, no hiss of steam as snow and ice melted. | heard some rubble falling,
stone landing on stone. | heard abroken electrical line somewhere, spitting and snapping for afew
seconds beforeit, too, went silent.

That waswhen | redlized a couple of things.
The sllver energy construct that had gripped the Denarian was gone.
And | couldn’t fed my right hand.

| looked down in apanic, but found that it was ftill there, at least, flopping loosdly at theend of my arm. |
couldn’t fed anything below my wrist. My fingerswere dightly curled and didn’t respond when | told
them to move,

“Crap,” | muttered. Then | gathered my wits about me, gripped my staff more firmly in my left hand, and
took severa rapid steps until | stood over Spinyboy.

Then | bashed him over the head with the solid length of oak until he stopped moving.

Immobilized wasn't the same as unconscious. He wouldn't be the only one of hiskind in the building, and
| didn’t want him shouting my location to anybody the second my back was turned.

One down. Who knew how many to go.



| crouched in the walkway with the wall on my right, the windows facing the outside of the Oceanarium
on my left, and the beam of Hdlfire at my back. It was the most secure position | waslikely to get. There
was gtill no sound, which meant that they hadn’t tried to take the Archive yet. Kincaid would not go
down quietly.

But they werein here with me. They had to be.

But they didn’t necessarily know | wasin here with them.

That could be an advantage. Maybe even a huge advantage.

Sure, Harry. What cat ever expects the mouse to come after it?

| stuffed my numb right hand in my duster pocket, tried to ignore the bone-deep ache of unspent power
racking my body and the limb-weakening tremors of raw terror radiating through my guts, and stalked
slently forward to sucker punch some Falen angels.

Chapter Thirty-one

I’ veread that dolphins are as smart as people. I’ ve even read one article by a researcher who claimed
that her resultsindicated that the dol phins she' d been working with had been throwing the tests, and it
had taken us yearsto redlize it—that in fact, they might be smarter than us. I’d read other positions that
said that they were quite a bit dumber than that. Being ashow I’ d never redly sat down for agame of
checkers with adolphin, my own persona meter for such things, | didn’t redly have an opinion until that
day inthe Shedd.

That was when those ugly little dolphins sivam by mein perfect sllence, except for the swish of thelr
dorsd fins breaking the surface to get my attention—and then raised holy hell seventy feet farther down
the path beside the pool, around the curve and out of my sight, splashing and chattering and squeaking
for dl they wereworth.

| stared stupidly for about half a second before the message got through: Bad guys sighted, and close.
Evidently the aguatic Americans had decided that | was on the home team. As quickly as the chattering
had begun it ended, the dol phins vanishing beneath the surface.

| heard a creaking, skittering sound, and instinct drew my face up. Shadows moved on the
snow-covered glassroof of the Oceanarium.

More of Nicodemus s plan in delaying me became clear. HE d needed timeto let his people get into
position within and atop the building, once he’ d been able to determine generdly where the Archive was
within the Aquarium.

| threw mysdlf into the heavy ferns planted next to the footpath beside the outer pools, crouching downin
the thickest bunch of greenery | could find. | held on hard to the power I’ d drawn into me and hoped |
could make my sucker punch last for more than asingle hit.

A breeth later, glass shattered and fell. Dark, inhuman forms dropped silently from overhead.

| picked the outermost of the invading Denarians, the one farthest from the center of action and attention,
pointed my staff a him from my hiding spot amidst the green, and snarled, “ Forzare!” unleashinga

moderate effort of will. Invisible force caught the shapeshifted fiend as he wasfaling. | never got much of
alook at him, beyond the fact that he had alot of muscle and aridge of lesthery plates running down his

sine.



Muscle doesn't do you any good in freefdl, no matter how many Falen angels you' ve got inside you.
Unless you’ ve got somewingsto put it to use, you' re in the hands of Mother Earth and Sir |saac
Newton.

| wasn't trying to smash him into the middle of the lake. | applied just enough force to dter histrgectory,
shoving thefdling Denarian thirty feet off course, and he landed in one of those beams of titanic energy.

Therewas aflash of white light, abrief shadow of ahuman skeleton burned onto my vision, and thena
white-hot something went spinning out from the beam. It landed in one of the poolsin an angry gush of
steam. The dolphins darted away fromiit.

Then | froze, not moving.

Denariansfdl like rain, more than adozen of them, landing with heavy-sounding thumps and a couple of
plashes....

...and asgplat. One of them, alizard-looking thing, had falen into the foliage behind me and not five feet
from my hiding spot, with about two-thirds of its head smply missing from its shoulders. It twitched
wildly for several seconds, pumping very human-looking blood al over the place before it dowly went
dill and smply started draining.

My eyes tracked up to the roof and found adarkened corner.

Kincaid hung init like a spider, suspended from some sort of harness and perfectly till, and | redized
that he’ d had the sameideal had: Remove them before they’ d redlized that the battle was well and truly
begun, while they were il holding back all their power to unleash in concentration. He gave meagrim
little smile, moved hishead in an “ after you” sort of gesture, and raised arifle sporting a heavy, outsized
Slencer to hischeek.

Kincaid had onceinformed me, quite calmly, that if he ever wanted to kill me, it would be with arifle
from more than amile away. Thiswas more like a hundred feet, maybe less, but Kincaid had dropped
the Denarian with a shot to the head, maybe more than one, whileit fell to the ground amidst a shower of
broken glass. He was deadly as hell, and he could just as easily be coming after me as my enemies, but
somehow my terror had dwindled to something familiar—and ferocious.

Sure, | might be outnumbered, but | was no longer at dl certain that | was outclassed. When the Fallen
were caling the shots they were arrogant to the extreme, and they weren't at dl used to playing it by ear
and adjusting to changesin the tempo. When the coin bearers were running things, they could be more
dangerous—but no more so than anyone else | had crossed metaphorica swordswith.

Nicodemus, then, was dangerous because he was Nicodemus—not because of aFallen angdl or alack
of one. And while | would be afoal to think him anything less than adeadly threst, | had survived him
once, and seen the trgp coming thistime, evenif it had been at the last minute.

| spared aglance for the splattered, twitching remains of the decapitated Denarian in the ferns. These
cregps might have scary angelslooking over their shoulders—but for the next couple of minutes, at lesdt,
sodidl.

It didn’t make them any less dangerous. It just made me seethat | had a chance of standing up to them.

No flash and thunder, then. | had no energy to spare for them. No wasted time, ether. | rose and stole
through the fernstoward where | thought the next-nearest Denarian had come down, up asteep hillsde
that was murder to move over silently. The Denarian who had landed hadn’t stayed immobile, though. |



found the spread talon printsin the earth where it had touched down, like those of aturkey, but larger.

| froze aswater splashed off to my right. From the corner of my eyel saw a Denarian haul hersdlf out of
the water of the dolphin pool—Mantis Girl, Tessa. She pulled hersdf over the pedestrian guardrall,
moving fast and warily. | saw aflash of slver in the talons of one hand. She' d recovered the coin of the
Denarian I’ d shoved into the beam. She knew they weren't done. | didn’t have much in the way of cover
between her and me, but | didn’t move, and | didn’t think she spotted me.

Mantis Girl landed on the concrete and vanished down the path and out of my sight. Something let out a
chittering, monkeylike sound from somewherein the vast room, but other than that everything remained
slent.

| ghosted forward again, straining to hear. Where was the drama? Where were the explosions, the
howling screams, the deafening sound track? Thiswasjust one big, eerie game of hide-and-seek.

Which, | suddenly redlized, must have been the Archive s counterstrategy. The energy output of the
enormous symbol wastoo high to maintain for long. If she could smply remain hidden from her enemies
until the symbol could no longer be maintained, she could depart at will. There would then be no need for
her to burn through her precious little available energy in alast-ditch, desperate effort to defend

hersel f—provided she could stay calm and focused enough to maintain avell under these circumstances,
of course. It would force the Denarians to hunt Ivy—expending their efforts on trying to pierce her vall,
while Kincaid concentrated on isolating them and killing them while they were distracted. It wasa
deucedly clever countertactic.

Onthefar sde of the room one of the Denarians started screaming, awail of agony. My eyes snapped
up to Kincaid' s position. He was gone. A rope now dangled down over the foliage below where he'd
hung, but he' d abandoned the exposed shooting position after taking down one more enemy, it would
seem.

| found mysdlf grinning. Fine. If that wasthe game, | could play too. Ready or not, here | come.

| pressed on through the ferns, angling over toward the amphitheater seats, and dropped into a sudden
crouch asthelow muitter of voices cameto me.

“Where is she?’ demanded a heavy, thick-sounding man’ svoice.

| couldn’t see the source of the voices from amidst the fake wilderness until | glanced up. Light and
shadow played together in the room and conspired to create areflective surface for me upon one of the
panels of glass on the ceiling. Three of the Denarians had gathered on the bleacher seats. The onewho
spoke looked like nothing so much as a big, leathery gorilla, except for the goat’ s horns and heavy claws.

“Shut up, Magog,” snarled Mantis Girl. “I can't think with you running your stupid mouth.”
“We re nearly out of time,” Magog growled.

“She knowsthat,” snapped athird Denarian. | recognized this one, which looked like awoman, except
for the reverse-jointed legs ending in panther claws, the bright red skin, and the mass of metalic,
ten-foot-long, independently moving bladesin place of hair. Deirdre, Nicodemus s darling daughter. She
turned back to Tessa. “But Magog has a point, Mother. Scent tracking has been usdess” Sheheldup a
small pink sock. “Bits of clothing with her scent on them have been scattered everywhere.”

“That’ sthe Hellhound’ swork,” Magog spat, bright green eyes glowing brightly over dull, animdistic
brown ones. “He' sfought us before.”



“Hehuntsus,” Deirdre said, “while sheforces usto focus on piercing aveil. They work too well together.
He skilled two of us. Threeif you count Urumvid.”

Tessabounced the slver coinin her pam. “Urumvid’ svesse may have been killed by hisown idiocy,”
she said. Her insectoid eyes seemed to narrow. “ Or perhaps the wizard managed to return before the
Signwasraised.”

“Youthink that pathetic sot bested Father 7’ Deirdre said with scorn.
| bristled.

“Hewouldn’t need to best him, you moron,” Tessasaid. “Only to run faster. And it would explain why
Thorned Namshid hasn't appeared aswell.”

Y eah. If Spinyboy ever woke up, it would be with one hell of a Dresden hangover. Stick that in your
pipe and smoke it, Deedee.

“Thewizard isnothing,” Magog growled. “If thegirl isnot found, and swiftly, none of thiswill matter to
lJSIH

Tessasnapped her fingers and once again did that disgusting little trick where the mouth of the mantis
form opened and the head of apretty young girl emerged, amiling. “Of course,” she said, looking at
Derdre. “| should have thought of it sooner.”

Deirdretilted her head. Blades whispered murderoudy against one another at the gesture. *“ Of what?’

“The entire strength of this plan is predicated upon attacking the child, not the Archive,” Tessasaid, her
gmileturning vicious. “Ignorethe girl. Bring me the Hellhound.”

Chapter Thirty-two
| t took me about a second to see what Mantis Bitch had in mind, and half that long to hate her for it.

Ivy didn’'t have afamily. Until I’d given oneto her, she hadn’t even had aname. She'd just been “the
Archive.” What she had was aworld of power and responsibility and knowledge and danger—and
Kincaid. While the Archive would know that the proper decison would beto dlow Kincaidto diein
order to protect the sanctity of the Archive, vy wouldn’t be making the decision with the same detached
cam. Kincaid was the closest thing she had to family. Shewouldn’t let them hurt him. She couldn’t.

Damn them, to take alittle girl’ sloneliness and use it againgt her like that.

Grand schemes and sweeping plansto bring doom and darkness are dl fine and scary, but they at least
have the advantage of being impersond. Thiswas smple, caculated, cruel maice deliberately aimed at a
child—a child—and it pissed me off.

Deirdrewas closest. Fine.

| stepped out of the ferns, swept my staff in abroad backhanded swing, and unleashed some of the
power I’ d been painfully holding back, snarling, “ Ventas servitas!”

A burst of wind gathered underneath Deirdre, lifting her out of the amphitheater seets and throwing her
out over the pool like adart shot from achild’ sair gun. I’d thrown her at the nearest section of the
pentagram’ s beam, but the instant she' d gone airborne those snakelike strips of her hair had fanned out
like atattered parachute and begun thrashing at the air, dowing her and changing her course.



| didn’t stop to watch where she landed. Magog spun before Deirdre s feet were more than ayard off
the ground and broke into one of those diagona simian charges, coming right up the bleachers as
smoothly asif they’ d been level ground. Forget what I’ d said about not reacting quickly. Magog's
reaction time had been nothing, if not alittle less. He had to have checked in at seven or eight hundred
pounds, and he covered the forty feet between usin the space of a couple of seconds, the acceleration
incredible.

Of course, reacting quickly isn't dways the same thing as reacting intelligently. Magog looked like he was
used to being an unstoppable force.

| brought up my shidd bracelet, damming my will through it, pushing most of the painful load of power
dill remaining to meinto the barrier that prang to life. | shouted out in wordless chalenge, my voicethin
and strained beside the degp-chested bellow that Magog unleashed in answer. Normaly my shield
manifests as ashimmering dome of mixed blue and Slver light.

Thistime left it transparent, on the theory that what Magog didn’t know would hurt him. The
shapeshifted Denarian dammed into the invisible barrier in an explosion of siver sparksand found it as
immovable asthe side of amountain. Theforce of the gorilla-thing' s charge was not smply physicd,
though, and ugly red light clung to the silver power of my defenses. Excess energy bled through my
bracelet as heat, scalding my skin—but the barrier held, and Magog staggered back, stunned.

“Hey,” | said as| let the shild fall. “Where s an eight-hundred-pound gorillasit?’ | took a step forward
and kicked him ashard as | could, right in the coconuts, then followed up with a stomping kick to the
neck. Magog shrieked in agony and went tumbling back down the bleachers. “ Somewhere with lots of
extracushions, | guess, eh, Monkeyboy?’

My ingtincts screamed awarning at me, and | threw mysalf down behind the last row of bleacher seets
just as Mantis Bitch pointed afinger at me and screamed, “ Amal-bijal!” There was a crash of thunder, a
flash of light, awash of heet, and acloud of glowing splinters flew up afew feet away, where a section of
seating had been a second before.

Hel’sbells. A sorceress. A damned dangerous one, too.

| readied my shield, already acutely aware of how little energy remained to me. | kept it small, maybe
three feet across, and had started to rise when | saw a shapeflit into my periphera vision above me:
Tessa, inthe middle of an airborne legp. She cried out again, and | yelped and pulled into atight feta curl
behind my shield as another bolt of lightning ripped through the air.

Pressure dammed my shoulders againgt concrete floor. Light blinded me, and sound deafened me,
leaving my world nothing but one long white tone. My lungs forgot their job for a couple of seconds, but
my legswere on the ball, scrambling to get beneath me.

| had just managed to sort out where | was when another deafening flash and crack hit somewhere close
and flung meto the ground again. And then athird. | tried to keep my shield up, but | couldn’t see
anything but yellow spots, and there wasn't anything | eft to put into it, anyway. It waslike walking dong
and suddenly finding mysalf without any floor—which happened more literdly asecond later, when |
tripped over ableacher seat and fell acouple of rows down, banging myself up pretty well in the process.

Some dazed part of meredlized that I'd made amistake in my assumptions. Tessawasn't trying to take
me out. She wasjust trying to keep me dazed and disoriented long enough for her peopleto arrive. That
same part of meredized, even more belatedly, that I’ d let myself be goaded into attacking by their
words, let my heart rule my decision instead of playing it smart.



Something dapped my staff out of my hand. | went for my gun, only to be dammed to the ground by
another terrific physica force. Then something like aniron bar dammed across my throat.

The light spots began to clear away in time for meto see aDenarian I’ d never seen before atop me, this
one like an androgynous, naked, bald statue of obsidian, green eyes glowing above human eyes of bright
blue. A second shapeshifted creature, this one covered in ashaggy coat of grey, dusty-looking feathers,
itsface agrey mass of fleshy, hanging tendrils, had my wrists pinned to the ground.

Tessa stood over me, watching something on the far side of the room, her eyes narrowed. “Don’t choke
him out,” she sngpped. “He can’'t talk if he’sunconscious.”

The obsidian statue eased up the pressure on my neck alittle.

“Report,” Tessasaid.

“Wethink the Hellhound is hiding in the bathrooms,” came a strained-sounding, harsh woman’svoice.
“Youthink?

“Varthiel and Ordid are down and McKullen isdead. They were searching there. The exit iswatched.
There sno way for him to escape the room.”

“Their coins?’ Tessa asked.
“Recovered, my lady.”
“Thank you, Rosanna. Any other word?’

“We ve found Thorned Namshiel, unconscious and gravely wounded. There was extensive damage dl
around the areain which hefdl.”

“Yes And yet it was donefairly quietly. It seems our intelligence on our young wizard thug wasfaulty.”

Someone, presumably Mantis Bitch, kicked mein theribs. It hurt. Therewasn't much | could do about it
other than try to suck in abreath.

“Very well,” Tessasad. “Take Magog and Derdre for the Hellhound. Take him aive. Do it within the
next five minutes”

“Yes, my lady,” Rosannarasped. What sounded like hooves clopped away.

Tessastepped into view again, sweetly pretty face visible atop the monstrous body. She was smiling.
“You'redl kinds of feisty, boy. It's cute. The sort of thing my husband likesin hisrecruits.” She kicked
meagain. “I find it endlesdy annoying, personaly. But I'm willing to play nice, snce we might work
together in thefuture. I'll give you this chanceto cooperate. Tdl mewherethelittlegirl is”

“I' wish | knew,” | panted. “That way | could exercise freewill whiletedling you to go fuck yourself.”
Shelet out aplayful little laugh and reached down to tweak my broken nose.

Okay.

Ow.

“They say to give aman three chancesto say no,” she said.



“Save us both time and breath,” | said. “No, twice. That' sthree”
“Suit yoursdf,” Tessasad.

She reached into the pocket of my duster, withdrew my revolver, pointed it a my head, and pulled the
trigger.

| had just enough time to gawk and think, Wait, wait, thisisn’t right.
Themuzzleflashed.
Therewasaloud noise.

| reached for power, tried to shield, but there was smply nothing there, nothing to use. The magic was
gone.

Soit had to be someone else’'s spell that negtly intersected the bullet’ s course and bounced it into the
shaggy-feethered thing holding my arms.

My stomach sank as| redlized what was happening.

Ivy must have been there dl dong, quietly sitting on the bleachers, hidden by her vell from everything that
was going on. Now she stood perhaps ten feet away, just ayoung girl, her expression solemn—~but her
eyes and cheeks were bright with tears.

“Get away from him,” shesaid quietly. “All of you. | will not permit you to hurt him.”

| hadn’t really extended my line of thinking beyond Kincaid. But of al the people who had dedlt with the

Archive, I’d been one of the only onesto take any interest in her as anything but afont of knowledge. I'd
been the one to inquire after her personally. I’ d been the oneto give her aname. Sad but true, | wasthe

closest thing thet little girl had to afriend.

She couldn’'t have et anything happen to me, ether.
I’d just handed her to the Denarians.

Tessathrew back her head and loosed along, triumphant cry.

Chapter Thirty-three

“I'vy,” | saidin that tone you use with children who are up past their bedtime. I’ m better at it than you'd
think, after so much time working with an apprentice. “ Get that veil back up and get out of here.”

Tessakicked mein the ribs again, hard enough to keep me from breathing much or talking at al. “When |
want an opinion from you, Dresden,” shesaid, “I'll read it in your entrails.”

Ivy took two steps forward at Tessa' s gesture and narrowed her blue eyes. “ For the benefit of the Sow,
Polonius Lartessa, | will repeat mysdlf. | will not alow you to harm him. Step away.”

Tessa s eyes narrowed suddenly. “Y ou know my name.”

“I know everything about you, Lartessa,” vy said, her toneflat, passionless. “It was al recorded, of
course. Everything was, in Thessalonicain those days. Y our father’ sfailing business. Y our sdeto the
temple of I1ss. If you like, | could draw you a cost-benefit analysis of your training versus your earningsin
your first year a the temple, before Nicodemus came. | could use chartsto make it easier for you to



understand. And color them in with crayons. | enjoy crayons.”

| wasn't certain, but it sounded like the kid was trying to give the bad guys some guff on my behaf. She
needed to work on her technique, but it was the thought that counted. If | could breathe, | might have
gotten alittle choked up.

“Do you think I'm intimidated that you know where | come from, child?’ Tessasnarled.

“I know more about you than you do,” Ivy replied, her voice steady. “1 know far more precisely than you
how many you’ ve harmed. How many bad situations you' ve made worse. Cambodia, Colombia, and
Rwanda most recently, but whether in this century, the Wars of the Roses or the Hundred Years War,
your gory isthe same stupid little story, told over and over again. Y ou learned your lessons when you
were achild, and you' ve never swerved from them. Y ou'reavulture, Lartessa. A maggot. Y ou survive
on diseased flesh and rotting meet. Anything whole and hedthy frightensyou.”

Thelittle girl didn’t see the Denarian that came creeping through the ferns behind her and flung itsdf at her
back, several hundred pounds of scales and fangs.

“Ivy!” | choked out.

She had it covered. Therewas aflash of light, an overwhel ming scent of ozone and fresh laundry, and a
slver denariusrolled avay from amound of ash that fdll to the ground without ever getting within three
feet of the samal form of the Archive. The coin rolled past her, on astraight line toward Tessa—but vy
stomped on it with one small shoe, flattening it to the floor and preventing it from returning to Tessa's

grasp.

“Tiny,” | said, in an overblown imitation of Sanya s Russian accent, unable to keep acrazed giggle out of
my voice. “But fierce.”

Tessaregarded thefdlen coin with afaint smile. “Costly. How many such spells do you think you can
manage before you are out of energy, little one?’

Ivy shrugged. “How many minions can you throw away? How many will be willing to die for you?’
Tessacdled out, “Around her, everyone. Make sure she knows where you are.”

And nightmarish formsrose around thelittle girl, huge beside her sngle, dender littleform. Deirdre,
soaked and smelling of dead fish and seawater, gave me a sullen glare as she mounted the steps beside
her mother. The shaggy-feathered thing that still held my hands bled quietly, keening under its breath. It
waswounded, but it still kept my arms pinned. Magog came monkeying up over abit of landscaping,
grinning an evil grin, and | wondered where the hell Kincaid had wandered off to. The obsidian statue
shifted itsweight, keeping one hand resting on my chest—I had the feding it could have shoved it right
through to my spineif it wanted to.

There were haf adozen others. Rosanna proved to be arather beautiful-looking woman, the classical
demoness with scarlet skin and agoat’ slegs, complete with leathery black wings and ddlicatdly curling
horns—though her degp brown eyes were haunted benesth the demonic green glowing set. Shehad a
bag dung on a strap over her shoulder, just like Spinyboy—Tessa had called him Thorned
Namshie—had carried with him. Mot of the othersjust looked big and mean, in various unsettling
flavors,

| guessevenin Hell, it' seasier to find strong backs than strong brains.

Ivy faced them and lifted her armsinto a pose that vaguely resembled a defensive martia arts stance. It



wasn't. She was preparing to manipulate defensive energies. | just hadn’t ever seen anyone getting ready
to do two entirely separate spellsin either hand at the same freaking time before.

Two questions occurred to me at that point. Firs, if the plan wasfor the Denariansto wear Ivy’ smagic
down and then take her by main force before their trap ran out of power, why weren't they doing it
already? And second...

What was that hissing sound?

It rose up around us, something | could just barely hear until | focused my senseson it, tuning out the
musty reek and iron blood-scent of Shaggy Festhers and the cold solidity of Obsidian Statue' s hand.

A definite, seady hissng sound, likeair escaping from atireor...
Or hair spray issuing forth from acan.

| lifted my head, twisting around enough to see through the crouched limbs of Shaggy Feethers, which
seemed to be neither arms or legs, but something that served it as both, like the extremities of aspider. |
couldn’t seewhat it had my wrists pinned with, and | didn’t want to. What | could see was a couple of
leaves trembling on anearby fern, and agleam of meta from somewhere near the source of the
mysterious hiss.

Ges.
The entire strength of this plan is predicated upon attacking the child, not the Archive.
Children have very low body mass, compared to adults.

A toxin dispersed in the air would be far more effective againgt 1vy than one of the Denarians—or even a
grown person. All the bad guys had to do was pick something that caused unconsciousness and skewed
heavily toward body mass, and they’ d have an idedl weapon to use againgt her. Tessaand Nicodemus
must have had severa of their more capable lackeys carry in canisters of the stuff, whatever it was. Then
all they had to do was open the cans and wait for her to fal.

My thoughts flashed back to Thorned Namshid’s spell, the one hel d been carrying out behind his
concealing vell. A detail I'd barely noticed at the time suddenly legpt out at me. I’ d been worried about
what spell he was getting ready. | should have been paying attention to where he was getting ready to
cast it—directly undernesth a set of large vents. He' d probably been getting ready to set awind spell in
motion, to keep air pumping through the vents and spreading the gas through the Oceanarium.

Could I smell something sort of mediciney? Had the end of my nose gone numb? Hell’ sbells, Harry,
thisis no time either to panic or to suddenly pass out. | had to warn Ivy.

| turned my head back toward her and caught Tessa s gaze hafway. “Worked it out, did you?” Mantis
Girl murmured. “If he speaks,” she said, presumably to Obsidian Statue, “crush his chest.”

A weirdly modulated voiceissued from the generd area of the androgynous statue’ shead. “ Y es, mis—’

And then there was a whup and adap of air pressure against my skin, and Statue’ s head—and Shaggy
Feathers stoo—exploded in smultaneous eruptions of distinctly different forms of gore. The statue went
out like some kind of faulty street-paving machine, splattering black dudge that 1ooked like hot asphalt
everywherein asteadily spurting stream. It flung itself onto its back, then bounded to its hands and knees
and started hammering itsfists a the concrete. | guessit intended to smash me. | guess without aheed, it
didn’t know that it was actudly sx feet away, and digging a hole through the bleachers and into the



meaterial beneath.

Shaggy Feathersjust fel in awelter of very human-looking, -smelling, and -tasting blood, and maybe
three hundred pounds of limp, rubbery muscle landed on my chest.

“Ivy!” | screamed. “ Gadl Get clear!”
And then thingsgot noisy.

A series of cracking thumps came down faster than you could rapidly snap your fingers, and Denarians
began to scream in pain and rage. | was vaguely aware of them bounding left and right, and saw amuzzle
flash from the far sde of the Oceanarium. At least | knew where Kincaid had been—getting into a
postion to kill both demon-taken madmen holding me down with asingle fresking bullet, snce anything
lesswould have meant my certain desth.

“Heisnothing!” howled Tessa “Tarsd, take the Hellhound! Everyone dse, thegirl!”

Come on, Harry. Time to pay Kincaid back by getting the kid clear. Somehow. My right hand
wasn't moving much, and my singed left arm didn’t likeit, but | heaved and strained and got enough of
the dead Denarian off meto let me begin to squirm out from under it. Just as | was about to pull free, a
slver coin rolled out from amidst the ruined tentacles that had passed for the thing’ s head and dropped
toward my face. | jerked my head asidein apanic.

Thefaling coin missed touching my bare flesh by ahair and bounced off the concrete floor. My left hand
moved, faster and smoother than | would have thought possible, snapping the coin from the air on the
bounce as smoothly and nimbly asif it had been whole and hedlthy and not burned and scarred and
covered in alesther glove.

| looked between it and my numb-tingling right hand for a quarter of a second.
What. The hell.
That was not normdl.

Worry about it later, Harry. | mean, sure, obviously Something Has Happened to you, but now is
not the time to get distracted. Focus. Save the girl.

| jammed the cursed relic in my pocket, hoped to God my 501s didn’t have ahole in them, and spun
toward Ivy.

| know I’m awizard, acard-carrying member of the White Council and dl. | know I'm aWarden, a
certified combat expert of wizardkind, a cop, a soldier—have staff, will kick ass, if you will. | thought I'd
seen somered professondsin action, the top of the wizarding game.

| waswrong.

It wasn't that Ivy was dinging around aton of power. She was't. But think about this one for amoment:
What' sredly moreimpressive? A giant truck rumbling around on agreat big old smoking engine? Or a
little car just barely big enough to get the job done that’s powered by a couple of AA batteries?

Seven of them were going after vy with magic, and she was countering them. All of them.

Magog had charged her as he had me, but she hadn’t dammed him to a stop with abrick wall. She'd
trgpped him insde some kind of frictionless bubble, and he was spinning usdesdy in circles haf aninch



off thefloor, every motion making him spin faster. Whatever additional metaphysica mass he d brought
to thefight hadn’t cramped her style much. Her arms, bobbing and weaving continuoudy between dl the
workings she had up, flicked by the field containing him every few seconds and, | swear, struck his
whirling snare for no reason other than to impart an additiond, nausea-inducing vector to hisspin.

Deirdre stangle of living locks danced with purple Saint EImo’ sfire, lashing out in adeadly webwork,
but Ivy congtantly cast out aspinning cat’ s cradle of light, tiny, tiny threads of power that did not so much
stop any of Deirdre’ s attacks as they fouled any one of her locks with others near it, tangling them
together into usel ess clumps—sort of an enforced bad-hair day. On the opposite side of vy, Rosanna
launched more traditiond lances of flame from her open pams, much like the ones|—

—asavage pain went through my skull for a second—son of a bitch—

—but Ivy dispersed them with delicately applied wedges of air, intercepting each burst of fire far enough
short of her body to prevent the bloom of heat asthey died from scorching her—though the two more
physica Denarianswho strained to force their way past the barrier of snapping sparksthat formed
whenever they tried to get close had far lessluck. The Hellmaid' s flames scorched them badly.

The sixth, awizened little thing that looked like a caricature of awoman carved from adried tree root,
seemed to be holding the end of arope of liquid shadow that curled like ahungry serpent, darting now
and then toward lvy’ s head. Ivy faced it down steadily, moving her head calmly in adodge once,
swatting it asde with alittle burst of slver energy a second later.

But mostly she faced an amused-looking Tessa, who, apparently just for the fun of it, threw another
thunderbolt a her now and again. That told me something right there. It told me Tessawas no punk
sorceress. She was White Council materia hersdlf, if she could make that much flash and bang while
expending that little energy. Either that or she' d been able to hold back one whale of alot more power
than | had when shetook her deep breath before the battle. Either way she was abig-leaguer, and Ivy’s
response to the attack confirmed it. Each time the Archive turned to fully face Tessa, and each time she
dedicated one of her hands entirely to the defensive measure used to stop theincoming spell.

Gulp.

Holy moly. 1t was one thing to have an academic appreciation that | still had alot to learn about magic. It
was another to see ademongtration of exactly how much | gtill couldn’t do. In another circumstance it
would be humbling. In this one it was freaking terrifying. For maybe ten seconds | stood there, trying to
figure out how the hell to help without getting mysdlf incinerated, skewered, or otherwise obliterated
without accomplishing anything.

| felt alittle surge of dizziness. The gaslevelsmust berising. Screw it. The only reason someone hadn't
killed me aready was because | was so impotent, a the moment, that nobody gave adamnwhat | did. |
might be able to get the kid to another part of the building, out of the gas—and if someonekilled me on
theway, | could try to level my death curse on them, maybe get her out of this mess.

So | rushed toward her, trying to use the hot zone and the trapped Magog as shields, and said, “1vy,
comeon!”

Something took a swipe at me, and several feet away my gun went off. | ducked, but | guess Tessa
wasn't much of ashot. | didn't get hit. A second later | grabbed Ivy by the waist and lifted her to my hip.

“Keep clear of my arms, pleasa!” vy commanded.

| made sureto. | was getting dizzier, but anywhere was better than here.



“Hislegsl” Tessacommanded.

| had afeding that those people tried to do alot of disturbing thingsto my pins, but | didn’t stop to watch
themtry it. | ranfor the sairs, trusting the skill of the Archive to keep me mobile. It was agood bet. Ivy
murmured and waved her arms the whole while, and | fdlt her little body tingling with the live current of
the energy she wasworking.

She was using what power she had left for dl it wasworth, but it wasn't bottomless. She was running
dry. Thisfight wasamost over.

Time, | thought muzzily, panting. We just needed alittle moretime.

Gravity suggested that | keep on going down, and it seemed an excellent idea. | staggered down the
gairsinto the lower level, running past the underwater vistas of the whale and dolphin tanks, past the cute
penguins and the sea otters, the Denariansin pursuit, their sorceries flashing past uswhile Ivy shielded us
with the last bits of energy in her reservair. | felt it when sheran dry, and labored to keep my legs
moving, to keep ahead of the pursuit.

Then the ground hit me with an uppercut. Everyone esein the Oceanarium suddenly fell sdeways.
Or wait. Maybe it was me.

| redlized belatedly that, given that I’ d been at ground level near that one container, and bresthing hard
with pain and exertion to boot, I" d probably given mysdf anicelarge dose before I’ d ever gotten up.
Furthermore, if the gas was heavier than air, there was probably even more of it down here than there
had been up in the bleachers.

| had bought us afew seconds. It just hadn’t been time enough.

Ivy landed beside me. She blinked, and her eyes abruptly went wide with panic. Shelifted her arms
again, but they came up dowly, duggishly, and her fingers stayed haf-closed, like adeepy child's.

The black rope-spdll wrapped around Ivy’ sthroat, and dozens of Deirdre' s tendrils twined around her
arms and legs. They jerked her out of my sight.

| looked up to find the Denarians standing as agroup in the hdlway, lit by the eerie blue light comingin
from the big tanks. Rosanna stared intently at vy for amoment before she shuddered and folded her
dark bat wings around hersdlf, shivering asif with cold, and turned away from the scene, her glowing
eyes narrowed. She reached into the bag and produced another canister. She offered it to Tessawithout
being prompted.

Tessatook it, twisted something on the nozzle, and gave Ivy apolite smile. Then she quite literdly
jammed the nozzle into thelittle girl’smouth and held it there.

Ivy panicked and cried out. | saw her kick and twist. She must have bitten her tongue or cut her lip on
one of her teeth. Blood ran from her mouth. She bucked and fought uselesdy for afew seconds, and then
went rag-doll limp.

“Findly,” Tessasad, expelling her breath inirritation. “ Could it have been any more annoying?’

“Damnyou,” | durred. | shoved myself up to one knee and glared a Tessa. “Damn you al. You can't
have her.”

“Clichéd,” Tessasingsonged. “Boring.” She tapped her chin with one claw-hand. “L et me see. Where



were we when we were so rudely interrupted? Ah!” She stepped closer, smiling cheerily, and lifted my
44,

Just then, | felt the snap of magic rushing back into the Oceanarium as the enormous symbol collapsed
andthecirclefdl.

| took my frustration and rage and turned it into raw force, screaming, “ Forzare!”

| didn’t direct it at Tessaand her crew.

| amed it at the glasswall that was the only thing between al of us and three million gallons of seawater.
The force of my will and my rage lashed out and shattered the wall into powder.

The seacamein with aroar, one enormous impact thet felt like the strike of a hammer being gpplied to
every squareinch of my body at once.

Thenit was cold.

And black.

Chapter Thirty-four

T henext thing | knew, | was coughing, and my chest hurt, and my head hurt, and everything else hurt,
and | was colder than hell. | choked in abreath and felt my body getting ready to send up everything. |
tried to roll onto my side and couldn’t, until someone pulled on my coat and helped me.

Fishy sdt water and whatever had been in my stomach came out in equa proportions.
“Oh,” someone said. “ Oh, thank Y ou, God.”

Michad, then.

“Michad!” Sanya shouted from somewhere nearby. “I need you!”

Work boots pounded away at a print.

“Easy, Harry,” Murphy said. “Easy.” She helped me turn back over when | was done puking. | waslying
at thetop of the stairsto the lower level. My lower legs were actudly on the sairs. My Ieft foot wasin
cold water to the ankle.

| put ahand to my chest, wincing. Murphy smoothed ahand over my head, brushing hair and water away
from my eyes. Thelinesin her facelooked alittle deeper, her eyesworried.

“CPR?’" | asked her. My voice felt weak.

“Yegh”

“Guesswe'reeven,” | sad.

“Likehdl weare” shesad quietly. “I only spit fruit punchinto your mouth.”
| laughed weskly, and that hurt, too.

Murphy leaned down and rested her forehead gently against mine. “Y ou are such an enormouspainin
my ass, Harry. Don't scare me like that again.”



Her fingers found mine and squeezed redly tight. | squeezed back, too tired to do anything else.

Something brushed my foot, and | nearly screamed. | sat up, reaching for power, raising my right hand,
whileinvigbleforce gathered around it in shimmering waves.

A corpse floated in the water, nude, facedown. It wasaman I’ d never seen before, hishair long, grey,
and matted. Hislimp, outstretched hand had bumped against my foot.

“Jesus, Harry,” Murphy said, her voice shaking. “He sdead. Harry, it's okay. He' sdead, Harry.”

My right hand remained where it was, fingers outspreed, ripples of light flickering over them. Then they
started shaking. | lowered my hand again, releasing the power I'd gathered, and as | did | felt my fingers
tingle and go numb once more.

| stared at them, puzzled. That wasn't right. | wasfairly surethat | should be alot more worried about
that than | was a the moment, but | couldn’t put together enough cohesive thought to remember why.

Murphy was il talking, her voice steady and soothing. | dimly redized, aminute later, that it wasthe
tone of voice you use with crazy people and frightened animals, and that | was breething hard and fast
despite the lack of any exertionto explainit.

“It' sdl right, Harry,” she said. “He' sdead. Y ou can let go of me.”

That waswhen | redized that my left arm had pulled Murphy tight against me, drawing her across my
body and away from the corpse as |’ d gotten ready to do...whatever it was | had been about to do. She
was, a the moment, more or less Sitting across my lap. Wherever she was touching me, | waswarm. It
took me amoment to figure out exactly why it was agood ideato let her go. Eventudly, though, | did.

Murphy did carefully away from me, shaking her head. “God,” she said. “What happened to you, Harry?
What did they do to you?’

| dumped, too tired to move my foot out of the water, too tired to try to explain that I’ d failed to stop the
demonsfrom carrying away alittlegirl.

After amoment of slence Murphy said, “ That’ sit. I’ m getting you to adoctor. | don't care who these
people think they are. They can’t just waltz into town and tear gpart my—" She broke off suddenly.
“Hngh. What do you make of this, Harry?’

Shetook a step down into the water and bent over.

“No!” | snapped.

Shefrozein place.

“Jesus, those things get predictable,” 1 muttered. “ Silver coin just fal out of the corpse’ sfingers?’
Murphy blinked and looked & me. “Yes.”

“Evil. Cursed. Don’t touch it.” | shook my head and stood up. Thewall had to help me, but | madeit dl
the way up, thinking out loud on the way. “ Okay, we' ve got to make sure there’ sno more of these lying
around, firgt thing. I’'m aready carrying one. We limit therisk. | carry them al for now. Until they can be

properly disposed of.”

“Harry,” Murphy said in asteady voice. “Y ou’' re mumbling, and what' s coming through ismaking a
limited amount of sense”



“I'll explain. Bear withme.” | bent over and found another stained denarius gleaming guiltily in the water.
“Moron,” | muttered at the coin, then picked it up with my gloved hand and put it in my pocket dong
with the other one. In for a penny, in for a pound, ah hah hah.

Damn, I'm clever.

Footsteps sounded, brisk and precise, and Luccio walked into view beside Gard. Therewas asubtle
differencein Gard’ s body language toward L uccio, something a shade more respectful than wasthere
before. The captain of the Wardens was wiping her sword clean on her grey cloak—blood wouldn’t
gainit, which made it handy for such things. Luccio paused for amoment upon seeing me, her expression
carefully guarded, then nodded. “Warden. How are you feding?’

“I'll live,” | rasped. “What happened?’
“Two Denarians,” Gard replied. She nodded her head briefly to Luccio. “Both dead.”

Luccio shook her head. “They’ d been half-drowned,” she said. “I only finished them off. | shouldn’t have
liked to fight them fresh.”

“Takemetothebodies” | said quietly. “Hurry.”

There was asighing sound from behind us. | didn’t freak out about it thistime, but Murphy did, her gun
appearing in her hand. To befair, Luccio had her sword haf out of its sheath, too. | checked and found
what I’d more or less expected: The body of the former Denarian, relieved of its coin, was decomposing
with unnatura speed, even in the cold water. The Fallen angd in the coin might have been holding off the
ravages of time, but the old man with the hourglassis patient, and he was collecting his due from the fallen
Denarian with compounded interest.

“Captain, we' ve got to get every single coin we possibly can, and we' ve got to do it now.”
Luccio cocked her head & me. “Why?’

“Look, | don't know what arrangements Kincaid made, but somebody is going to notice something soon,
and then emergency serviceswill be al over thisplace. | don’t want some poor fireman or cop
accidentally picking up one of thesethings.”

“True enough,” she said, nodding—and then glanced a Murphy. “ Sergeant, do you concur?’

Murphy grimaced. “ Dammit, there' saways something....” She held up her hands asif pushing away a
blanket that was wrapped too tightly around her and said, “Y es, yes. Round them up.”

“Michad,” | said. “ Sanya?’

“When we got here,” Murphy said, “abunch of those things were pulling you out of the water.”
“They ran. We went different directions, pursuing them,” Gard supplied.

“Where' s Cujo?’ | asked.

Gard gave me ablank look.

“Hendricks.”

“Ah,” shesaid. “Lookout. HE Il give usawarning when the authorities begin to arrive.”



At least someone wasthinking like acrimind. | suppose she was the right person for thejob.
| raised my voice asmuch as| could. It came out sort of furry and rough. “Michagl ?’

“Here,” camethe answer. He came walking around the curving path toward us afew moments later,
wearing only hisundershirt benesth his heavy denim jacket. | hadn’t seen him wearing that little before.
Michael had some serious pecs. Maybe | should work out. He was carrying with both hands part of his
blue-and-white denim shirt folded into acareful bundlein front of him.

Sanya came adong behind Michadl, soaking wet, his chest bare underneath his coat. Never mind
Michad’ s pecs. Sanyamade us both look like we needed to est more whest germ or something. He was
carying Esperacchius and Amoracchius over one shoulde—and Kincaid over the other.

Kincaid wasn't moving much, though he was clearly trying to support some of hisweight. His skin was
chalk white. He was covered in blood. The rest of Michael’ s shirt, and both of Sanya’s, had been
pressed into service as emergency bandages—and layers of duct tape had been wrapped around and
around them, sealing them into place around both arms, over hisbelly, and around one leg.

Murphy hissed and went to him, her voice raw. “Jared.”
Jared. Huh.
“Dresden.” Kincaid gasped. “Dresden.”

They laid him down, and | shambled over. | managed not to fall down on him as| knelt besdehim. I'd
seen him wounded before, but it hadn’t been as bad as this. He' d used the tape the same way, though. |
checked. Sure enough, therewas arall of tape hanging from aloop on Kincaid' s equipment harness.

“Jud likethevampirelair,” | said quietly.

“No claymores here,” Kincaid said. “ Should have had claymores.” He shook his head and blinked his
eyes acouple of times, trying to focus them. “ Dresden, not much time. The girl. They got out with her.
She'sdive”

| grimaced and looked away.

His bloody hand shot out and seized the front of my coat. “ Look at me.”

| did.

| expected rage, hate, and blame. All | got was alook of ...just, desperate, desperate fear.
“Go after them. Bring her back. Save her.”

“Kincad...” | said softly.

“Sweer it,” he said. Hiseyeswent out of focus for a second, then glittered coldly. “ Swear it. Or I'm
coming for you. Swear it to me, Dresden.”

“I’m too damned tired to be scared of you,” | said.
Kincaid closed his eyes. “ She doesn’t have anybody ese. No one.”

Murphy knelt down by Kincaid across from me. She stared a me for amoment, then said quietly,
“Jared, rest. He'sgoing to help her.”



| traded afaint, tired smile with Murphy. She knows me.

“But—" Kincaid began.

She leaned down and kissed hisforehead, blood and al. “Hush. | promise.”

Kincaid subsided. Or passed out. One of the two.

“Dresden, get out of theway,” Gard said in a patient voice.

“Don’'t tdl meyou' readoctor,” | sad.

“I"ve seen more battlefield injuries than any bone-saw-flourishing morta hack,” Gard sad. “Move.”
“Harry,” Murph said, her voicetight. “Please”

| cresked to my feet and shambled over to Michadl and Sanya, who stood |ooking out &t the dolphins
and thelittle whaesin the big pool. The water level had dropped seven or eight feet, and the residents
were giving the newly inundated area of the pool awide berth. If the presence of the rotting thing behind
me made the water fed anything likethe air was starting to smell, | couldn’t blame them.

“Helooks pretty bad,” | told them.

Michael shook hishead, hiseyesdigtant. “Itisn't histimeyet.”

| spocked an eyebrow and gave him alook. Sanya gave him one very nearly as dubious as mine.
Michael glanced at me and then back out at the water. “| asked.”

“Uh-huh,” | said quietly.

Sanyaamiled faintly and shook his head.

| glanced a him. “ Still agnogtic, huh?’

“Somethings| amwilling to take on faith,” Sanyasaid with ashrug.

“Luccio took down two,” | told Michadl. “What’ sthe count?’ | didn’t need to be any more specific than
thet.

Sanya sgrin broadened. “ That isthe good news.”

| turned to face Sanya. “ Those assholes just carried off a child that they plan to torture into accepting a
Fdlenangd,” | said quietly. “Thereisn’t any good news.”

The big Russian’ s expression sobered. “ Good iswhereyou find it,” he serioudy.
“Eleven,” Michad sad quietly.
| blinked a him. “What?’

“Eleven,” he repested. “ Eleven of them fdl here today. Judging from the wounds, Kincaid killed five of
them. Captain Luccio killed two more. Sanyaand | caught a pair on the way out. One of them was
carrying abag with the coins of those who had dready fdlen.”

“We found the coin of Urumvid, which we knew to bein possesson of avictim,” Sanyasaid, “but we



were short by one body.”
“That onewasmine,” | said. “He stiny pieces of soot and ash now. And that only brings usto ten.”

“One more drowned when that tank collapsed,” Michadl said. “ They' re floating down there. Eleven of
them, Harry.” He shook his head. “Eleven. Do you redize what this means?’

“That if wewhack one more, we get the complimentary stesk knives?’

Heturned to me, hiseyesintent and bright. “ Tessa escaped with only four other members of her retinue,
and Nicodemus was nowhere to be found. We have recovered thirteen coins aready—and eleven more
today, assuming we can find them all.”

“Only six coinsremain freeto do harm,” Sanyasaid. “Only six. Those six arethelast. And they are dl
here in Chicago. Together.”

“The Fdlen in the coins have been waging awar for the minds and lives of mankind for two thousand
years, Harry,” Michad said. “ And we have fought them. That war could end. It could dl be over.” He
turned back to the pool and shook his head, his expression that of aman baffled. “I could goto Alicia's
softball games. Teach little Harry to ride abicycle. | could build houses, Harry.”

Thelonging in hisvoice was so thick, | could practicaly fed it brushing againgt my face.

“Let’ sround up the coins and get out of here before the flashing lights show up,” | said quietly. “Michad,
open up the bundle.”

Hefrowned at me but did, reveding disks of tarnished slver. | drew the pair of coins1’d found from my
pocket with my gloved hand and added them to the pile. “Thanks” | said. “Let’sget moving.”

| turned and walked away as Michael folded the cloth closed around the coins again, his eyes distant,
presumably focused on some dream of shoving those coins down adeep, dark hole and living aboring,
smple, normd lifewith hiswifeand kids.

| let him haveit while he could.
| was going to have to take that dream away from him, dammit.

Whether he wanted to go aong with theidea or not.

Chapter Thirty-five

| dept in the cab of Michael’ struck al the way back to his place, leaning againgt the passenger-side
window. Sanyahad the middle seet. | was dimly aware that they were speaking quietly to each other on
theway home, but their voiceswere just low rumbles, especidly Sanyd's, and | tuned them out until the
truck crunched to ahalt.

“It doesn’'t matter,” Michael was saying in apatient voice. “ Sanya, we don’t recruit members. We're not
achapter of the Masons. It'sgot to beacaling.”

“Weact intheinterests of God on adaily basis,” Sanyasaid in areasonable voice. “If Heisbeing dow
to call anew widder for Fidelacchius, perhapsit isasubtle hint that He wishes usto take on the
responghility for ourselves”

“Don’'t you keep assuring me you are undecided on whether or not God exists?’ Michael asked.



“I am spesking to you in your idiom, to make you comfortable,” Sanya said. “ She would make agood
Knight.”

Michadl sighed. “Perhaps the reason no new wielder has been called is because our task is nearly
complete. Perhagps oneisn't needed.”

Sanya svoiceturned dry. “Yes. Perhaps dl evil, everywhere, is about to be destroyed forever and there
will be no more need for the strength to protect those who cannot protect themselves.” He sighed. “ Or
perhaps...” he began, glancing a me. He saw me blinking my eyes open and hurriedly said, “ Dresden.
How areyou feding?’

“Nothing afew daysin ahospital, anew set of lungs, akeg of Mac’ sdark, and apair of feisty redheads
couldn’'t cure,” | mumbled. | tried for cavalier, but it came out alittle flatter and darker than I’ d meant it
to. “I'll live”

Michadl nodded and parked the truck. “When do we go after them?”’

“Wedon't,” | said quietly. “They’ ve developed somekind of stealth defense againgt being found or
scried upon magicdly.”

Michadl frowned. “Areyou sure?’

“I’'m sureit’sredly hard to defeat someoneyou can't find, Michagl.” | rubbed at my eyesand al but
dapped my own hand away, it hurt so much. Ow. Supid broken nose. Supid Tessa tweaking it.

“Y ou need to get some deep, Harry,” Michad said quietly.

“And perhaps ashower,” Sanya suggested.

“You amdl like dolphin water too, big guy,” | shot back.

“But not nearly so much,” hesaid. “And | didn’t throw up on mysdif.”
| glowered a him for asecond. “1sn't Sanyaadgirl’ s name?’

Michael snorted. “ Get some deep firet, Harry.”

“After,” | sad. “Firg thingsfirst. War council in the kitchen. And if someone doesn’'t make me a.cup of
coffeg, I’'m going to shimmy dry dl over everything, like Mouse.”

“Mouseistoo polite to do that in my house,” Michad said.
“Like somebody else’sdog then,” | said. “Crap, | forgot my staff.”

Michael swung out of the truck, reached into the bed of the pickup, and lifted my staff out of it. | got out,
and he tossed it to me across the back of thetruck. | caught it in my left hand and nodded to him. “Bless
you. It'sareal pain to make one of these. Way harder to carve out than, uh...” | shook my head asmy
thoughts wandered off-track. “ Sorry. Long day.”

“Get indde before you take achill,” Michadl said quietly.
“Good idea.”

Wetrooped in. The others arrived over the next twenty minutes or so. Gard had inssted on taking
Kincaid by one of Marcone' s buildings—probably someplace where he kept medica suppliesfor those



timeswhen he didn’t want the police wondering why his employees camein with gunshot or knife
wounds. To my amusement, Murphy had insisted on accompanying Kincaid—which meant that the cops
were about to learn the location of another of Marcone' s secret stashes, maybe even the name of
whatever doctor he had on his payroll. And since it was Murphy’s car, and Murphy was with me, and
Gard needed my help, therewasn’t diddly Gard could do about it.

That'smy Murphy, manufacturing her own damned silver lining when the clouds didn’t cough one up.

Mouse was ddlighted to see me, and greeted me with much fond twitching and bumping against my legs
and tail wagging. He, at leadt, thought | merely smelled interesting. Molly greeted uswith only dightly less
enthusiasm, and immediately set about making food for everyone. It turns out that Molly wasn't her
mother’ s daughter in that respect. Charity waslike the MacGyver of the kitchen. She could whip up a
five-course medl for twelve from an egg, two spaghetti noodles, some household chemicals, and astick
of chewing gum. Mally...

Molly once burned my egg. My boiled egg. | don’t know how.
She could, however, make amean cup of coffee.

Once Kincaid had been settled down on the guest bed in Charity’ s sewing room, everyone el se gathered
in the kitchen. Murphy looked strained. | poured her acup of joe, and she came to stand next to me. |
offered Luccio one aswell. She accepted with asmdll, grateful nod.

“How ishe?” she asked Murphy.
“Seeping,” Murphy said. “Gard got him some painkillers.”

| guzzled coffee, fighting off around of chills. “Okay, people. Here sthe stuation. We are bent over,
greased up, and Nicodemus and his crew are about to drive one of those Japanese bullet trains right up
our collective ass”

The room went quiet.
“They took Ivy,” | said. “That’sbad.”

“Harry,” Murphy said, “I know I’'m the new kid, but you' re going to have to explain thisthing with the
littlegirl tomeagan.”

“Ivy isthe Archive” | said quietly. “A long time ago—we don’t know when—somebody—we don't
know who—created the Archive. A kind of intdllectual construct.”

“What?' Sanya asked.

“A kind of entity composed of pureinformation. Think of it as software for the brain,” Luccio said. “Like
avery advanced database management system.”

“Ah,” Sanyasaid, nodding.
| arched an eyebrow at Luccio in surprise.

She shrugged, smiling alittle. “1 like computers. | read al about them. It’s...my hobby, redly. |
undergtand the theory behind them.”

“Right,” | said. “Ahem. Okay. The Archive is passed from one generation to the next, mother to
daughter—al| the memories of the previous bearers of the Archive, and dl the factsthey have gathered.



“All that knowledge makes the Archive powerful—and it was created as arepository of learning, a
safeguard againgt the possibility of acataclysm of civilization, aloss of dl knowledge, the destruction of
al learning. It was bound to neutrality, to the preservation and gathering of knowledge.”

“Gathering?’ Murphy said. “ So...the Archive reads alot?”’

“It goes deeper than that,” | said. “The Archiveisamagic so complex that it's practicaly dive—and it
just knows. Anything that gets printed or written down, the Archive knows.”

Hendricks said a bad word.
“Sideways,” | agreed. “ That’swhat Nicky and the Nickelheads have taken.”

“With that kind of information at their disposal,” Murphy said, “they could...My God, they could
blackmail officids. Control governments.”

“Launch nuclear warheads,” | said. “ Stop thinking so small.” | nodded at Michad. “ Remember, you told
me that Nicodemus was playing Armageddon lotto. He makes big plans, but he plots them out so that he
can make an incrementa profit dong theway. Thiswasjust one more scheme.”

Michael frowned. “He was after the Archive dl dong? He ddiberately came here and provoked a
confrontation to get you to call her into arbitrate?’

“That isn't much of aplan,” Luccio said. “Y ou could have chosen any one of adozen neutrd arbiters.”

Murphy snorted. “But it's Dresden. He slived in the same gpartment since | first met him. Drivesthe
same car. Drinks at that same little pub. Favorite restaurant is Burger King. He gets the same damned
med every time he goesthere, too.”

“You can't improve on perfection,” | said. “That' swhy it’s called perfection. And what' s your point?’
“You'reacreature of habit, Harry. Y ou don't like change.”

Therewasn't much use denying that. “Even if | hadn't called Ivy, Nicodemus still could redlize some
gains. Maybe recruit Marcone. Maybe kill off Michagl or Sanya. Maybe ditch some deadwood within
his own organization. Who knows? The point is, | did cal Ivy in, he did get the opportunity to take her
down, and it paid off.”

“But the Archive was cregted neutra,” Sanya said. “ Congtrained. Y ou said so yourself.”

“TheArchivewas” | said. “But vy wasn't, and Ivy controlsthe Archive. She'still a child. Thet child
can be hurt. Frightened. Coerced. Tempted.” | rubbed at the spot between my eyes. “ They want to
make her one of them. Probably hoping to gobble up Marcone dong the way.”

“God help usif they’ retaken,” Murphy said quietly.

“God help them if they’retaken,” Michagl murmured. “We haveto find them, Harry.”

“Not even Mab could locate the Denarians with magic,” | said. “Gard. Could your firm do any better?’
She shook her head.

| glanced at Michadl. “I don't suppose anyone' sdrawn abig flashing arrow in the sky for you two to
ee?’



Michael shook hishead, his expression sober. “I looked.”

“Okay, then. Barring divine intervention we have no way of finding them.” | took a deep breath. “ So.
WEe re going to make them find us”

“That would beagood trick if we could doiit,” Sanyasaid. “What did you have in mind?’
Hendricks lifted his head suddenly. “Coins.”
Everyoneturned to stare a him.

Hendricks counted on hisfingersfor asecond. “ They only got six. And six people. So how they gonna
get the creepy little girl acoin? Or onefor the boss?’

“Good thinking, Cujo,” | said. “It’'Il only hurt for aminute. But we' ve got to move fast to make it work.
Nicodemus can’t afford to throw away any more manpower, but his conscience won't hesitate for one
itty-bitty second to kill one of his own peoplefor their coin, if it comesto that. So we re going to offer
him atrade. Eleven old nickelsin exchangefor the girl.”

Michael and Sanyaboth cameto their feet in an ingtant, speaking loudly and in two different languages. It
was hard to make out individual words, but the gestalt of their protest amounted to, Are you out of your
mind?

“Dammit dl, Michad!” | said, swinging around to face him, thrusting out my jaw. “1f Nicodemus manages
to take the Archive, it won't matter how many of the damned coins you have locked away.”

Silence. The dlock inthe entry hall ticked very loudly.

| didn’t back down. “Right now six demons are torturing an €l even-year-old girl. The same way they
tortured me. The same way they tortured Shiro.”

Miched! flinched.

“Look meintheeye” | told him, “and tel meyou think that we should let that child suffer when we have
the meansto save her.”

Tick, tock.

Tick, tock.

Michael shook his head.

Sanya subsided, sinking back to lean against a cabinet again, his expression pensive and solemn.
“Nicodemus will never accept thet trade,” Michadl said quietly.

Luccio smiled, showing alot of teeth. “Of course hewill. Why sacrifice auseful retainer when he can
show up for the exchange, double-cross us, stedl the coins, and keep the Archive?’

“Bingo,” | said. “And we Il be ready for him. Captain, do you know how to contact him through the
channels outlined in the Accords?’

“Yes” shesad.

“Harry,” Michad said gently, “we retaking aterriblerisk.”



He and Luccio exchanged a glance pregnant with silence, swayed by deep undercurrents.

“Atthispoint,” Luccio sad, “theonly riskier thingwe candois...” She shrugged and spread her hands.
1] Nothl rg.”

Michael grimaced and crossed himsdlf. “God be with us.”
“Amen,” Sanyasaid, winking over Michad’s shoulder a me.

“Cdl Nicodemus,” | said. “Tdl him | want to makeaded.”

Chapter Thirty-six
| t takestime to go through channels.
Thelast thing | wanted to do was get wet again, but | was still freezing, and shaky, and asit turns out,

there are anumber of other inconvenient and unpleasant sSde effects to accidentaly gulping down galons
of sdt water. It sthelittle thingsthat get to you the most.

It took me a couple of hoursto get my system straightened out, get showered, and get horizontal, and by
thetimel finaly didit | was sotired that | could barely focus my eyes. Molly was committing dinner by
that time, aided and abetted by Sanya, who seemed to take some kind of grim Russian ddlight in
watching train wrecksin progress. | fell down on the couch to debate whether or not | wanted to risk
putting anything sein the pipes, and Rip van Winkled my way right through the danger.

| didn’t want to wake up. | was having adream where | was't hurt, and no one was kicking me around.
The wallswere white and smooth and clean, lit only by frosty moonlight, and someone with a gentle voice
was speaking quietly to me. But my right hand had broken into fiercetingling, al pinsand needles, and
deep began to retreat. | started to wake dowly. VVoices murmured in the room.

“...can she possibly be sure?” Murphy demanded in a heated whisper.

“Itisn't my areaof knowledge,” Michadl rumbled back. “Ma am?’

Luccio' stonewas cautious. “It isadelicate area of the art,” she said. “But the girl does have agift.”
“Then we need to say something.”

“Youcan't,” Molly said, her tone quiet and sad. “1t wouldn’t help. It might make thingsworse.”
“And you know that?” Murphy demanded. “Y ou know that for afact?’

| was so tired, I’ d probably missed a sentence or threein there. | blinked my eyes open and said muzzily,
“Thekid knowswhat she' stalking about.” 1 fumbled about and found Mouse lying on the floor beside
the couch, immediately under my arm. | decided sitting up could wait for aminute. “What are wetaking
about?’

Molly gave Murphy alook that said, There, see?

Murphy shook her head and said, “I’ m going to seeiif Kincaid isawake yet.” Sheleft, her expression set
in stony displeasure.

Mouse set about industrioudly licking my right hand, a canine grooming ritua he sometimes pursued. It
broke up the pins and needles abit, so | didn’t argue. | still had no ideawhat was up with my hand. I'd
never heard of anything like this happening to anyone—but it wasn't terribly uncomfortable, and dl things



considered it wasn't anywhere near the top of my priority list at the moment.

Nobody answered my question, though.

The silence got awkward. | coughed uncomfortably. “Uh. Anyone know what timeit is?’
“Almogt midnight,” Luccio said quietly.

| waited for aminute, but apparently no one was going to do me afavor and knock me unconscious
again, so | did my best to ignore the aches and pains and sat up. “What' s the word from Nicodemus?’

“He haan't returned our cdl,” Luccio said.

“Not redly asurprise,” | muttered, raking my fingersthrough my hair. I’ d gone to deep wearing one of
Michadl’ s old pairs of sweats and one of his T-shirts, so my ankles stuck way out, and both shirt and
sweatsfit me aswel asatent. “Whatever they’ re doing to keep Ivy restrained, it’s got to be pretty
elaborate. I'd hold my calsuntil | was sureit was solid, too.”

“Aswould1,” Luccio agreed.
“Issheredly that dangerous?’ Michael asked.

“Yes” Luccio said camly. “The Council regards her asasgnificant power in her own right, on par with
the youngest Queens of the Sidhe Courts.”

“If anything, | think that profilein the Wardens' filesunderestimates her,” | said quietly. “ She had barely
anything to work with, and she was making Tessaand her crew look like pygmiestrying to capture an
elephant. If she hadn’t been cut off so entirdly, | think she' d have esten them dive.”

Luccio frowned, disturbed. “Truly?’
“You had to have seenit,” | said. “I’ ve never seen anyone...Y ou had to have seeniit.”
“If she' sthat powerful,” Michad said quietly, “can she be contained?’

“Oh, yes” | said. “Absolutely. But it would take a greater circle—heavy-duty ritud stuff in a prepared
location. And it would have to be freaking flawless, or she could bresk it.”

Molly screwed up her facein distress. “Shewon'’t...won't take one of the coins. Will she?’ She glanced
back and forth between Luccio and me and shrugged alittle. “ Because...it would be bad if she did.”

| looked & Michad. “The Fallen can't just jJump in and overwhelm someone, can they? Outright,
nonconsensud possesson?’

“Not normally,” Michad replied. “ There are circumstances that can change that, though. Mentaly
damaged people can be susceptible to it. Other things can open a spirit to possession. Drugs,
involvement with dark rituals, extended, deliberate contact with spiritual entities. A few other things.”

“Drugs” | saidtiredly. “Jesus.”
Michad winced.
“Sorry.”

“Evenif asoul ismade vulnerableto assault,” Michael said, “the mind and will can fight againgt an



invasive spirit. Surdly the Archive qudifies asaformidable mind and will.”

“Sure. But that doesn’t necessarily mean that vy does. Since she was born she' s been the Archive.
She' s never had a chance to devel op her own mind, her own persondity.” | stood up, shaking my head,
and started to pace restlesdy around the room. “ She' s going to be helpless, probably for thefirst time
since she could walk. Alone. Scared.” | looked at Michadl. “Y ou think that those...people...won't
know how to terrify alittle girl?’

He grimaced and bowed his head.

“And then along comes the Fallen and tells her how it can help her. How it wantsto be her friend. How it
can make the bad people stop hurting her.” | shook my head and clenched my hands. “Maybe she'll
know the facts. But those facts aren’t going to be much comfort to her. They aren’t going to fedl tr—"

| blinked and looked at Michadl. Then Molly. Then | stormed past them into the kitchen and grabbed the
pad of paper Charity kept stuck to the fridge with a magnet to use to make grocery lists. | found a pencil
on top of the fridge and sat down at the kitchen table, writing furioudly.

vy,

You are not alone.

Kincaid isalive. I'mall right. We're coming after you.
Don't listen to them. Hang on.

We're coming.

You are not alone.

Harry

“Oh,” sad Mally, reading over my shoulder. “ That' s clever.”
“If it works,” Luccio said. “Will she know it?’

“I don't know,” | said. “But | don’t know what else | can do.” | rubbed a my forehead. “Isthere any
food?’

“I made pot roast,” Molly said.
“But isthere any food?’
She swatted me on the back of the head, though not too hard, and went to the refrigerator.

| made asandwich out of things. I'm an American. We can eat anything aslong asit’ s between two
pieces of bread. With enough mustard | dmost couldn’t taste the roast. For afew minutes| paid
attention to eating, and was hungry enough to actualy enjoy part of the experience—the part where
Molly’spot roast findly terrified my growling ssomach into silence.

The phonerang.

Michael answered. He listened for amoment and then said gently, It isn’t too late to seek redemption.
Not even for you.”



Someone laughed merrily on the other end of the phone.

“Just amoment,” Michael said abreeth later. He turned, holding his hand over the phone, and said,
1] Ha,ry.”

“Him,” | sad.
Michadl nodded.
| went to the phone and took it from him. “ Dresden.”

“I’'m impressed, Dresden,” Nicodemus said. “1 expected the Hellhound to make a good showing, of
course, but you surprised me. Y our skills are developing quite rapidly. Tessais furious with you.”

“I'mtired,” | replied. “Do you want to talk ded or not?’

“I wouldn’t have cdled, otherwise,” Nicodemusreplied. “But let’ skeep thisabit smpler, shal we? Just
you and me. | have no desireto drag Chicago’ s underworld or the rest of the White Council into thisugly
little affair. Mutually guaranteed safe passage, of course.”

“Wedid that once” | said.

“And despite the fact that you betrayed the neutrdity of the meeting well before | or any of my people
took action—which | take asahighly promising act on your part—I am willing to extend my trust to you
once more.”

| bit out alittle laugh. “Yeah. You'reasant.”

“Oneday,” Nicodemus said. “One day. But for now, let’s say aface-to-face meeting. A talk. Just you
andl.”

“So you and your posse can jump me aone? No, thanks.”

“Come now. Asyou say, | do want to talk dedl. If you' rewilling to extend your word of safe passage,
we can even haveit on your own ground.”

“Oh?’ | asked. “ And where would that be?’

“It doesn’'t matter to me, aslong as| don't have to be seen with you while you' re wearing that ridiculous
borrowed ensemble.”

The hairs on the back of my neck started crawling up into my hairline. | turned my head around very
dightly. Thewindowsto the Carpenters backyard had blinds and curtains, but neither was wholly
drawn. The kitchen lights made the windows into mirrors. | couldn’t see beyond them.

“What isit going to be, Dresden?’ Nicodemus asked. “Will you give me your word of safe passage for
our tak? Or shall | have my men open fire on that lovely young lady &t the kitchen Sink?’

| glanced over my shoulder to where Molly was drying dishes. She watched me out of the corner of her
eye, clearly interested in the discussion, but trying not to look likeit.

| couldn’t possibly warn anyone before Nick’ s men could open fire—and | believed that he had them
there. Probably up in the tree house. It had areasonably good view of the kitchen.

“All right,” | said, peaking so that everyone there could hear me. “1’m giving you my word of safe



passage. For ten minutes.”
“And hopeto die?’ Nicodemus prompted.
| gritted my teeth. “ At the rate we' re going, someone will.”

Helaughed again. “ Kegp the subject matter of this conversation between you and I, and it won't have to
be anyonein thekitchen.”

The phone disconnected.

A best later someone knocked &t the front door.

Mouse' s growl rumbled through the whole house, even though he' d remained in the front room.
“Harry?’ Michad asked.

| found my shoes and stuffed my bare feet into them. “I’m going out to talk to him. Keep an eye on us,
but don't do anything if he doesn’t start it. And watch your back. The last chat with him wasa
digtraction.” | stood up, pulled on my duster, and picked up my staff. | met Michad’seyes and said,
“Watch your back.”

Michael’ s head tilted dightly. Then he looked past me, to the windows to the backyard. “Be careful.”

| took my shield bracelet out of my duster pocket and fastened it on, wincing asit went over the mild
burns on my wrigt. “Y ou know me, Michadl. I'm dways careful .”

| walked to the front door and looked out the window.

The lights on the street were dl out, except for the streetlight in front of Michadl’ s house. Nicodemus
stood in the center of the street outside. His shadow stretched out long and dark to one side of him—the
sde opposite the oneit should have been on, given the position of thelight.

Mouse cameto my sde and planted himsdf there firmly.

| rested my hand on my dog’ sthick neck for amoment, searching the darkness outside for anything or
anyonedse. | saw nothing—which meant nothing, really. Anything could be out therein the dark.

But theonly thing | knew was out there was ascared little girl.

“Let’'sgo,” | said to Mouse, and stalked out into the snow.

Chapter Thirty-seven

| t was snowing again. Five or six inches had falen since the last time anyone cleared the Carpenters
front walk. My footsteps crunched through the silent winter air. Y ou could have heard them a block

avay.

Nicodemus waited for me, stylishly casua in adeep green silk shirt and black trousers. He watched me
come with aneutra expression, his eyes narrowed.

| shivered when abreath of cold wind touched me, and my weary muscles threatened to go out of
control. Dammit, | was the one working for the Winter Queen. So how come everyone else got to be
perfectly comfortablein the middle of ablizzard?



| stopped at the end of Michad’ s driveway and planted my staff on the ground. Nicodemus stared
slently at mefor awhile. The shadows had shifted to mask his expression, and | couldn’t see hisface
very well.

“What,” hesaid in alow, deadly tone, “isthat?’

Mouse stared at Nicodemus, and let out agrowl so low that individual snowflakesjumped up off the
ground dl around him. My dog bared histeeth, showing long white fangs, and his snarl rosein volume.

Hell’sbells. I'd never seen Mouse react like that, except in earnest combat.

And it looked like Nicodemus didn’t like Mouse much, ether.

“Answer my question, Dresden,” Nicodemus growled. “Whét is that ?’

“A precaution againgt getting stuck in degp snow,” | said. “He' straining to be a Saint Bernard.”
“Excuse me?’ Nicodemus said.

| mimed covering one of Mouse s ears with my hand and stage-whispered, “Don't tell him that they don't
actudly carry kegs of booze on their collars. Bregk hislittle heart.”

Nicodemus didn’t move, but his shadow shifted until it lay in a shapelesslittle pool between him and
Mouse. Hisface cameinto view again, and hewas smiling. “It' s been alittle while since anyone was quite
that insolent to my face. May | ask you aquestion?’

“Why not?’

“Do you aways retreat into insouciance when you' re frightened, Dresden?’

“I don't think of it asretreating. | think of it as an advance to the cheer. May | ask you aquestion?’
The smilewidened. “Oh, why not?’

“How come some of you losers seem to have persona names, and the others just get called after the
Fdleninthecoin?’

“Itisn't complicated,” Nicodemus said. “Some of our order are active, willing minds, with strength
enough to retain their sense of sdf. Others are’—he shrugged a shoulder, an elegant, arrogarnt little
motion—"of little consequence. Disposable vessdl's, and nothing more.”

“Like Rasmussen,” | muttered.

Nicodemus looked puzzled for amoment. Then his eyes narrowed suddenly, focusing intently upon me.
His shadow gtirred again, and something made a noise that sounded like a disturbingly serpentine
whigper. “Oh, yes, Ursd’svessd. Precisdly.” Helooked past me to the house. “Have your friends begun
whispering behind your back yet?’

They sureas hell had, though | had no ideawhy. | hung on to my poker face. “Why would they?’

“Try toimaginethe Aquarium from their point of view. They enter a building with you, dong with
someone they would not normaly bring dong—but you have ingsted that the police detective
accompany your group. Asaresult, you wak away to a private conference with just you, me, and the
Archive s guard dog. Then the sign goes up, and they can hear aterrible conflict raging. They raceto the
scene as quickly as possible and find my people dragging you out of the water—to take back the coin



you had in your pocket, but your friends had no way of knowing that. They find the Archive gone, her
bodyguard wounded or dead, and you being apparently assisted by my people.

“And they never saw what happened,” Nicodemus continued. “To asuspicious mind, you might seem
an accompliceto theact.”

| swallowed. “I doulbt that.”

“Oh?" Nicodemus said. “Even though you' re about to propose giving me back the coins you took at the
Aquarium? Eleven coins, Dresden. Should | recover them, everything you and your people have done
during the past few dayswill mean nothing. I'll be just as strong and possess the power of the Archiveto
boot. It is hardly a stretch to consider that you would be idedly positioned to betray them at acritica
moment—which thisis”

|...hadn’t thought of it like that.

“*What if he' sfindly faling to theinfluence of her shadow? they'rethinking. ‘What if he snot whally in
control of hisown decisions? they’ re thinking. Treachery isamore dangerous weapon than any magic,
Dresden. I’ ve had two thousand yearsto practice arranging it, and your friends the Knights know it.”

Suddenly Michadl’ s attitude began to make alot more sense, and the pot roast fought to come back up.
| tried to keep my poker face, but it wouldn't stick.

“Ouch,” Nicodemus said, his eyeswidening. “ After al those years of base ess suspicion and hostility
from your own Council, that must be apainful redization.” He smirked a Mouse and then at me. “Y our
little heart must be bresking.”

Mouse pressed his shoulder against my leg and snarled savagely a Nicodemus, taking a step forward.

Nicodemusignored him, hisfocusdl on me. “It' satempting offer,” he said. “ Exchanging the coinsfor the
Archive? Presenting me with an opportunity to walk away with every jewd in the vault? It's something |
can hardly ignore. Well-done.”

“So?’ | said. “Where do you want to set it up?’

He shook hishead. “I don’t,” he said quietly. “ Thisis endgame, Dresden, even if you and yours can’'t
accept it. Once | have the Archive, therest issmply an exercise. Losing the coinswill hurt, true, but |
don’t need them. Thorned Namshiel isof no real useto mein his current condition, and | haven’t worked
for two thousand years only to take agamble at the last second. No deal.”

| swalowed. “ Then why are you here?’

“To giveyou achanceto reconsder,” Nicodemus said. “I think you and | are not so very different. Both
of usare crestures of will. Both of uslive our livesfor idedls, not materia things. Both of usarewilling to
sacrificeto attain our gods.”

“Maybe we should wear matching outfits.”

He spread hishands. “I could be an dly far more effective and dangerous than any you have now. I'm
willing to compromise with you, and make some of your goas my own. | can provide you with support
beyond anything your own Council has ever done for you. The materia gain of such apartnershipisa
passing matter, ultimately, but wouldn't you enjoy living in something other than amusty basement? Don't
you get tired of coming home to cold showers, cheap food, and an empty bed?’



| just stared at him.

“A great deal of work needsto be done, and not al of it isrepugnant to you. In fact, | should imagine
that some of it would proveto be quite satisfying to your persona sense of right and wrong.”

To hell with the poker face. | sneered at him. “Like what?’

“The Red Court isone example,” Nicodemus said. “ They’relarge, well organized, dangerousto my
plans, a plague upon mankind, and aesthetically repugnant. They’ re parasiteswho are inconvenient in the
short term, dangerous in the middle distance, and fatd to any long-range plan. They need to be destroyed
at some point, in any case. | should have no objection to giving my assistance to you, and through you to
the White Council in their effortsto do so.”

“Make the Council into cat’ s-paws to wipe out the Red Court?’ | asked.
“Asif you have not been madeinto their tool on many occasions.”
“The Council doesn’'t need my help to be abunch of tools,” | muttered.

“And yet the reversal appedlsto your sense of judtice, as does the notion of visiting destruction upon the
Red Court. Especialy given what they did to Susan Rodriguez.” Hetilted hishead to one side. “It may
be possible to help her, you know. If anyone might know of ameansto free her of her condition, it isthe
Fdlen”

“Why not just offer me floating castles and world peace whileyou're at it, Nick?’

He spread hishands. “1 only suggest possibilities. Hereiswhat is concrete: Y ou and | share agreat many
foes. | amwilling to help you fight them.”

“Let meget thisdraight,” | said. “Y ou'retdling me that you want me to work with you, and that | till get
to keep being one of the good guys.”

“Good and evil arerdative. Y ou know that by now. But | would never ask you to work againgt your
conscience. | have no need to do so in order to make use of your talents. Consider how many people
you could help with the power I'm offering you.”

“Yeah. You seem likeared philanthropist.”

“Asl sad, I'mwilling to work with you, and | am quite Sncere.” He met my eyes. “L ook upon my soul,
Dresden. Seefor yourself.”

My heart ripped out about a thousand beats in two seconds, and | jerked my eyes away from him,
terrified. | didn’'t want to see what was behind Nicodemus s dark, calm, ancient eyes. It could have been
something monstrous, his soul, something thet ripped awvay my sanity and left astain of itsef on my own
likeasmear of grease.

Or it could be even worse.
What if hewastdling thetruth?

| glanced back at the Carpenter house, fedling very cold and very tired. Tired of everything. Tired of al
of it. | looked down a my borrowed clothes and my bare ankles, covered with snow just like my shoes.

“I don't have anything against you personally, Dresden,” he said. “1 respect your integrity. | would enjoy
working with you. But make no mistake: If you stand in my way, I’'ll mow you down beside everyone



d”

Silencereigned.

| thought about what | knew of Nicodemus.

| thought about my friends and those whispers behind my back. | thought about the awkward silences.
| thought about what the world might become if Nicodemusturned Ivy.

| thought about how scared the little girl must be right now.

And | thought about alittle old man from Okinawawho hed literdly laid down hislife for my own.
“Youandl,” | said quietly, “are both willing to give things up to reach our gods.”

Nicodemustilted his head, waiting.

“But we havered different ideas when it comes to deciding who does the sacrificing and who gets
sacrificed.” | shook my head. “No.”

Hetook adow, deep breath and said, “Pity. Good evening, Dresden. Best of luck to you in the new
world. But | expect wewon't meet againinthislife”

Heturned to go.

And my heart sped up again.

Shiro said | would know who to give the sword to.

“Wait,” | said.

Nicodemus paused.

“I’ve got more than coinsto offer you.”

He turned, hisface amask.

“Yougivemelvy and | giveyou eeven coins” | said quietly, “plus Fidelacchius.”
Nicodemus froze. His shadow twisted and twitched. “Y ou have it?’

“Yegh”

That ugly whispering sound came again, louder and faster. Nicodemus glanced down at his shadow,
frowning.

“Supposeyou get Ivy,” | said. “ Suppose you turn her and manage to control her. It'sagreat scheme.
Suppose you get your gpocaypse and your neo Dark Age. Do you think that’ s going to stop the
Knights? Do you think that, one after the other, new men and women won't take up the Swords and fight
you?Y ou think Heaven'sjust going to Sit there | etting you do whatever you want?”

Nicodemus had a better poker face than me, but | had him. He was listening.

“How many times have the Swords broken up your plans?’ | asked. “How many times have they forced
you to abandon one position or another?’ | took a stab in the dark that seemed worth it. “Don’t you get



tired of waking up from nightmares about taking asword through the heart or the neck? Turning you into
one more discarded Dixie cup for the Falen? Terrified of what you' re going to face once you shuffle off
the mortd coil?

“I'vegot the Sword,” | said. “I’'mwilling to trade it and the coins alike.”
Histeeth showed. “No, you aren’'t.”

“I'm just aswilling to give you the Sword and the coins as you are to give methe Archive” | said. “I'm
handing you an opportunity, Nick. A chance to destroy one of the Swords forever. Who knows? I
things go well you might have a shot at taking out the other two at the sametime.”

Thewhispering increased in volume and speed again.

Nicodemus stared a me. | couldn’t read his expression, but his right hand was dowly clenching and
unclenching, asif eager to take up awegpon, and hate poured off him like heat from an oven.

“S0,” | said asnonchaantly as| could, “where do you want to do the exchange?’

Chapter Thirty-eight

| walked back up to the house again afew minutes|ater, Mouse at my sde. Michael had been right:
Before we went ingde, the big dog shook himself thoroughly. | decided to follow his example and
stomped whatever snow | could off my numb feet, then went in.

| walked into the living room and found everyone there waiting for me—L uccio, Michad, Mally, Sanya,
and Murphy. Everyone looked at me expectantly.

“Hewent for it. We re going to have to haul assin aminute. But | need to spesk with you first, Michagl.”
Michael raised hiseyebrows. “Oh, certainly.”
“Alone,” | said quietly. “ And bring your Sword.”

| turned and walked on through the house, out the bardly functioning back door the gruff had damaged
before al this began, and on to the workshop. | didn't stop to look behind me. I didn’t need to look to
know that everyone was trading Significant Glances.

If Nicodemus actually did have peoplein the tree house, they were gone now. | wouldn’t put it past the
bastard to have been lying about them, just to keep me honest. | went inside the workshop and laid my
staff down on the workbench. It had alot of dingsand nicksinit. It could benefit from a set of
wood-carving tools, sandpaper, and patient attention.

Michael camein slently amoment later. | turned to face him. He wore hisfleece-lined denim coat again,
and bore Amoracchius in its sheeth, attached to abelt he’ d dung over one shoulder.

| took my duster off and put it next to the staff. “Draw it, please.”
“Harry,” Michad said. “What are you doing?’

“Makingapoint,” | said. “Just do it.”

Hefrowned a me, his expression uncertain, but he drew the blade.

| added my energy ringsto the pile on the workbench. Then my shield bracelet. Findly | took off my



mother’ s silver pentacle necklace and put it down there too. Then | turned and walked over to Michadl.

| met hiseyes steadily. I’ d dready looked upon Michad’s soul. | knew its qudity, and he knew that of
mine

Then | reached down with my left hand, gently grasped Amoracchius’sblade, and lifted it to rest against
the left sde of my neck, just below my ear. Thejugular vein. Or the carotid artery. | get them confused.

Michadl went pde. “Harry—"

“Shut up,” | said. “For the past couple of days you' ve done dl kinds of not-talking. Y ou can do alittle bit
moreof it until I've said my piece.”

He subsided, hiseyestroubled, and stood very, very ill.
What can | say? | have agift for getting peopl€' s attention.

| stared at him down the length of shining, deadly stedl, and then, very dowly, took my hand off the
Sword, leaving itswickedly sharp edge resting against the beat of my life. Then | spread my hands and
just stood there for aminute.

“You aremy friend, Michad,” | said, barely louder than awhisper. “1 trust you.”
Hiseyesglittered and he closed them.
“And you want to know,” he said heavily, looking up again, “if | can say the same.”

“Tdkischegp,” | said, and moved my chin alittle to indicate the Sword. “I want to know if you'll show
rre”

He lowered the Sword carefully from my neck. His hands shook alittle, but minedidn’t. “It isn't that
smple”

“Yes, itig” | told him. “I’'m your friend, or I'm not. Y ou trust me—or you don’t.”
He sheathed the Sword and turned away, facing the window.

“That’ sthered reason you didn’t want to hat up and go gunning for the Denariansright at first, theway |
wanted to. Y ou wereworried | was leading you into atrap.”

“I didn’t lieto you, Harry,” Michad said. “But I'd belying right now if | didn’t admit that, yes, the
thought had crossed my mind.”

“Why?’" | asked, my voice perfectly calm. “What reason have | ever given you for that?’
“Itign't that smple, Harry.”

“I'vefought and bled to defend you and your family. | put my neck in anoose for Molly, when the
Council would havekilled her. | can’t even tell you how much business I’ ve missed out on because of the
time |’ ve got to spend teaching her. What wasit that tipped you off to my imminent villainhood?’

“Hary...”

Nicodemus had been right about one thing: It hurt to be suspected by my friends. It hurt like hell. | didn’t
evenredize| had raised my voice until I’ d dready screamed, “Look a mewhen I’'m talking to you!”



Michael turned hisfaceto me, hisexpresson grim.

“Do you think I’ ve decided to side with Nicodemus and his buddies?’ | snarled. “ Do you redly think
that? Because if you do, you might waswell put that Sword through my neck right now.”

“I don’t know what to think, Harry,” he said quietly. “ There salot you haven't said.”

“I don't share everything with you,” | retorted. “1 don’t share everything with anyone. That's nothing

“l know itisn't,” hesad.

“Then why?’” Some of the firewent out of my voice, and | fdlt like ahaf-deflated baloon. “ Y ou've
known me for years, man. We ve covered each other plenty of times. Why are you doubting me now?’

“Because of Lascid’sshadow,” Michadl said quietly. “Because aslong asit’ sinyou it will tempt
you—and the longer it stays, the more ableit will beto do s0.”

“I gave Forthill the coin,” | said. “1 figured that pretty much saidit all.”

Michadl grimaced. “ The shadow can show you how to summon the coin. It’ s happened before. That's
why we' re so careful not to touch them.”

“It'sover, Michagl. There is no more shadow.”
Michael shook hishead, his eyesfilled with something very like pity. “It doesn't work like that, Harry.”

The fire came back. The onething | didn’t want or need was pity. I’d made my own choices, lived my
own life, and even if they hadn’t al been smart choices, there weren’'t many of them that | regretted.
“How do you know?’ | asked.

“Because in two thousand years, no one hasrid themsalves of the shadow of one of the Fallen—except
by accepting the demon into them entirely, taking up the coin, and living to fed remorse and discarding it.
And you claim that you never took up the coin.”

“That' sright,” | said.

“Then ether the shadow is lill there,” Michael said, “till twisting your thoughts. Still whispering to you.
Or you're lying to me about taking up the coin. Those are the only options.”

| just stared at him for aminute. Then | said, “Hell’ sbells. And | thought wizards had amonopoly on
arrogance.”

He blinked.

“Or do you redlly expect meto believe that the Church has been there to document every single instance
of anyone picking up any of the cursed coins. That they’ ve followed through with everyone tempted by a
Fdlen’ s shadow, taken testimony. Made copies. Hell, gotten it notarized. Especially given that you've
told me that Nicodemus has worked as hard as he could to destroy the Church’s records and archives
through the years”

Michadl’ sweight settled back on his heds. He frowned.

“Thisiswhat they want, Michadl. They want us at one another’ sthroats. They want usto distrust one
another.” 1 shook my head. “ And right now is not thetimeto giveit to them.”



Michadl folded hisarms, studying me. “It could have done something to your mind,” Michadl said quietly.
“Y ou might not bein contral of yoursdf, Harry.”

| took adeep breath. “That's...possble,” | admitted. “ Anybody’ s head can be messed with. But if you
go rewiring someone s brain, it damages them, badly. The bigger the changes you make, theworse it
disorderstheir mind.”

“The way my daughter did to her friends,” Michad said. “1 know.”

“Sotherearesgns,” | said. “If you know the person well enough, there are dmost dways signs. They act
differently. Have | been acting differently? Have | suddenly gone crazy on you?’

He arched an eyebrow.
“More so than usua,” | amended.
He shook hishead. “No.”

“Then odds are pretty good no one has scrambled my noggin,” | said. “Besideswhich, it isn't the sort of
thing one tends to overlook, and as agrade-A wizard of the White Council, | assure you that nothing like
that has happened to me.”

For asecond he looked like he wanted to speak, but he didn’t.

“Which brings us back to the only red issue here,” | said. “Do you think I’ ve gone over to them? Do you
think | could do such athing, after what I’ ve seen?’

My friend sighed. “No, Harry.”

| stepped up to him and put my hand on his shoulder. “ Then trust mefor alittle longer. Help mefor alittle
|Orge..”

He searched my eyesagain. “1 will,” hewhispered, “if you answer one question for me.”
| frowned at him and tilted my head. “ Okay.”

Hetook a deep breath and spoke carefully. “Harry,” he said quietly, “what happened to your blasting
rod?’

For a second the question didn’t make any sense. The words sounded like noises, like sounds infants
make before they learn to speak. Especidly the last part of the sentence. “I...I'm sorry,” | said. “What

did you say?’
“Where,” hesaid gently, “isyour blasting rod?’
Thistime | heard the words.

Pain stabbed me in the head, ice picks plunging into both temples. | flinched and doubled over. Blagting
rod. Familiar words. | fought to summon an image of what went with the words, but | couldn’t find
anything. | knew | had amemory associated with those words, but try as| might, | couldn’t drag it out. It
was like a shape covered by some heavy tarp. | knew an object was benegath, but | couldn’t get to it.

“I don't...l don't...” | started breathing faster. The pain got worse.
Someone had been in my head.



Someone had beenin my head.
Oh, God.

| must have fallen a some point, because the workshop' s floor was cold underneath one of my cheeks
when | felt Michael’ s broad, work-calloused hand gently cover my forehead.

“Father,” he murmured, humbly and with no drama whatsoever. “ Father, please help my friend. Father of
light, banish the darkness that he may see. Father of truth, expose the lies. Father of mercy, ease hispain.
Father of love, honor this good man’s heart. Amen.”

Michadl’ s hand felt suddenly red-hot, and | felt power burning in the air around him—not magic, the
magic | worked with every day. Thiswas something different, something more ancient, more potent,
more pure. Thiswasthe power of faith, and asthat heat settled into the spaces behind my eyes,
something cracked and shattered insde my thoughts.

The pain vanished so suddenly that it eft me gasping, even astheimage of asmplewooden rod, a
couple of feet long, heavily carved with Sgilsand runes, legpt into the forefront of my thoughts. Along
with theimage of the blasting rod came thousands of memories, everything | had ever known about using
magic to summon and control firein ahurry, evocation, combat magic, and they hit melikea
dedgehammer.

| lay there shuddering for aminute or two as| took it al back in. The memoriesfilled aholeingde mel
hadn't even redized was there.

Michad Ieft hishand on my head. “ Easy, Harry. Easy. Just rest for aminute. I'm right here.”
| decided not to argue with him.

“Wel,” | rasped weakly amoment later. | opened my eyes and looked up to where Michadl sat
cross-legged on the floor beside me. * Somebody owes somebody here an apology.”

He gave measmall, concerned smile. “Y ou don't owe me anything. Perhaps | should have spoken
sooner, but...”

“But confronting someone who' s had his brain twisted out of shape about the fact can prove traumatic,” |
sad quietly. “Especidly if part of the twisting was making damned sure that he didn’t remember any such

thing happening.”

He nodded. “Molly became concerned sometime yesterday. | asked her to have alook at you while you
were deeping earlier. | apologizefor that, but | didn’t know any other way to be sure that someone had
tampered with you.”

| shivered. Ugh. Mally playing in my head. That wasn't necessarily the prettiest thing to think about.
Molly had a gift for neuromancy, mind magic, but she’ d used it to do some fairly nasty thingsto peoplein
the past—for perfectly good reasons, true, but all the same it had been honest-to-evilness black magic. It
was the kind of thing that people got addicted to, and it wasn't the kind of candy storethat | would ever
want thet kid to play in.

Especidly consdering that the inventory was me.
“Hdl’sbdls, Michad,” | murmured. “Y ou shouldn’'t have done that to her.”

“It was her ideg, actudly. And you' reright, Harry. We can't afford to be divided right now. What can



you remember?’

| shook my head, squinting while | sorted through the dump-truckload of loose memories. “Thelast time
| remember having it was right after the gruffs attacked us here. After that...nothing. | don’t know where
itisnow. And no, | don’t remember who did it to me or why.”

Michael frowned but nodded. “Well. He doesn’t aways give us what we want. Only what we need.”

| rubbed a my forehead. “I hope s0,” | said sheepishly. “So. Um. Thisisalittle awkward. After that
thing with putting your Sword to my throat and dl.”

Michadl let hishead fal back and belted out awarm, rich laugh. “Y ou aren’t the sort of person to do
things by halves, Harry. Grand gesturesincluded.”

“I guessnot,” | said quietly.

“I haveto ak,” Michadl said, sudying meintently. “Lascidl’ s shadow. Isit redly gone?’
| nodded.

“How?'

| looked away from him. “I don’t liketo talk about it.”

He frowned but nodded dowly. “Can you tdl me why not?’

“Because what happened to her wasn't fair.” | shook my head. “ Do you know why the Denarians don't
like going into churches, Michad ?’

He shrugged. “ Because the presence of the Almighty makes them uncomfortable, or so | dways
supposed.”

“No,” | said, closing my eyes. “Becauseit makesthe Falen fedl, Michagl. Makes them remember.
Makesthem sad.”

| fdt his startled glance, even with my eyes closed.

“Imagine how awful that would be,” | said, “ after millennia of certainty of purpose. Suddenly you have
doubts. Suddenly you question whether or not everything you’ ve done has been one enormous, futilelie.
If everything you sacrificed, you sacrificed for nothing.” | smiled faintly. “Couldn’t be good for your
confidence.”

“No,” Michad said thoughtfully. “1 don't suppose it would be.”

“Shiro told me I’ d know who to give the Sword to,” | said.

“y e

“I threw it into the deal with Nicodemus. The coins and the Sword for the child.”
Michael drew in asharp breath.

“Hewould have walked away otherwise,” | said. “Run out the clock, and we d never havefound himin
time. It wasthe only way. It was dmost like Shiro knew. Even back then.”

“God'shlood, Harry,” Michael said. He pressed ahand to hisstomach. “I’m fairly surethat gamblingisa



gn. And evenif itisn't, this probably should be.”

“I’'m going to go get that little girl, Michad,” | sad. “Whatever it takes.”
Herose, frowning, and buckled his sword belt around his hips.

| held up my right hand. “ Are you with me?’

Michadl’ s pdm smacked solidly into mine, and he hauled meto my feet.

Chapter Thirty-nine
A swar councils go, our meeting wasfast and dirty. It had to be.
Afterward | tracked down Murphy. She’ d gone back to Charity’ s sewing room to check on Kincaid.

| stood quietly in the door for aminute. There wasn't much room to be had in there. It was piled high
with plastic storage boxes filled with fabric and craft materids. There was a sewing machine on atable, a
chair, the bed, and just enough floor spaceto let you get to them. I’ d been laid up in thisroom before. It
was acomforting sort of place, awash in softness and color, and it smelled like detergent and fabric
softener.

Kincaid looked like the Mummy’ s stunt double. He had an IV in hisarm, and there was a unit of blood
suspended from asmall metd stand beside his bed—courtesy of Marcone srogue medica facilities, |
supposed.

Murphy sat beside the bed, looking worried. I’ d seen the expression on her face before, when I’ d been
the onelying horizontal. | expected to fed asurge of jealousy, but it didn’t happen. | just felt bad for
Murph.

“How ishe?’ | asked her.

“Thisishisthird unit of blood,” Murphy said. “His color’ s better. His breathing is steadier. But he needs
adoctor. Maybe we should call Butters.”

“If wedo, he'sjust going to look at us, do hisMcCoy impersonation, and tell you, ‘ Dammit, Murphy.
I’m amedica examiner, not apastachef.’”

Murphy choked out alittle sound that was as much sob as chuckle.

| stepped forward and put ahand on her shoulder. “Michael sayshe' sgoing to makeit.”
She st iffly underneath my hand. “Heisn’t adoctor.”

“But he has very good contects.”

Kincaid shuddered, and his bresth rasped harshly for several seconds.

Murphy’ s shoulder went stedly with tension.

The wounded man's breathing steadied again.

“Hey,” | sad quietly. “Easy.”

She shook her head. “I hate this.”



“He stougher thanyou or me” | said quietly.
“That’snot what | mean.”
| remained silent, waiting for her to spesk.

“I hate fedling likethis. I’'m fucking terrified, and | hate it.” Themusclesin her jaw tensed. “Thisiswhy |
don’t want to get involved anymore. It hurtstoo much.”

| squeezed her shoulder gently. “Involved, huh?’
“No,” she said. Then she shook her head. “Yes. | don’t know. It's complicated, Harry.”

“Caring about someoneisn't complicated,” | said. “Itisn't easy. But it isn't complicated, either. Kinda
likelifting the engine block out of acar.”

She gave me an oblique glance. “Leaveit to aman to describe intimate rel ationships in terms of
automoative mechanics.”

“Yeah. | waskindaproud of that one, mysdlf.”

She huffed out aquiet breath, squeezed her eyes shut, and leaned her cheek down onto my hand. “The
supid part,” shesaid, “isthat heisn't interested in...in getting serious. We get dong. We have fun
together. For him, that’s enough. And it's so stupid for meto get hung up on him.”

| didn’t think it was al that stupid. Murph didn’t want to get too close, let hersdf be too vulnerable.
Kincaid didn’'t want that kind of relationship either—which made him safe. It madeit dl right for her to
care.

It dso explained why sheand | had never gotten anywhere.

In the event that you haven't figured it out, I’m not the kind of person to be casudly involved in much of

anything.
| couldn’t fit any of that into words, though. So | just leaned down and kissed the top of her head gently.

She shivered. Her tears made wet, cool spots on the back of my hand. | knelt. It put my head more or
lesson level with hers, where she sat beside the bed. | put an arm around her shoulders and pulled her
agang me. | dill didn't say anything. For Murph, that would be too much like | was actudly in the room,
seeing her cry. So she pretended that she wasn't crying and | pretended that | didn’t notice.

Shedidn’t cry for long. A couple of minutes. Then her breathing steadied, and | could fed her asserting
control again. A minute more and she sat up and away from me. | et her.

“They said you were under the influence,” she said, her tone calmer, more businesdike. “ That someone
had done something to your head. Y our apprentice said that. But Michadl didn’t want to say anything in
front of the other wizard, | could tell. And no one wanted to say anything in front of me.”

“Secrets get to be ahabit,” | said quietly. “And Molly wasright.”

Murphy nodded. “ She said that we should listen for the first words out of your mouth when you woke
up. That if something had messed with your mind, your subconscious might be able to communicate that
way, while you were on the edge of deep. And you told usto listen to her.”

| thought about it and pursed my lips. “Huh. | did. Guess |’ m smarter than | thought.”



“They shouldn’t have suspected you,” Murphy said. “I’m aparanoid bitch, and | gave up suspecting you
alongtimeago.”

“They had agood reason,” | said. | took asow breath. It was hard, but | forced the words oui.
“Nicodemus threw one of those coins at Michagl’skid. | grabbed it before the kid could. And | had a
photocopy of aFdlen ange living in my head for severa years, trying to talk meinto picking up the coin
and letting therest of it into me.”

Murphy glanced obliquely a me. “Y ou mean...you could have become one of those things?’
“Yeah,” | said. “Couple of times, it was close.”
“Isitdill...Isthat what...?’

| shook my head. “It's gone now. She'sgone now. | guess the whole time she was trying to change me, |
was trying to change her right back. And in the Raith Deepslast year, she took a psychic bullet for
me—at the very end, after everyone else had gotten out.” | shrugged. “1 had...We d sort of become
friends, Murph. I" d gotten used to having her around.” | glanced at her and gave her afaint smile. “Crazy,
huh? Get dl broken up over what was essentidly my imaginary friend.”

Her fingers found my hand and squeezed tight once. “We re al imaginary friends to one another, Harry.”
She sat with me for amoment, and then gave me a shrewd glance. “ Y ou never told Michael the details.”

| shook my head. “I don’t know why.”

“I do,” shesaid. “Y ou remember when Kravos stuck hisfingersin my brain?’
| shuddered. He' d been impersonating mewhen hedid it. “Yeah.”

“You sadit caused some kind of damage. What did you cal it?’

“Psychic trauma,” | said. “ Same thing happens when aloved one dies, during big emotiond tragedies,
that kind of thing. Takesawhileto get over it.”

“But you do get over it,” Murph said. “ Dresden, it seemsto methat you’ d lock yoursdlf up pretty tight if
someonetook aregular bullet for you with aregular body. Much lessif you were under psychic attack
and thisimaginary friend died right insde your own brain. Something like that happens, shouldn’t you
have expected to be a basket case, at least for alittle while?’

| frowned, staring down at my hands. “| never even considered that.”

She snorted gently. “ There' sasurprise. Dresden forgets that he' snot invincible.”
She had apoint there.

“Thisplan of yours,” shesaid. “Do you redly think it'sgoing to work?’

“I think I'vegot totry it.” | took adeep breath. “I don’t think you should be involved in this one, Murph.
The Denarians have human followers. Fanatic ones.”

“Y ou think we re going to have to kill some of them,” Murphy said.

“I think we probably won't have much choice,” | said. “Besidesthat, | wouldn't put it past them to send
someone herefor spite, win or lose.”



Murphy glanced up a merather sharply.

| shrugged. “ They know that Michael and Sanyaand | are going to be out there. They’ Il know that there
will be someone here, unprotected. Whether or not they get the coins, Nicodemus might send someone
hereto finish off the wounded.”

Murphy stared at me for a second, then looked back at Kincaid. “Y ou bastard,” she said without
emphasis.

“I’'m not playing big brother with you, Karrin,” | replied. “But we are dedling with some very bad people.
Molly’'sstaying with Kincaid. I'm leaving Mouse heretoo. I’ d gppreciate it if someonewith alittle more
experience was here to give the kid some direction, if it was needed.”

She scowled at Kincaid. Then she said, “ Trying to guilt meinto playing worried girlfriend, domestic
defender, and surrogate mother figure, en?’

“I figured it would work better than telling you to shut up and get into the kitchen.”

She took adeep breath, studying the deeping man. Then she reached out and touched his hand. She
stood and faced me. “No. I’m coming with you.”

| grunted, riang. “Y ou sure?’

“Thegirl isimportant to him,” Murphy said. “More important to him than anything has been for along
time, Harry. He'd dieto protect her. If he was conscious, he' d be demanding to go with you. But he
can't dothat. SoI'll haveto do it for him.”

“Could be real messy, Murph.”
She nodded. “I’ll worry about that after the girl issafe.”
Therewas aclock ticking quietly on thewall. “The meeting’ sin an hour.”

Murphy nodded and reached for her coat. The tears were gone, and there was no evidence of them in
thelines of her face. “Y ou’ d better excuse me, then. If we' re going to have an evening out, | need to
change into something more comfortable.”

“I never tell alady how to accessorize.”

Going forth to do battle with the forces of darknessisonething. Doingitinapair of borrowed
sweatpants and an ill-fitting T-shirt is something e se entirely. Fortunately, Molly had been thoughtful
enough to drop my own clothesinto the washer, bless her heart. | could forgive her for the pot roast.

In the laundry room I had skinned out of Michagl’ s clothes and wasin the act of pulling up my jeans
when Luccio opened the door and leaned in, her expression excited. “Dresden. | think | know wh—Oh.”

| jerked my jeansthe rest of the way up and closed them as hurriedly as| could without causing any
undue discomfort. “Oh. Um. Excuseme,” | said.

Luccio smiled, the dimplesin her cheeks making her look not much older than Molly. She didn’t blush.
Instead she folded her arms and leaned one shoulder on the door frame, her dark eyes taking mein with
evident pleasure. “Oh, not a al, Dresden. Not at al.”

| paused and returned her look for amoment. “ Aren’t you supposed to be embarrassed, apologize, and



quietly leave?

Her smile widened lazily, and she shrugged ashoulder. “When | wasagirl, perhaps. But even then | had
difficulty forcing myself to act awkward when looking a something that pleased me.” Shetilted her head
and moved toward me. She reached out and rested her fingertips very lightly against a scar on my upper
arm. She traced its outline and glanced up a me, lifting an eyebrow.

“Bullet wound,” | said. “FBI werewolves.”

She nodded. Then her fingers touched the hollow of my throat and did dowly down over my chest and
bely inadgraight line. A shuddering sensation of hest fluttered through my skin in the wake of her
fingertips. Shelooked up a me again.

“Hook knife,” | said. “ Sorcerer tried to filet me at the Fidld Museum.”

Her touch trailed down my bare arms, lingering on my forearms, near my wrists, avoiding the red,
scalded skin around my left wrigt.

“Thorn manacles,” | said. “From when Madrigd Raith tried to sall meon eBay.”

She lifted my scarred left hand between hers, fingers stroking over the maimed flesh. These days| could
moveit pretty well, most of thetime, and it didn’t ook like some kind of hideous, haf-melted wax image
of ahand anymore, but it till wasn't pretty. “ A scourge of Black Court vampires had a Renfield that got
cregtive. Had a homemade flamethrower.”

She shook her head. “I know men centuries older than you who have not collected so many scars.”
“Maybethey lived that long because they were smart enough not to get them,” | said.

Sheflashed methat grin again. At close range it was devastating, and her eyeslooked even darker.
“Anagtasa” | said quietly, “in afew minutes we re going to go do something that might get uskilled.”
“Yes, Harry. Weare,” shesaid.

| nodded. “But that’ s not until afew minutes from now.”

Her eyes smoldered. “No. No, itisn't.”

| lifted my dtill-tingling right hand to gently cup the line of her jaw, and leaned down to press my mouth to
hers.

Shelet out aquiet, satisfied little moan and melted against me, her body pressing full-length to mine,
returning the kisswith dow, sensuousintengty. | felt her dide the fingers of one hand into my hair, while
the nails of the other wandered randomly over my chest and arm, barely touching. It Ieft atrall of firein
my flesh, and | found myself sinking the fingers of my right hand into the soft curls of her hair, drawing her
more deeply into the kiss.

| don’t know how long that went on, but it wound down ddlicioudy. By the time she drew her mouth
away from mine, both of uswere breathing harder, and my heart was pounding out arapid beat against
my chest. And against my jeans.

She didn’'t open her eyesfor five or ten seconds, and when she did, they were absolutely huge and
molten with desire. Anastasialeaned her head back and arched in adow stretch, letting out along, low,
pleased Sgh.



“Youdon'tmind?’ | asked her.
“Not at al.”

“Good. | judt...wanted to see what that waslike. It'sbeen along time since | kissed anyone. Almost
forgot what it waslike.”

“You have noidea,” she murmured, “how long it hasbeen since I’ ve kissed aman. | wasn't surel
remembered how.”

| let out aquiet laugh.

Her dimplesreturned. “ Good,” she said, satisfaction in her tone. She looked me up and down, taking in
the sghtsagain. Thistimeit didn’t make mefed salf-conscious. *Y ou have agood smile. Y ou should
show it more often.”

“Once we redonetonight,” | said, “maybe we could talk about that. Over dinner.”
Her smile widened, and color touched her cheeks. “ That would please me.”
“Good,” | said. | arched an eyebrow at her. “I'll put my shirt on now, if that’sdl right.”

Anastasialet out amerry laugh and stepped back from me, though she didn’t lift her fingertips from my
skin until the distance forced her to doiit. “Very wdl, Warden. Asyou were.”

“Why, thank you, Captain.” | tugged the rest of my clothes back on. “What were you going to tell me?’

“Hmmm?’ shesaid. “Oh, ah, yes. Before | was so cleverly distracted. | think | know where the
Denarians are holding the Archive.”

| blinked. Y ou got through with aitracking spell?’

She shook her head. “No, it failed miserably. So | wasforced to resort to the use of my brain.” She
opened ahard-sided leather case hanging from her sword belt. She withdrew a plagtic tube fromiit,
opened one end, and withdrew aroll of papers. She thumbed through them, found one, and put the rest
back. She unfolded the paper into what looked like amap, and laid it out on the lid of the dryer.

| leaned over to look at it. It wasindeed amap, but instead of being marked with state lines, highways,
and towns, it was dominated by natural features—most prominent of which was the outlines of the Great
Lakes. Rivers, forests, and swamps figured prominently aswell. Furthermore, awebwork of intersecting
linesflowed over the map, marked in various colors of ink in severd different thicknesses.

Footsteps gpproached and Molly appeared, carrying a plastic laundry basket full of children’s clothing.
She blinked when she saw us, but smiled and came over immediately. “What' sthat?”

“It'samap,” | replied, like the knowledgeable mentor | was supposed to be.
She snorted. “I can seethat,” she said. “But amap of what?’

Then| gotit. “Ley lines” | said, looking up a Luccio. “These areley lines.”
Molly pursed her lips and studied the paper. “Those arered 7’

“Y eah, wejust haven't covered them yet. They're...wdll, think of them as underground pipdlines. Only
instead of flowing with weter, they flow with magic. They run al over theworld, usudly running between



hot spots of supernatura energy.”
“Connect the dots with magic,” Mally said. “Cool.”

“Exactly,” Luccio said. “ The only method that would have a chance of restraining the Archive s power
would be the use of agreater circle—and one that uses an enormous amount of energy, at that.”

| grunted acknowledgment. “It would have to be dead solid perfect, too, or she could break loose at the
flaw.”

“Correct.”
“How much energy are wetaking about?’ | asked her.

“Y ou might be able to empower such acirclefor half an hour or an hour, Dresden. | couldn’t have kept it
up that long, even before my, ah”—she waved a hand down at hersel f—"accident.”

“So it would take loads of power,” | mused. “So how are they powering it?’

“That' sthered question,” she said. “ After al, the Sign they raised at the Aquarium suggests that they
have an ample supply.”

| shook my head. “No,” | stated. “ That was Hellfire.”
Luccio pursed her lips. “Y ou seem fairly certain of that.”

“I seem completely certain of that,” | said. “It' s powerful asHell, literaly, but it isn't stable. It fluctuates
and dtutters. That’ swhy they couldn’t keep the Sign up any longer than they did.”

“Toimprison the Archive, they would need a steady, flawless supply,” Luccio said. “A supply that big
would aso be able to support avery complex veil—one that could shield them from any tracking spell. In
fact, it’ sthe only way they could establish avell that impenetrable.”

“Leylines” | breathed.

“Ley lines” she said with stisfaction.

“I know of a couple around town, but | didn’t realize there were that many of thethings,” | said.
“The Great Lakesregionisrifewith them,” Luccio said. “It’ san energy nexus.”

“So?7’ Molly asked. “What does that mean?’

“Wall, it's one reason why so much supernatural activity tendsto happeninthisarea,” | said. “Three
times as many ships and planes have vanished in Lake Michigan asin the Bermuda Triangle.”

“Wow,” Mdlly said. “ Serioudy?’
“Ya].”
“Next summer | think I’ll stick to the pooal.”

Luccio started tracing various lines on the map with afingertip. “The colors denote what manner of
energy seemsto be mogt prevaent in the line. Defensive energy here. Disruptive force here, restorative
lines here and here, and so on. The thickness of the line indicates its relative potency.”



“Right, right,” | said, growing excited. “ So we' relooking for an energy source compatible with the use of
agreater circle, and strong enough to keep a big one powered up and stable.”

“And there are four locationsthat | think are most likely,” Luccio said. She pointed up toward the north
end of Lake Michigan. “North and South Manitou idands both have heavy concentrations of dark energy
running through them.”

“There splenty of spook stories around them, too,” | said. “But that’ s better than two hundred miles
away. If | were Nicodemus, | wouldn't want to risk moving her that far.”

“Agreed. A third runs directly beneeth the Field Museum.” She glanced up at me and arched an eyebrow
as her voice turned dry. “But | think you' re dready familiar with that one.”

“| was going to put the dinosaur back,” | said. “But | was unconscious.”

“Which brings usto number four,” Luccio said. Her fingertip cameto rest on acluster of tiny idands out
in the center of the lake, northeast of the city, and the heavy, dark purple line running through it. “ Here.”

Molly leaned across me and frowned down at the map. “There aren’t any idandsin that part of Lake
Michigan. It'sal open water.”

“Ligtens-to-Wind gave this map to me, Miss Carpenter,” Luccio said serioudy. “He's spent severd
centuriesliving in thisgenerd region.”

| grunted. “I hear alot of things. | think that there are some idands out there. They were used as bases
for wildernessfightersin severa wars. Bootleggers used them as atransfer point for running boozein
from Canada, back in the Prohibition days. But there were dways stories around them.”

Molly frowned. “What kind of stories?’

| shrugged. “The usud scary stuff. Hauntings. People driven insane by unknown forces. People dragged
into the water by creatures unknown, or found daughtered by weaponry severd centuries out-of-date.”

“Then why aren’t they on the maps and stuff?” Molly asked.

“Theidandsare dangerous,” | said. “Long way from any help, and the lake can be awfully meaninthe
winter. There are stone reefs out there, too, that could gut a boat that came too close. Maybe someone
down at city hal figured that the idands would prove less of atemptation to peopleif everyone thought
they were just stories, and invested some effort in removing them from the public record.”

“That wouldn't be possble,” Molly said.

“It might be,” Luccio responded. “ The energies concentrated around those idands would tend to make
people unconscioudy avoid them. If one did not have afirm destination fixed in mind, the vast mgority of
peoplein the areawould swing around the idands without ever redizing what they were doing.”

| grunted. “ And if there’ sthat much bad mojo spinning around out there, it would play merry hdll with
navigationa gear. Twenty bucks saysthat the mgjor flight lanes don’t come within five miles of the place.”
| thumped my finger on the spot and nodded. “ It fedsright. She’ sthere.”

“If sheis” Mally asked, “then what do we do about it?’
Lucciotilted her head a me, frowning.

“Captain, | assume you dready contacted the Council about getting reinforcements?’



“Yes” shesad. “They’ll be here as soon as poss ble—which is aout nine hours from now.”
“Not fast enough,” | said, and narrowed my eyesin thought. “So we call in some favors.”
“Favors?’ Luccio asked.

“Yeah,” | said. “I know aguy with aboat.”

Chapter Forty

| rushed around setting up details for the next haf an hour. Everyone left to get into position except for
me, Mally, and Kincaid. And Mouse.

My dog was clearly upset that | wasn't going to be bringing him aong, and though he dutifully settled
down on the floor near Molly’ sfeet, he looked absolutely miserable.

“Sorry, boy,” | told him. “I want you here to help Molly and warn her about any danger.”
Hesighed.

“I got dong just fine without you for quiteawhile” | told him. “Don’t you worry about me.”
Herolled onto his back and gave me another pathetic |ook.

“Hah. Just trying to cadge atummy rub. | knew it.” | leaned down and obliged him.

A minute later the back door opened, and Thomas camein. “Findly,” he said. “I’ ve been Sitting in my car
solong, | think | left adent in the seat.”

“Sorry.”
“I'll live. What can | do to help?’
“Get back inyour car and give me arideto my place.”

Thomas gave me alevel look. Then he muttered something under his bregth, pulled hiskeys out of his
pocket, and stalked back out into the snow.

“You'rehorrible” Mally said, grinning.
“What?' | said. “I’m expressing my brotherly affection.”
| shrugged into my coat and picked up my staff. “ Remember the plan?’

“Man the phone,” Molly said, ticking off each point on her fingers. “Keep my eyes open. Make sure
Mouse stays in the same room as me. Check on Kincaid every fifteen minutes.”

At one time she would have been sullen about the prospect of being forced to sit at home when
something exciting was under way—Dbut she had grown up enough to redlize just how dangerous things
could be out there, and to respect her own limitations. Molly was extraordinarily senstive when it came
to the various energies of magic. It was one of the things that made her so good at psycho-mancy and
neuromancy. It also meant that when violent persond or supernatura events started happening, she
experienced them in such agonizing clarity that it would often incapacitate her dtogether, at least for afew
minutes. Combat magic was never going to be her strong suit, and in areal conflict she could proveto be
alethd liahility to her own dlies.



But & least the kid knew it. She might not like it very much, but she' d applied hersdf diligently to finding
other waysto help fight the good fight. | was proud of her.

“And don't forget your homework,” | said.
Shefrowned. “1 till don’t understand why you want to know about our family tree.”
“Humor me, grasshopper. I'll buy you asnow cone.”

She glanced out the window at the world of white outside. “Goody.” She looked back a me and gave
measmdl, worried smile. “Be careful.”

“Hey, there were dmost twenty of these losers at the Shedd. Now we re down to six.”
“The dx smartest, strongest, and oldest,” Moally said. “The oneswho redly matter.”
“Thank you for your optimism,” | said, and turned to go. “Lock up behind me.”

Molly bit her lip. “Harry?’

| paused.

Her voicewas very small. “Look out for my dad. Okay?’

| turned and met her eyes. | drew an X over my heart and nodded.

She blinked her eyes quickly severd times and gave me another amile. “All right.”

“Lock the door,” | told her again, and trudged out into the snow. Thelock clicked shut behind me, and
Molly watched me dog through the snow to the street. Thomas s military moving van came rumbling
through the snow, tires crunching, and | got in.

Heturned the heater up alittle while | somped snow off of my shoes.

“So,” hesaid, garting down the street. “What' sthe plan?’

| told him.

“That isabad plan,” hesaid.

“There wasn't timefor agood one.”

He grunted. “November is not agood timeto be sailing on Lake Michigan, Harry.”
“The aftermath of anuclear holocaust isn't agood timeto be sailing there, either.”
Thomas frowned. “ Y ou aren't just running your mouth, here, are you? Y ou' re serious?’

“It' saworst-case scenario,” | said. “But Nicodemus could do it, so we' ve got to proceed under the
presumption that hisintentions are in that category. The Denarians want to disrupt civilization, and with
the Archive under their control, they could do it. Maybe they’ d use biological or chemica wesapons
ingtead. Maybe they’ d crash the world economy. Maybe they’ d turn every program on televison into
one of those redlity shows.”

“That'smostly done dready, Harry.”



“Oh. Wdll. I’ ve got to believe that the world isworth saving anyway.” We traded forced grins.
“Regardless of what they do, the potentia for Really Bad Thingsisjust too damned high to ignore, and
we need dl the help we can get.”

“Even help from one of those dastardly White Court fiends?” Thomas asked.
“Exadly.”

“Good. | was getting tired of dodging Luccio. There salimited amount of help | can giveyouif | haveto
day out of Sght dl thetime.”

“It'snecessary. If the Council knew that you and | wererdated...”
“I' know, | know,” Thomas said, scowling. “Outcast leper unclean.”

| sighed and shook my head. Given that the White Court’s modus operandi generaly consisted of
twisting peopl€’ sminds around in one of several ways, | didn’t dare let anyone on the Council know that
Thomaswas my friend, let done my haf brother. Everyone would immediately assume the worst—that
the White Court had gotten to me and was controlling my head through Thomas. And eveniif | convinced
them that it wasn't the case, it would look suspicious as hell. The Council would demand | demongtrate
loyalty, attempt to use Thomeas as a py against the White Court, and in genera behave likethe
pompous, overbearing assholes that they are.

It wasn't easy for ether of usto live with—but it wasn't going to change, ether.

We got to my apartment and | rushed inside. It was cold. Thefire had burned down to nothing in thetime
I’d been gone. | lifted my hand and murmured under my breath, the spell lighting half adozen candles at
the sametime. | grabbed everything | was going to need, waved the candles out again, and hurried back
out to Thomas' s car.

“You've got Mom' s pentacle with you, right?’ | asked him. | had amatching pendant on asilver chain
around my own neck—which, other than Thomas, was my mother’ s only tangible legacy.

“Of course” hesad. “I'll find you. Where now?’
“S.May's” | said.
“Fgured.”

Thomas started driving. | broke open my double-barreled shotgun, which I’d sawed downto anillegd
length, and loaded two shellsinto it. Tessathe Mantis Girl had rudely neglected to return my .44 after the
conclusion of hodtilities at the Aquarium, and | have rarely regretted taking a gun with meinto what could
proveto beahairy Stuation.

“Here,” | said when the truck got within ablock or so of the church. “Drop me off here.”
“Gotcha,” Thomassad. “Hey, Harry.”

“Yesh?’

“What if they aren’t keeping the little girl on theidand?’

| shook my head. “Y ou'll just have to figure something out. I'm making thisup as| go.”

He frowned and shook his head. “What about those goons from Summer? What are you going to do if



they show up again?’

“If? 1 should be so lucky.” 1 winked at him and got out of the Hummer. “Thered questionis, what am |
goingtodoif they don’'t show up, and at the worst possible time to boot? Die of shock, probably.”

“Seeyou soon,” Thomas said.

| nodded to my brother, shut the door, and trudged across the street and into the parking lot of St. Mary
of the Angels.

It' sabig church. A redly, really big church. It takes up afull city block, and is one of the town’smore
famous landmarks, Chicago’ s version of Notre Dame. The drive leading up to the ddivery doorsin the
back of the church had been cleared, as had the little parking lot outside it. Michagl’ struck was there.
The ambient glow of winter night showed me hisform and Sanya' s, ¢anding outside the truck, both of
them wearing long white cloaks emblazoned with scarlet crosses over smilarly decorated white
surcoats—the Sunday-go-to-meeting wear of the Knights of the Cross. They wore their swords at their
hips. Michagl wore an honest-to-God breastplate, while Sanya opted for more modern body armor. The
big Russian, dwaysthe practical progressive, dso carried aKaashnikov assault rifle on ading over his
shoulder.

| wondered if Sanya realized that Michadl’ s antiquated-looking breastplate was lined with Kevlar and
balligtic strike plates. The Russian’s gear wouldn't do diddly to stop swords or claws.

I”’d made some modification to my own gear aswell. The thong that usually secured my blasting rod, on
theinside of my duster, now held up my shotgun. I’d tied asimilar strip of lesther thong to either end of
the smple wooden cane that held Fidelacchius, and now carried the holy blade dung over my shoulder.

Michagl nodded to me and then glanced down at hiswatch. “ Y ou're cutting it alittle fine, aren’t you?’
“Punctudlity isfor people with nothing better to do,” | said.
“Or for those who have adready taken care of the other details,” murmured awoman’svoice.

She stepped out of the shadows across the street, atall and striking woman in motorcycle leathers. She
had eyes that were the warm brown shade of hot chocolate, and her hair was dark and braided tightly
againgt her head. She wore no makeup, but even without it she was aknockout. It was the expression on
her face that tipped me off to who she was—sadness mingled with regret and steely resolve,

“Rosanna,” | said quietly.

“Wizard.” She strode toward us, somehow arrogant and reserved at the sametime, her hipsrolling as
shewaked. Thejacket was open dmost dl the way to her belly button, and there was nothing but skin
showing whereit was parted. Her eyes, however, remained on the Knights. “ These two were not a part
of the arrangements.”

“And it was supposed to be Nicodemus that met me,” | said. “Not you.”
“Circumstances necessitated a change,” Rosannareplied.

| shrugged one shoul der—the one bearing Fidelacchius. “ Same here.”
“What circumstances are those?’ Rosanna demanded.

“The oneswhereI’m deding with a pack of two-faced, backstabbing, treacherous, murderous lunatics



whom | trust no farther than | can kick.”

Sheregarded mewith levd, lovely eyes. “And what isthe Knights' intended role?’
“They’re hereto build trust.”

“Trust?’ sheasked.

“Absolutely. | can kick you alot farther when they’re around.”

A very smdl smiletouched her mouth. Sheinclined her head dightly to me. Then sheturned to Sanya.
“Those colors hardly suit you, anima. Though it is more than agreeable to seeyou again.”

“I am not that man anymore, Rosanng,” Sanyareplied. “| have changed.”

“No, you haven't,” Rosanna said, those warm eyeslocked onto Sanya snow. “Y ou il long for the fray.
Stll lovethefight. Still revel in bloodshed. That was never Magog. That was dways you, my beest.”

Sanyashook hishead with afaint smile. “I still enjoy afight,” hesaid. “I smply choose them a bit more
caefully now.”

“Itisn’'t too late, you know,” Rosannasaid. “Make a gift of that toy to my lord and my lady. They will
accept you again with open ams.” Shetook astep toward him. *Y ou could be with me again, animal.
Y ou could have me again.”

Something very odd happened to her voice on the last couple of sentences. It became. . .thicker
somehow, richer, more musicdl. Theindividuad sounds seemed to havelittle to do with meaning—but the
voiceitsdf carried ahoney-dow swirl of sensudity and desrethat felt like it was going to glide into my
ears and sart glowing gently inside my brain. | was only on the fringe of it, too, and had gotten only a
watered-down version of the promise contained in that voice. Sanyagot it at full potency.

Hethrew his head back and laughed, arich, booming, basso laugh that bounced back and forth from the
icy stones of the church and the cold walls of the buildings around us.

Rosannatook a step back at that, her expression showing surprise.

“| told you, Rosanna,” he rumbled, laughter till bubbling in histone. “I have changed.” Then his
expression sobered abruptly. “Y ou could change, too. | know how much some of the things you have
done disturb you. I’ ve been there when you had the nightmares. It doesn’t haveto be like that.”

Shejust stared at him.
Sanya spread his hands. “ Give up the coin, Rosanna. Please. Let me help you.”

Her eyelidslowered into dits. She shuddered once and |ooked down. Then she said, “Itistoo late for
me, Sanya. It has been too late for mefor along, long time.”

“Itisnever too late,” Sanyasaid earnestly. “Not aslong as you draw breath.”

Something like contempt touched Rosanna s features. “What do you know, stupid child.” Her gaze
swung back to me. “ Show me the Sword and the coins, wizard.”

| tapped the hilt of Shiro’s Sword, hanging from itsimprovised strap over one shoulder. Then | drew the
purple Crown Roya bag out of my pocket and held it up. 1 shook it. It jingled.



“Givethe coinsto me,” Rosannasaid.
| folded my arms. “No.”
Her eyes narrowed again. “ Our bargain—"

“Y ou can see them dfter I've seenthegirl,” | replied. “ Until then, you'll haveto settlefor somejingle.” |
shook the bag again.

She glowered at me.

“Make up your mind,” I said. “I haven’t got dl night. Do you want to explain to Nicodemus how you
threw away his chance of destroying the Swords? Or do you want to get moving and take usto the kid?’

Her eyesflickered with something like anger, and warm brown became brilliant gold. But she only gave
measmall, stiff nod of her head, and said, “1 will take you to her. Thisway. Please.”

Chapter Forty-one

T he next few minutes were intense, and | didn’'t darelet it show. If I’ d been completely wrong in my
deductions—which was possible; God knew it had happened before—then Michael, Sanya, and | were
about to walk into the lion’ s den together. Granted, that worked out for Danidl, but he was the exception
to therule. Mogt of thetimeit works out well only for the lions. That' swhy the Persansused it asa
means of execution.

Granted, Michad was working for the same employer, and technically Sanyawastoo, even if hewasn't
wholly decided on whether or not that was what he was doing. But me and the Almighty haven't ever
realy sat down for achat. I’'m not really sure where He stands on the Harry Dresden issue, and asa
result my theological stance has been pretty smple: | try not to get noticed by anything Godly, godly, or
god-ish. | think we' redl happier that way.

All the same, givenwho | was up againgt, | didn’t think it would be inappropriate if acouple of breaks
came my way. Hopefully Michadl had put in agood word for me.

Rosannawa ked down the street and lifted ahand. A van cruised up out of the night. It was occupied by
asingledriver, athick-necked, broken-nosed type whose eyes didn’t look like he was al the way there.
One of Nick’sfanatics, probably. They had their tongues ritually removed as a point of honor and
practicality—from Nicodemus s perspective, anyway. | supposed | could ask him to open up and
confirm it, but it seemed alittle gauche.

Michadl stuck his head in the van and checked it out. Then he politely opened the passenger door for
Rosanna. The Denarian stared levelly at him for amoment, and then nodded her head and did into the
van.

Sanyawent in the van firg, taking the reearmost seet. | went in after Michagl. Rosanna muttered
something to the driver, and the van took off.

| got nervous for aminute. The van headed west—in exactly the opposite direction from the lake. Then
the driver turned north, and after afew minutes| realized that we were headed for one of the marinas at
the north end of Lake Shore Drive. | forced mysdlf to keep my breathing smooth and even. If the bad
guystumbled to the fact that we' d already guessed their location, the Situation could devolve pretty
quickly.



Michadl sat calmly, hisface imperturbable, his hands resting on the sheathed form of Amoracchius, the
picture of saintly serenity. Sanya, behind us, let out alow, buzzing snore. It wasn't as saintly as Michad,
but it conveyed just as much blithe confidence. | tried to match their calm, with mixed results. Don’t get
jittery, Harry. Play it cool. Ice water in your veins.

The van stopped at one of the marinas off Northerly Idand. Rosanna got out without aword and we
followed her. She stalked down to the shore, out onto the docks, and out to a modestly sized ski boat
moored at the dock’ s end. Michadl and | went aboard after her. Sanya untied the lines holding the boat
to the dock, pushed it away from the pier, and casualy hopped across the widening distance and into the
vess.

It took her a couple of minutes, but Rosanna coaxed the old boat’ s enginesto life and turned us away
from the lights of the city and out into the darkness of the great lake.

It was eerie how swiftly the world became pitch-black. That strange fagrie-light of the night under a
heavy snow vanished out on the waters of the lake, where the snow smply sank into the depths. The low
overcast gave usalittlelight, for atime, reflecting the glow of the city, but asthe boat continued skimming
out into the center of the lake, even that faded away until | could barely distinguish the outline of the boat
and its occupants againgt the water al around.

| wasn't sure how long we went on like that in the dark. It seemed like an hour, but it couldn’t have been
more than half that. The boat bounced across waves, whump, whump, whump, throwing up splashes of
spray that coated the bow in ashining crust of ice. My stomach got alittle queasy as| tried to anticipate
the motion in the darkness and failed.

At length, the rumble of the boat’ s engine died away, and then stopped atogether. The silence was
disorienting. I'velived my entire adult lifein Chicago. I'm used to the city, to itsrhythms, itsmusic. The
hum and hiss of traffic, the clatter of elevated trains, the blaring radios, the beeping horns, cell phones,
srens, music, animals, and people, people, people.

But out here, in the center of the vast, empty cold of the lake, there was nothing. No heartbeet of the city,
no voices, no nothing, except the glug and dap of water hitting the hull of the boat.

| waited for a couple of minutes while the boat was rocked by the waves of the lake. Now that we
weren't moving under power, | thought that they were rocking the boat to aredly darming degree, but |
wasn't going to be the one to start whimpering.

“Wel?" Sanya demanded, about five seconds before | would have cracked. “What are we waiting for?’

“A dgnal,” Rosannamurmured. “1 would as soon not tear out the boat’ s bottom on rocks and drown us
al, dear animd.”

| reached into my duster pocket and took out achemicd light. | toreit out of its package, snapped it, and
shook it to life. Up sprang agreenish glow that lit up the immediate areawell enough, considering how
dark it had been for the past half an hour or so.

Rosannaturned to look at the light. Sometime during the trip her human form had changed, vanishing
back into the shape of the scarlet-skinned, goat-legged, bat-winged demoness | had seen at the
Aquarium. Her eyes, both the brown ones and the glowing green pair, focused on the chemical light, and
she amiled, reveding white, ddicatdy pointed fangs. “No magic, wizard? Are you so fearful about
hushanding your sirength?”

Out thisfar from shore, floating over this much water, it would have been difficult to put together a spell



of any complexity—but | was sure Rosannaknew that aswell as| did, if the flames |’ d seen her tossing
around back at the Shedd were any indication. It would have been awaste of energy | might need later.
But | reminded mysdf about the ice water alleged to bein my veins.

“Modly | just think the glow lightsarefun,” | said. “Did you know that they used these things for the
blood of the Predator in that movie with Arnold Schwarzenegger?’

The amilefatered. “What are you talking about?’

“That’ sthe problem with you nearly immortal types,” | said. “Y ou couldn’t spot a pop culture referenceif
it skittered up and implanted an embryo down your esophagus.”

At the back of the boat, Sanya started coughing.

Rosannastared at him for amoment, her eyes unreadable. Then the barest shadow of something
mournful touched her features, and she turned away from him. She waked to the front of the boat and
stood facing east into the darkness, her arms folded across her body in a posture of tightly closed
insecurity, her wings wrapping around her like ablanket.

Sanyadidn’t missit. HE d been forcing himsalf to conceal agrin, but it faded into uneasy discomfort at
Rosanna s reaction. He looked like he was about to say something, then frowned and shook his head.
Heturned hisface to stare out over the water. Large flakes of snow continued to drift down, flickers of
crysdlinegreenintheglow light. Michad started humming contentedly—"Amazing Grace.” He must
have learned the song from some Baptists somewhere. He had anice voice, rich and steady.

| stepped up next to Rosannaand said in aquiet voice, “Tell me something. This maiden-of-sorrow thing
you' ve got going—how many Knights have you killed with it?’

Her eyes, both pairs, flicked aside to glance a me for a second, then back out at the night. “What do you
mean?’

“You know. Y ou' ve got that beautiful sad auragoing. Y ou look mournful and tragic and pretty. Radiate
that ‘ save me, save me’ vibe. Probably get al kinds of young men who want to carry you off on awhite
horse.”

“Isthat what you think of me?’ she asked.

“Lady,” | sad, “ayear or three ago, I’ d have been thefirst inline. Hell, if | thought you were serious
about getting out, I’ d probably till help you. But | don't think you want out. | think that if you wereal
that pathetic, you wouldn’t be controlling your Fallen—it would be controlling you. | think you're Tessa's
trusted lieutenant for areason. Which meansthat either thistragic, trapped-lady routine is abunch of
crocodiletears, or eseit’s hypocrisy on such an epic scaethat it probably qualifies as some kind of
psychologica dysfunction.”

She stared out into darkness and said nothing.
“Y ou never did answer my question,” | said.

“Why not say it louder?” she asked mein abitter undertone. “If that iswhat you think of me, then your
friends need to be forewarned of my treachery.”

“Right,” | said. “1 do that, and then your eyeswell up with tears, and you turn away fromme. You let
them see one tear fall down your cheek, then turn your head enough to let thewind carry your hair over
therest. Maybe let your shoulders shake once. Then it’ s the big bad suspicious wizard, who doesn’t



forgive and doesn't understand, picking on the poor little girl who istrapped in her bad stuation and
redly just wantsto be loved. Give me some credit, Rosanna. I’m not going to help you set them up.”

The glowing green eyesturned to examine me, and Rosanna s mouth moved, speaking in an entirely
different, femininevoice. “Lascid taught you something of us”

“You might say that,” | replied.

Ahead of usand dightly to theright alight flared up in the darkness—abonfire, | thought. | couldn’t tell
how far away it was, given the night and the falling snow.

“There,” Rosannamurmured. “ That way. If you would excuse me.”

As she waked back to the whedl of the boat, a breath of wind sighed over thelake. Initself that wasn't
anything new. Wind had been blowing dl the way through the snowstorm. Something about this breeze,
though, caught my attention. It wasn't right.

It took me another three or four secondsto realize what was wrong.

Thiswas asouth wind. And it waswarm.

“Uh-oh,” I said. | held up the chemica light and started scanning the waters al around us.
“Harry?’ Michad sad. “What isit?’

“Fed that breeze?’ | asked.

“Da,” Sanyasaid, confusionin hisvoice. “Iswarm. So?’

Michadl caught on. “ Summer isontheway,” he said.

Rosanna shot aglance over her shoulder at us. “What?’

“Get usto shore,” | told her. “ The things coming after me might not give adamn if they take you out
adong withme.”

She turned back to the whedl and turned the ignition. The boat’ s engine stuttered and wheezed and didn’t
turn over.

The breeze picked up. Instead of snowflakes, thick, dushy drops of half-frozen deet beganto fal. More
ice began forming on the boat, thickening amost visibly in the green glow of my light. The waves began to
grow steeper, rocking the boat more and more severely.

“Comeon,” | heard mysdf saying. “Come on.”
“Look there!” Sanya called, pointing afinger down at the water beside the boat.

Something long, brown, fibrous, and dimy lashed up out of the water and wrapped around the Russian
knight'sarm from wrist to elbow.

“ Bozhe moi!”

Two more strands whipped up from different angles, one seizing Sanya s upper arm, one wrapping
around hisface and skull, and jerked him halfway from the boat in the time it took me to shift my weight
and reach for him. | managed to grab one of his boots before he could be pulled al the way over the side



into thewater. | planted one foot on the wall of the boat and hauled on Sanya'sleg for al | wasworth.
“Miched!”

The boat’ s engine coughed, turned over, stuttered, and died.

“In nomine Dei Patri!” Michael roared as Amoracchius cleared its sheath. The broadsword flashed in a
single sweeping dash, and severed the strands strangling Sanya. The edges of the dashed materid burned
away from the touch of Amoracchius’s sted like paper from an open flame.

| dragged Sanyaback into the boat, and the big Russian whipped his saber from its sheath just intimeto
neetly sever ancther lashing brown tendril of animate fiber. “What isit?’

“Kelpies” | growled. If they tangled up the blades of the engine our boat wasn't going anywhere. |
howled at Rosanna, “ Come on!”

The boat suddenly rocked violently to the other side. | twisted my head to look over my shoulder and
saw kelpies coming up over the Sides. They were dimy, nebulous things, only vaguely humanoid in shape,
made up of masses of wet weeds with gaping mouths and pinpoints of glittering silver light for eyes.

| turned and swept my arm in adewing arc, unleashing my will as| cried out, “ Forzare!”

Invisible force ripped the kel pies from the sSides of the boat, leaving long strands of wet plant matter
clinging limply to thefiberglass hull. They let out gurgling screams as they flew back and splashed into the
water.

The boat’ s engine caught and roseto aroar. The rear end of the boat sank, and its noserose asit surged
forward.

One of my feet flew out from undernesth me. I went down, flailling my armsand legs, dimly aware that
one of the kelpies had somehow gotten alimb tangled around my ankle. | got dragged to the back of the
boat in aquick series of painful jerks and impacts, and had just enough timeto redize that the boat was
about to surge right out from under me, leaving mein the drink. Then it would just be a question of what
killed me firsd—theicy water or the strangling embrace of the company withiniit.

Then there was aflash of scarlet and white, awhistle and a hissing sound, and alance of fire on one of
my feet. | went into free fall and bounced into the rear wall of the boat, then to the floor. Icy rain and
freezing water splashed up againgt me, vicioudy cold. | looked down to find a strand of fibrous weed
curling and blackening asit fell from my bleeding ankle. Sanya reached down and plucked the remains
clear of my leg before tossing it over the rear of the boat and back into the water. My ankle was
bleeding, my blood black in the green chemical light. More black stained thetip of Esperacchius.

| clutched a my ankle, hissng in pain. “Dammit, Sanyal”
Sanya peered out at the darkness behind the boat and then down at my leg. “Ah. Oops.”

Michael came back to knedl beside me and hunkered down over my foot. “Harry, hold still.” He poked
at my ankle, and it hurt enough to make me snarl something about his parentage. “It isn't bad. Long but
shalow.” He opened aleather case on his sword bet, opposite the sheath of Amoracchius, and
withdrew asmall medica kit. Sanya s sword had aready dashed open my jeans, but Michael tore them
alittle moreto get them out of the way of the cut. Then he cleaned the injury with some kind of
disposable wipe, smeared it with something from a plastic tube, covered it with athick white absorbent
bandage, and wrapped it in tape. It took him al of two or three minutes, his hands quick and sure, which
wasjust aswell. By the time he was done the shock of the injury had worn off, and the hurt had started



up.
“Not much to be done about the pain,” he said. “ Sorry, Harry.”
“Pan| canlivewith,” | said, wincing. “ Jugt give meaminute.”
“| am sorry, Dresden,” Sanyasaid.

“Yeah. Don't you dare save my life ever again,” | told him. Then | lifted my leg onto one of the benches
in the back of the boat to elevateit, and closed my eyes. There were alot of waysto manage pain
besides drugs. Granted, most of them wouldn’t help you much, unlessyou' d had severa years of training
in focus and concentration, but fortunately | had. Lascid’ s shadow had shown me amenta technique for
blocking pain so effective that it was alittle scary—when I’ d used it before, I’ d pushed mysdlf until my
body had collapsed, because | hadn’t been aware of exactly how bad my condition was. | could have
died asaresult.

Body or mind, heart or soul, we' re al human, and we' re supposed to fedl pain. Y ou cut yoursdlf off from
it a your own risk.

That said, given what was ahead of us and coming up behind us, | could hardly put mysdf inany more
danger, relatively speaking, and | couldn’t afford any distractions. So | closed my eyes, controlled my
breathing, focused my mind, and began to methodicaly wall away the pain of my new injury, my broken
nose, my aching body. It took me a couple of minutes, and by the time | was done the pitch of the boat’s
engine had changed, dropping from aroar to alower growl.

| opened my eyesto find Sanyaand Michael standing on either sde of me, swordsin hand, watching
over me. Up at the front of the boat Rosanna cut the engine still more and turned her head to Sare
intently at mefor adow beet. The side of her mouth curved up in adight, knowing smile. Then she
turned to face front again, and | redlized that there was light enough to see the outline of her delicately
curling demon horns,

| rose and found myself staring at an idand that rose from the increasingly turbulent waters of thelake. It
was covered in the woods and brush of the midwestern United States—Iots of trees less than afoot
thick, with the space beneath them filled in with brush, thickets, and thorns to adepth of four or five fedt.
Snow lay over everything, and the light reflecting from it was what let me see Rosanna s profile.

The shordline was covered in what looked like an old Western ghost town—only one that had been
abandoned for so long that the trees had come back to reclaim the space. Most of the buildings had
falen down. Treesrose out of most of the onesthat hadn’t, and the sight reminded me, somehow, of an
insect collection: empty shells pinned to acard. A sign, weethered beyond reading, hung from itsonly
remaining link of rusting chain. It swung in the wind, aged metal squeaking. There was the skeleton of an
old dock down &t the shoreline, all broken wooden columns, standing up out of the water like the ssumps
of rotten teeth.

Looking at the placefilled me with a sense of awareness of the attention of an empty, Sterile malevolence.
Thisplace did not like me. It did not want methere. It did not have the least regard for me, and the
corpse of the little town ahead of me was asilent declaration that it had fought against folk like me
before—and won.

“Gee” | cdled to Rosanna. “ Areyou surethisistheright place?’

She pointed sllently up. | followed the direction of her finger, up the dope of theidand, and spotted the
light I’ d seen from farther out in the lake—definitely abonfire, | saw now, up on ahill abovethetown, at



what looked like the highest point on theidand. Something stood starkly againgt the sky there, the dark
shape of abuilding or tower, though | couldn’t make out any details.

Rosanna cut the engine completely, and the boat glided silently forward to the broken wooden post
nearest the shore. She climbed into the front of the boat and was waiting with arope when the prow of
the vessal bumped the column. Shetied the boat to the post, then hopped down into the water and
waded the rest of the way ashore.

“Oh, good,” | muttered. “More wet.”

From back behind us, the still-risng wind carried forward agurgling, warbling cry. I’d been up north a
few times, and it might have been the call of aloon—but al of usthere knew better. Summer was il on
our trall.

“Wearen't going to makeit any drier by waiting here,” Michadl said quietly.

“Therearemenin thosetrees,” Sanyamurmured, sheathing his sword and taking up the Ka ashnikov
again. “Thirty yards up, there, and over there. Those are machine-gun positions.”

| grunted. “Let’ s get moving. Before they get bored and decide to start making like thisis Normandy.”
“God gowith us,” Michael prayed quietly.
| unlimbered my shotgun and said, “Amen.”

Chapter Forty-two

M ichael had planned ahead. He had a dozen chemical heat bags with him, the kind made for huntersto
dip inside the wristbands of their coats. He passed them around to us, and we put them inside our socks
after we waded ashore. Otherwise | don’t know if we would have madeit through the snow up that hill,
not with our pants soaked to the knees.

Rosanna, of course, wasn't having any issues with the weather. With her wings draped around her likea
cloak, the demonic form she wore seemed inured to the cold, and her cloven hooves moved dong the
frozen, stony hillsde as nimbly asamountain goat’s, her barb-tipped tail lashing back and forth
dramatically as she went. Sanyawalked dong behind her, then me, and Michadl brought up therear. It
wasn't along walk, but it fit in alot of unpleasantnessinto alittle bit of time. Thelittle town had been a
company town, built up around what |ooked like an old cannery—along building, falling to pieces now,
at the very end of the ruined street.

Partway up the hill we ran across atrail that had obvioudy been in use over the past several days.
Someone had kept it clear of snow, exposing apath that had been cut into the rock of the hillside,
including stone gairsthat led up to its summit. Aswe went up the stairs the shape at the top of the hill
became clearer, aslight from the largefire beside it reveded it more clearly.

“A lighthouse,” | murmured. “Or what' sleft of one.”

It might have been afifty-foot tower at onetime, but it had been broken off perhaps twenty feet up asif
snapped by agiant’s hand. Beacon towers dotted the shorelines and idands of al of the Great L akes,
and like dl such structures they had accumulated more than their due of strange stories. | hadn’t heard
any stories about this one—but staring up at the rough grey stones, | got theimpression that it might have
had something to do with the fact that in order for strange stories to spread, someone hasto survive a
dark encounter in order to sart thetale.



Thisentire creepy placewas giving metheideathat | wasn't merdy walking on haunted ground—but
that | was walking on magjor-league haunted ground, the kind of place that had never bowed its head to
the advance of progress and civilization, to science and reason, that had no more regard for those
children of human intellect than it did for their progenitors. Theidand seemed dmost alive, avare of my
presencein asensethat | couldn’t redly tangibly define—aware of it and sullenly, spitefully hostiletoiit.

But that wasn't the creepy part.
The creepy part wasthat it felt familiar.

Walking up those stone steps, my legs settled into a steady pattern of motion, asif they’ d aready walked
up that path athousand times. | swerved dightly on one step, for no reason that | could see, only to hear
Michadl, behind me, continue waking in astraight line and dip as the stone he stepped on shifted beneath
hisfoot. | found mysealf counting silently to myself, backward, and when | hit zero we mounted the last
step and reached the summit of the hill.

Somehow | knew, even before | saw it, that one side of the old lighthouse would be torn open to the sky,
reveding an interior that was as hollowed-out and empty astheinsde of arifle barrdl. | knew that the
little stone cottage built againgt the base of the tower would till be reasonably intact, though about half of
the date-tile roof had collapsed inward and would need repairs. | knew that it had been made from the
stones of the collgpsed lighthouse. | knew that the front door rattled when you opened it, and that the
back door, which wasn’t in sight from here, would swell up during arain and get stuck initsframe, much
likethe door ...

...a home.
| also knew that asfresking weird asal of that was, | couldn’t afford to et any of it matter right now.
Nicodemus and company were waiting for us.

The deeting rain was sarting to cover everything in athin layer of ice, but the bonfirelaid on the ground
before the opening in thewall of the tower waslarge enough to ignore it. The flameslegpt ten or twelve
feetintheair, and burned with an eerie, violet-tinged light, and the ice forming everywhere created the
illuson of apurple hazethat clung to anything inanimate.

Besde the bonfire stones had been piled up into something that resembled the throne of some ancient
pagan king. Nicodemus sat atop them, of course. Tessastood at his right hand, entirely in human form for
thefirg timesince | had seen her. Shewasalittle dip of agirl who barely looked old enough to hold a
driver’ slicense, and was dressed in something black and skintight. Deirdre knelt at Nicodemus s fest,
and with the three of them together likethat, | could see the blending of the parents featuresin their
daughter. Especialy around the eyes. Deirdre’ s showed afull measure of both Nicodemus's soulless
calculation and Tessa' s heartless salfishness.

Magog crouched at the base of the pile of stones, apelike and enormous, sullen eyes burning with
bloodiust. The spined Denarian | had beaten down with the silver congtruct-hand lay reclining on the
ground beside Magog, hisface twisted with hate, one hand twisting and clenching—but his maimed body
was otherwise motionless.

My heart sped up in sudden excitement. There were sill Six of them. They hadn’t broken Ivy yet.

| held up ahand. We came to a stop, while Rosannallightly mounted the stepsto kneel down at Tessal's
right hand.



“Wow,” | drawled. “ That isn't a contrived tableau or anything. Are you hereto do business, or did you
get lost on your way to auditionsfor Family Feud?’

“Gunman in the cottage,” Sanya murmured, very quietly.

“Beastsin the shadows behind the tower,” Michagl whispered.

| kept mysalf from looking. If my friends said there were bad guysthere, they were there, end of story.
“Good evening, Dresden,” Nicodemus said. “Have you brought the merchandise?’

| jingled the Crown Royal bag and bumped the hilt of Shiro’s sword, hanging over my shoulder, with the
side of my head. “Y ep. But you knew that aready, or Rosie, there, wouldn't have brought usthisfar. So
let’' sskip thesmadl talk. Show methegirl.”

“By al means,” Nicodemus said. He gestured with one hand, and the shadows—his shadow, | should
say—suddenly fell away from the interior of the ruined lighthouse tower.

Red light filled that space, pouring up from the sgils and glyphs of the most eaborate greater circle | had
ever seen—and I’ d seen one made of silver, gold, and precious stones. This one incorporated al of

those things plus art—grotesgue pieces, mostly—sound, ringing forth in gentle, steady wavesfrom
upright tuning forks and tubular bells; and light, focused through prisms and crystas, refracted into dozens
of colorsthat split and bent into perfectly geometric shapesin the air around the circle.

Ivy was trapped inside.

I’ve seen somefairly extreme abusein my time, but it never gets easier to see more of it. Nick’ s people
had gone with most of the classics for breaking someone down, and then added in afew twists that
wouldn’'t be available to regular folks. They’ d taken Ivy’ s clothes, for Sarters, which in thiswesther was
sadigtic on multiple levels. They’ d shaved her hair away, leaving her bald, except for acouple of sad,
ragged little tufts of gold. She was curled up into afetal position, and she floated in the air, spinning
dowly and apparently a random. Her eyes weretightly closed, her face pae with disorientation, terrified.

Outside the circle they had chained a number of those hideous hunting beasts, hairless creatures that
resembled nothing in the anima kingdom but fell somewhere between abig panther and awolf. The
creatures|ooked hungry, and stared intently at the floating morsel. One of them snarled and threw itsdlf to
the end of itschain in an effort to sngp its fanged maw closed upon the girl’ s vulnerable flesh. It couldn’t
reach her, but vy twitched and let out athready whimper.

As she spun and twirled—adeliberate echo of what she’'d done to Magog &t the Aquarium, | felt
certain—the motion reveaed dozens of tiny scratches and bruises, evidence of asmall legion of petty
crudties. They would, however, seem nightmarish enough to achild who had never experienced red pain
of her own. All of this—the pain, the hel plessness, the indignity, al of it—would be that much more
horrific and terrifying to Ivy for its novety. Say what | would about pain being apart of the human
condition, when it comesto seeing it inflicted on children, I'm as hypocriticd asthe day islong.

Some thingsjust shouldn’t happen.
“There, you see?” the lord of the Denarians said. “ Safe and sound, as agreed.”
| turned my gaze back to Nicodemus, who was about ten seconds from an ass kicking—

—and caught alittle glimmer of something approximating satisfaction in his eyesthat made my
combat-readying reflexes cool off dmost ingtantly.



Ivy’ streatment hadn’t been only about putting her in the proper frame of mind to manipulate her.

It had aso been about manipulating me. It wasn't even dl that tough to understand why. After dl, I'd
been in agtuation something like this before.

It wasn't enough for the Denariansto Smply acquire the Sword. They couldn’t break or smash or melt
Fidelacchius, any more than the Church could smash or melt the thirty silver coins. The power of the
Sword was more than merely physica, and aslong asit was wieded by those of pure heart and intent, it
would take more than mere physical meansto undoit.

Of course, if you handed the Sword to, for example, awizard who was known for playing it shady once
inawhile, and who was known for having abad temper, and who was known for occasondly losing it,
and maybe for burning down abuilding or two when he got angry, that could change the Situation entirely.
Put himin an intense Situation, give him aredly good reason to be angry, give him amighty magica
weapon near a hand, and he might well seizeit and useit out of sheer outrage—despite the fact that he
wouldn't exactly be acting from entirely pure motives by doing so. After dl, | had come here, ostensibly
in peace, to offer up the Sword as a sacrifice for thelife of achild. If | then took up that same weapon
and used it to strike a Nicodemus and company ingtead, |, itsrightful bearer, would be employing
Fidelacchius, the Sword of Faith, in an act of treachery.

Once I’ d done that, then the Sword would just be asword, an object of steel and wood. Once I’d done
that, then Nicodemus and hisinsane little family could destroy the weapon. They needed someoneto
make that mistake, someone to make that choice, in order to unmake the weapon, just as any bearer of a
coin had to make the choiceto giveit up to be free of the Fallen insde. They needed someonewith a
right to the Sword to choose to abuse that right.

I”’d made that mistake once aready, on astormy night much like this one, when Michadl had asked meto
carry Amoracchius for him. I’d used the Sword of Loveto try to save my ass from the consequences of
my own bad decisions and nearly gotten it destroyed as aresult. It would have been unmade, in fact, if
not for the intervention of my brother—even if | hadn’t known about our kinship at the time. Thomas
had. He d been looking out for hislittle brother even then.

Don't get mewrong: At times| can be alittle thick—yparticularly when there sawoman involved.
Ther€ sjust no way I’'m stupid enough to make amistake quite that enormous twice.

Bui...
Nicodemus didn’t know that I’d made it even once, now, did he?

Oh, he knew me pretty well. He knew how angry his actions had made me, how | would react to the
sight of what they’ d done to Ivy—and he was counting on me to react according to my nature, in order
to help him unmake Fidelacchius.

Thiswas going to be adangerous game, going up against an opponent who had been around aslong as
Nick had, but | couldn’t winif | didn’'t play—and | needed to buy alittle more time and make sure that
both of our prizes were on hand before we started the fireworks.

So | gave him what he wanted.

| dammed the end of my staff down onto the ground with my left hand, reached up to seize the hilt of
Fidelacchius with my right, and snarled, “ Get her the hell out of that thing, Nicodemus. Right now.”

They laughed & me, dl of them together, relaxed and insulting. It would have sounded rehearsed if it



were any lesswell coordinated. Instead, it came off like something they’ d done so often over the years
that it smply came naturaly now. “Look a hisface” Tessamurmured, alittle-girl gigglein her voice.
“It sdl red.”

| clenched my jaw ashard as| could. It wasn't much of astretch to keep pretending to be angry, but |
tried to go al Method actor on them. Eat your heart out, Sr lan. | jerked the Sword a couple of inches
fromitssheath. “I’'mwarning you,” | said, trying to get agood look around. “Let the girl go beforethis

getsugly.”

| must have been doing a pretty good job with the acting. Michad’ svoice, high-pitched with darm, came
from behind me. “Harry,” he sad, urgently, “wait.”

| took two steps forward, ignoring Michael, and drew the Sword from its sheath. Fidelacchius wasa
classic, chisdl-tipped katana, encased in what looked like an old wooden walking cane. I d kept the
blade clean and oiled while it wasin my care. It came free of its casing without a sound and gleamed
coldly intheviolet light of thefire. “1 brought the Sword,” | told Nicodemus, throwing some taunt into my
tone. “ See? 'Y ou wanted this, right? In exchange for the girl ?”

His eyes narrowed as he stared at the blade, and | noticed, for thefirst time, that he wore a sword of his
own at hiship—asdid Tessa, for that matter. Super. | made amenta note not to try fencing any of them.
I’'mtal and quick, and I’ ve got alunge that can hit from halfway across the county, but when it comesto
deadly swordplay, I'm a piker compared to the serious swordsmen, like Michagl—and Michael
consdered himself barely more than amild challenge to Nicodemus.

“What on earth makes you think he' s going to go through with the deal, wizard?' Tessaasked me, her
voice apurr. “Now that you' re here, the Sword is here, the coins are here?’

“Maybe it escaped your notice, bitch,” | snarled, “but the Sword is here. And the other two are aswell.
Maybe you want to think twice before making afight of it.”

Thorned Namshid let out acroaking laugh. “Y ou think six of usfear facing two Knights?”

“I think there' s about five and ahalf of you, sumpy,” | shot back, taking another step toward them. |
could see alittle more of the tower’ sinterior from there. “ And for dl you know, you' re facing three
Knights”

Nicodemus smiled, showing teeth. “And for al Michael and Sanyaknow, Dresden, the two of them are
facing seven Denarians, not Six. You did lead them here, after all.”

“Harry,” Michael said again, histonetense.
“Shut up!” | half screamed at Nicodemus, taking severd steps closer. Almost.

Magog let out a snorting rumble and shuffled ayard closer to me, scraping at the ground with hisfeet and
knuckles, shaking his shaggy, horned head threateningly.

| hefted the Sword and bared my teeth in asnarl. “Oh, you want some of this, Magilla?’ | taunted, taking
two more steps forward. “ Come get some; I'll show you what keeps happening to Kong.”

There! At the base of the tower wall, acrumpled human form, bloodied, bruised, haf-frozen, but dive.
Helifted hisface as| cameinto sight and | met the gaze of Gentleman Johnnie Marcone.

They' d tied him to the wall with ropes—something of amercy, snce meta chainswould probably have
killed him, given the weether over the past few days. One side of hisface was puffy with bruises, but



both eyes were open. He had alot of blood on one side of hishead. Infact...

Hell’ sbells. Something had ripped off the top haf of hisleft ear. Not negtly, either. The flesh had been
raggedly torn. The knuckles of hisright hand were thickly crusted with blood. Marcone had torn them
open on something before he' d been bound. He' d fought them.

| stopped talking trash and started backpedaling toward Michagl and Sanyaimmediately.
Magog froze, his head tilted comically to one Side, his expression confused.

Nicodemus sat up in place on the throne, sensing that the plan he' d thought was going dong so
svimmingly had begun to fal gpart.

“Michad!” | said, and tossed Fidelacchius into the air behind me.
“Kill them!” Nicodemus snapped, hisvoiceringing over the hilltop. “Kill them now!”

Tessalet out ascream that sounded almost orgasmic, and sections of scarlet-and-black chitin seemed to
samply rip their way out of her flesh, her body stretching and distending into her mantis shape. Deirdre
hissed and arched her back in akinetic echo of her mother, her hair lengthening into steely blades, her
skin darkening. Rosanna howled, and caled fire—specificaly Hellfire—into her spread hands, while
Thorned Namshid lifted hishand into the air and gethered flickers of green lightning between his

fingertips
Magog smply bellowed and charged, and with howls of hunger and rage adozen hairless beasts
bounded from the shadows dl around us and flung themsalves a us with bloodthirsty disregard for their

own lives. And, asif dl of that weren't enough, haf adozen points of brilliant red light, the emanations of
laser sghts of hidden gunmen, flashed at us through the mist and det.

Oh, yeah. Super plan, Harry.

| had them right where | wanted them.

Chapter Forty-three

| didn’t stop to see what happened to the sword I’ d just thrown toward Michadl. | plunged my hand into
my duster and came out with the sawed-off shotgun. | dropped my staff, lifted the gun in both hands,
turned my face away, and shouted, “Firein the hole!” asecond before | pulled the trigger.

Once upon atime|’d seen Kincaid use Dragon’ s Breath rounds against Red Court vampiresin afight at
Wrigley Fidd. It had been impressive as hell watching those shotgun rounds belch out jets of flame forty

feet long. Sincethen I’ d done abit of research on fun things you can fire out of ashotgun, and asit turns
out, there'sdl kinds of interesting Stuff you can shoot at people. It sastonishing, redly, the cregtivity that
goesinto the design of al the different specialized ammunition available on the market today.

My persond favorite: around known asthe Fireball.

It fires out aspray of superhested particles of meta—tiny, tiny bits of meta blazing awvay at a
temperature of over three thousand degrees. They spread out into an enormous cone of fire and light
more than two hundred and fifty feet long, brighter and hotter than any fireworks you' ve ever seen.
Forestry services use them to start backfires, and specia weapons units use them to create enormous,
eye-caching diversons.

| unleashed two Fireball rounds smultaneoudy, straight up into the air, and for an instant turned that



welirdly firdit hilltop as bright as amidsummer noon.

Even with my eyes closed and my face turned away, the world turned bright pink through my eydlids. |

heard gunfire from the direction of the cottage, and more from the tree line off to the left, but whatever

gunmen Nicodemus had positioned there had been blinded by the flash, and it would take time for their
night vision to recover.

That had been hdf the point of using the Fireball rounds, therein the dark. It wouldn't give us much time
to act, no more than a handful of seconds—but alot can happen in ahandful of seconds, if you'rewilling
to usethemwell.

| dropped the shotgun, grabbed my staff, and charged forward, screaming like amadman.

Michael and Sanya came hard on my hedls. Michael bore Amoracchius in hisright hand and
Fidelacchius in hisleft, and as he ran both blades suddenly became limned in alow, flickering silver light.
One of the beasts that had been Iurking behind the tower had bounded forward at Nicodemus's
command, even blinded by the flash, but it had the bad fortune to rush past me directly a Michad. The
Knight of the Crosstwisted his body |eft, then right, delivering apair of dasheswith each wegpon. There
were hiss-thumps of swift impact, ascream of pain from the beast, and Michadl pounded on, barely even
dowing his sride, leaving the still-twitching body of the beast on the ground behind him.

Then the air shook with the force of Magog' s battle roar, and | jerked my gaze around to find the huge
Denarian thundering directly toward me. I’ d dready tested my will against Magog' s power, and | knew |
could stop himiif | hadto doit. | dso knew that it would take an enormous effort to manage it, and leave
me vulnerable to one of his companions—so instead of trying to stop him, | called upon my will, and as
the apelike creature bore down upon me, | swept my staff in an upcurving stroke, like the swing of a golf
club, and cried, “ Forzare!”

The unseen force of my will reached out, adding to the momentum of Magog's charge and lifting him
from the ground. With ahowl Magog went flying over our heads and arched out into the air and over the
steep, rocky hillsde we d just climbed. The animalistic howl broke out into savage wordsin some
ancient-sounding tongue, interspersed with screams of fury and grunts of pain as the huge Denarian
bounced down the stony, frozen hillside. He sounded more angry than injured, and | knew that I’ d taken
him out of the equation for only amoment, at most.

Hopefully, that would be enough.

Deirdre came down from the mound of stones, using dl four limbsand individua blade-strands of her
hair interchangeably for locomoation, so that she looked like some kind of bizarre, enormous spider—until
Sanyaraised his Kalashnikov and began firing a her. None of that spray-and-pray automatic fire, either.
The Russian skidded to a stop and took swift aim. He bounced one round off arock aninchto Deirdre’s
left, put the second shot through her thigh, and raised acloud of sparks from the stedly blades of her hair
near her skull with athird round. She let out ashriek of startled pain and fear, and scuttled sideways off
into the shadows as swiftly as aroach caught out in the middle of the floor when the light comes on.

Gunfire came at usfrom both sides, still more or less blind and random, but no lesslethd for that. Bullets
arethe damnedest things, going by. They aren’t dramatic. By themsalves they sound almost like big bugs,
like something that might buzz by you redl fast out in the country on ahot, muggy summer afternoon. It's
amogt hard to fed afraid of them, until it truly hits you exactly whet they are. It skind of handy, actualy,
that moment of disconnection between the time your sensestell you that desth isflicking around randomly
acouple of feet away, and the time your mind manages to make you understand that moving around in it
isan awful idea. It gives you timeto act before you get so scared that you just find a shady spot and stay



there.

“Go, go, go!” | cdled, till charging forward. Our only chance wasto keep moving ahead, to rattle
Nicodemus and company into jumping out of the way, and to get into the only shelter on that hilltop.

“Kill them!” Nicodemus roared, his voice furious, and then there was the sound of rushing wind from
overhead. He must have taken to the sky, flying upon that shadow of hisasif upon enormous bat wings.

More of the beasts had closed on Michael, and both Swords were a work again, striking out, silver light
gleaming more brightly now from their blades. Sanyallet out a shout, and more light flooded the hilltop,
casting my own shadow out darker in front of me as Esperacchius joined the battle, and more of the
beasts' cries of pain shook theair.

Infront of me Thorned Namshiel howled out in frustration and evident terror in sometongue | didn't
know, and | saw that both Tessaand Hellmaid Rosanna had pulled avanishing act. Namshidl, hisarm
outstretched in the generd direction of the far side of the stone throne, added, despair in hisvoice,
“Come back!”

Then he turned toward me as he heard my feet churning through the wet snow. He still held a corona of
green lightning in his spiny hand, and as his eyes focused on my generd location he bared histegthina
snarl of bitter hatred and flung out his hand, hurling a sphere of crackling emerald dectricity at me.

My shield bracelet was ready to go, and | had terror and rage and determination in plenty to empower
my defenses. | deflected the sphere at an angle and sent it rebounding harmlessly up into the sky.

“Amateur puppy,” Namshiel snarled, and began to gather more sickly green power at hisfingertips. He
made an odd little gesture and flicked hisfingers, and suddenly fivetiny threads of green light legpt
toward me on five separate, spiraing paths.

| brought my shield around to intersect the new attack—and redlized at the last second that each
individua thread of energy was coming at me on adightly different wavelength of the spectrum of magica
energy, avariance of frequenciesthat my shield couldn’t stretch to cover. Not dl at the sametime,
anyway. | countered three of them and nearly got the fourth, but it dipped by me, and | never even
touched the fifth strand.

Something that fdt like cold, greasy piano wire wrapped around my throat, and | couldn’t breathe.

“Insufferable, arrogant little monkey,” Namshid hissed.  Playing with the fires of crestion. Binding your
soul toit, asif you were one of us. How dare you so presume. How dare you widd soulfire againgt me.
I, who was there when your pathetic kind was hewn from the muck.”

It wasn't so much being strangled to death that | objected to, or even the megaomaniaca monologuel
was being subjected to in the process. | just wished that | knew what the hell he was talking about.
Granted, | had busted him up pretty good with that silver hand thing, but he wastaking it so fresking
personally.

| lost track of what I’ d been thinking. My head hurt. So did my neck. Thorned Namshiel wasranting
about something. Practicaly foaming at the mouth, really—right up until Amoracchius flashed inaline of
slver fire, and Thorned Namshiel’ s head hopped up off his shoulders, tumbled twice, and fdl into the
Sow.

Suddenly | took adeep bresth and the world started sorting itself out again.
Michadl stepped forward, took onelook at Namshiel’ s body, and hewed the right hand off at the wridt.



He picked up the hand and dropped it into a pouch on his sword belt. Meanwhile, Sanya shouldered his
rifle and dragged meto my fest.

“Go,” | choked out, barely able to get the words out through my half-crushed throat. | regained my own
feet and waved Sanya off me, gesturing aheed. “ The lighthouse. Fast.”

Sanyalooked from meto the hollow tower and promptly sheathed his Sword to take up hisrifle again.
The big Russian advanced on the tower, the Kalashnikov at his shoulder, and began putting precise shots
through the heads of each of the beasts that had been chained to the wallsinsde to torment vy, who till
floated bound within the greater circle.

| followed Sanyaas quickly as| could, wheezing in breaths through my aching neck. By the time Michael
and | had gotten into the shelter of the mostly closed ring of the tower’ s stones, the gunfire from around
us had begun to closein on us again as the gunmen’ s night vision returned. Thetiny window of
opportunity the flash of the Fireball rounds had created had waned.

“How did you know?’ Michadl asked, panting. “How did you know they would bresk if we charged
them?’

“Y ou don't survive two thousand yearsin agame like this one without predator reflexes,” | replied. “Any
predator in the world reacts the same way to aloud noise, abright flash, and anoisy and unexpected
charge. They get the hell out of the way. Can't redlly help themselves. Habit of acouple millenniaisa
bitch to bresk.”

Sanya camly shot another beast.

| shrugged. “ Nicodemus and company thought that they knew how things were going to proceed, and
when they didn’'t go the way they expected, they got flustered. So the Nickelheads got clear.” | pursed
my lips. “Of course, they’ re going to be back in aminute. And very upset. Hey, there, Marcone.”

“Dresden,” Marcone said, asif we' d passed each other outside the coffee shop. He sounded alittle
tired, but cam. All things considered, that was probably an indicator of exactly how much moxiethe
crimelord had. “ Can you help the child?’

Dammit. That' sthe thing | hate most about Marcone. Every oncein awhile he says or does something
that makesit difficult to labd him “scum, crimind” and file him negtly away in adrawer somewhere. |
glared at him. Hereturned the glare with afaint, knowing smile. | muttered under my bresth and turned to
study the eaborate circle, while Sanya finished the last of the beasts.

“I've never seen anything likethis” Michad said quietly, staring.

| didn’t blame him. Even among professondsthiscirclewasimpressve. Lots of luminous, glowing lines
and swirlsinvolved, and that dways|ooks fantastic, especialy at night. The gold and silver and precious
sones didn’t hurt things, either. The light and music show being put on by the chimes and crystals added
awonderful little eerieedgeto it dl, especidly given the grotesque art that framed the interior magica
symbology. “ Thisis some upper-tier Suff,” | said quietly. “1t will be another century, maybe two, before
I’m good enough to come closeto thisleve of work. It's ddlicate. One single thing afraction of aninch
out of place and the whole thing goes kablooie. It's powerful. When you' re putting thistogether, if any
one of acouple of dozen of the power flows dipsfor even an ingtant, the whole thing goes out of balance
and could go up with enough force to blow the top off of thiswhole hillside. It took afreaking genius to
put thistogether, Michadl.”

| hefted my St



“Fortunately,” | said, and took atwo-handed swing at the nearest stand of dender, delicate crystal. It
shattered with gratifying ease, and the encasing light around the greater circle began to waver and
disspate. “It only takes amonkey with abig stick to take it gpart.”

And | waded into the circle, smashing things with my staff. It was thergpeutic. God knows how many
times the bad guys had destroyed the careful work of lifetimes when they’ d robbed people of homes, of
loved ones, of lifeitsdf. It felt sort of niceto bring alittle cup of ShivaD into their livesfor achange. |
shattered the crystals that bent light into a cage to hold the Archive prisoner. | bent and mashed the tuning
forksthat focused sound into chains. | crushed the depictions of bondage and imprisonment meant to
restrain the very idea of freedom, and from there | went on to break ivory rune sticks, to crush
glyph-scribed gems, to pound into illegibility golden platesinscribed with Sgils of imprisonment.

I’m not sure at which point | started screaming in outrage. Somewhere dong the line, though, it hit me
that these people had taken magic, the power of life, of creation, aforce meant to create and protect, to
learn and preserve, and they had bent and twisted it into a blasphemy, an obscenity. They had used it to
imprison and torment, to torture and maim, al in an attempt to endave and destroy. Worse, they had
turned magic againgt the Archive, againg the safeguard of knowledgeitself—and gtill worse, againgt a
child.

| didn’t stop until | had shattered their expensive, elaborate, elegant torture chamber, until | could
ddiberately drag my staff acrossthe last, smooth golden circle a the innermost point of the design,
marring it all theway acrossits surface, breaking the last remaining structure of the spell.

The energies of the prison | et loose with an outraged howl, sailing straight up into the air overhead ina
column of furious purplelight. I thought | could see faces twisting and spinning insdeit for afew seconds,
but then the light faded, and Ivy fell limply to the cold ground, just anaked little girl, bruised and
scratched and half-unconscious with cold.

Michagl was at my side at once, removing hiscloak. | took it and wrapped Ivy init. She made
whimpering sounds of protest, but shewasn't redlly conscious. | picked her up and held her closeto me,
getting as much of my own coat around her as | could.

| looked up and found Marcone watching me steadily. Sanyahad cut him free from the wall and evidently
given the crime lord the cloak off his back. Marcone now hunched against the deet in the white cloak,
holding one of the chemica warming packs between his hands. He stood just a bit over average height
and was of medium build, so Sanya scloak covered him like ablanket. “Will she bedl right?” Marcone
asked.

“Shewill,” | said with determination. “ She damned wel will.”
“Down!” barked Sanya.

Bulletsraised sparks off the inside of the lighthouse and rattled wildly around itsinterior. Everyone got
down. I made sure | had my body and my duster between vy and any incoming rounds. Sanyaleaned
out for a second and squeezed off a couple of shots, then hurriedly got back under cover again. The
volume of fire from the outside grew.

“They’ re bringing up reinforcements from down the hill,” Sanya reported. “ Heavier weapons, too.”

Marcone glanced around the featurelessinterior of the ruined lighthouse. “If any of them have grenades,
thisisgoing to be ardatively brief rescue operation.”

Sanyaleaned out and snapped off another pair of shots, barely getting back before return fire started



chewing at the stone where he’ d been. He muttered under his bresth and changed magazines on hisrifle,

The enemy gunfire suddenly ceased. There was sllence on the hilltop for twenty or thirty seconds. Then
Nicodemus s voice, filled with anger, came through the air. “ Dresden!”

“What?’ | called back.

“I"m going to give you one chance to survivethis. Give methegirl. Give methe coins. Give methe
sword. Do that, and I'll let you wak away dive.”

“Hah!” | said. It was possiblethat | didn't fed quite as confident as| sounded. “Or maybe I'll just leave
from here”

“Crossinto the Nevernever from where you're standing?’ Nicodemus asked. “Y ou’ d be better off
asking the Russian to put a bullet through your head for you. | know what lives on the other sde.”

Given that they’ d chosen thislocation for the greater circle precisely becauseit was a source of intense
dark energy, | had no trouble believing that it connected to some nasty portions of the Nevernever. There
was every chance that Nicodemus was not bluffing.

“How do | know that you won't kill me the minute you get what you want?’ | called back.
“Harry!” Michadl hissed.
| shushed him.

“We both know what my word isworth,” Nicodemus said, hisvoice dry. “Redlly, Dresden. If we can't
trust each other, what' sthe point intalking at all?’

Heh. Gaining enough time to await the second half of what those Firebal ls were supposed to accomplish,
that’ swhat.

The twin two-hundred-fifty-foot jets of fire had briefly blinded our enemies, true.
But they’ d done something el se, too.

Marconetilted his head to one side for amoment and then murmured, “ Does anyone else
hear...srings?’

“Ah,” | sad, and pumped my fig intheair. “ Ah-hahahah! Have you ever heard anything so magnificently
pompous and overblown in your life?’

Deep, ringing French horns joined the string sections, echoing over the hilltop.
“What isthat?" Sanyamurmured.

“That,” | crowed, “is Wagner, baby!”

Never let it be said that a Chooser of the Sain can’'t make an entrance.

Miss Gard brought the reconditioned Huey up from the eastern side of the idand, flying about a quarter
of aninch over thetreetops, blasting “ The Ride of the Vakyries’ from loudspeakers mounted on the
chopper’ sunderside. Wind, deset, and dl, still sheflew flawlesdy through the night, having used the twin
jets of the Firebal rounds, visible for miles over the pitch-black lake, to orient herself asto whereto
arrive. The Huey turned broadside asit rose over the hilltop, music blaring loud enough to shake snow



from the treetops. The side door of the chopper was open, reveding Mister Hendricks manning a
rotating-barreled minigun fixed to the deck of the helicopter—completely illegdly, of course.

But then, | supposethat’ sreally one mgor advantage to working with criminas. They just don’'t care
about that sort of thing.

The barrels began to spin, and atongue of flame licked out from the front of the gun. Snow and earth
erupted into the air in along trench in front of the cannon. | risked a peek and saw men clad in dark
fatiguesleaping for cover as aswath of devastation dewed back and forth across the open hilltop and
pounded the mound of stonesinto amound of gravel.

“Theré sourride!” | said. “Let’'sgo!”

Sanyaled the way, firing off more or less random shots at anyone who wasn't dready lying flat in an
effort to avoid fire from the gun on the helicopter. Some of Nicodemus s troops were crazier than others.
Severd of them jumped up and tried to come after us. That minigun had been designed to shoot down
arplanes. What the rounds left of human bodies was bardly recognizable as such.

There was no place for the chopper to land, but aline came down from the other side, lowered by a
winch while the aircraft hovered above us. | looked up to see L uccio operating the winch, her face pale,
but her eyes glittering with excitement. She was how Gard had been able to know where to look for the
sgnad—I’d given Anastasiaa couple of my hairsto usein atracking spell, and she' d been following me
ever sincel left to meet Rosannafor the trade.

Theline came down with alift harness attached to it. “Marcone,” | shouted over the sound of the rotors
and the minigun—which isto say, | was more or less mouthing it exaggeratedly. “Y ou first. That wasthe

He shook hishead and pointed hisfinger at lvy.

| snarled and pushed the girl into hisarms, then started dgpping the harness over him. He got it after a
second, and in acouple more we had him secured in the harness and holding the semiconscious Ivy tight
againg him. | gave Luccio the thumbs-up, and Marcone and vy went zipping gracefully up thelineto the
chopper, wrapped in the white cloak, the scarlet crosses on it standing out sharply in the winter light.
Luccio helped haul them in, and a second later the empty harness came down again.

“Sanyal” | said.

The Russian passed me the Kaashnikov and dipped into the harness, then ascended to the helicopter.
Again the empty harness came down—though now there were occasiona bursts of heavier rounds
coming from down the dope of the hillsde, as evidenced by tracer fire that would sometimes go tumbling
by in the night. It would be immediately answered by the far heavier fire of the minigun, but Gard couldn’t
possibly keep the chopper there for long.

“Harry!” Michad sad, offering methe harness.

| was about to takeit, but by chance | looked up and saw Gard looking down at us through the Plexiglas
bubble around the pilot’ s seet—Ilooking a Michagl with an absolutely unnerving intensity that | had seen
on her face once before, and my heart started hammering in terror.

Thelast time she' d looked like that, I’ d been in an dley outsde Bock Ordered Books back in Chicago,
and a necromancer named Corpsetaker and aghoul named Li Xian had been about to murder me. A few
minutes later Gard had told Marcone that she had seen that it was my fate to die then and there. The only



reason that | survived it was that Marcone had intervened.

But eveniif I’d never seen that ook on her face before, | figured that anytime aVakyrie hovering over a
battlefield suddenly getsred interested in aparticular warrior, it an't good.

I’d made the grasshopper apromise. If things were about to get hairy for whoever wasleft on the
ground, it wouldn’t be Molly’ s dad that had to dedl withiit.

“Youfird,” | sad.
He dtarted to argue.
| shoved the harnessinto his chest. “ Dammit, Michad!”

He grimaced, shook his head at me, and then sheathed Amoracchius. Still holding Fidelacchius inhis
hand, he shrugged quickly into the harness. | gave Luccio the thumbs-up, and Michael begantorise.
Gard frowned faintly, and some of my screaming tension started to ease.

Tessaand Rosanna came out from behind vellsthat were as good as anything Molly could have done,
and | didn’'t have to be Sherlock to deduce who had done the lion’s share of the work on the greater
circlethat had contained the Archive. | had half asecond to act, but | got tangled in the strap of Sanya's
gun, which he' d handed me so that | could defend mysdlf in case | was suddenly attacked. Thank you,

Sanya.

Tessa, her pretty human face showing, her eyes gleaming with manic glee, swept amantis claw at my
head, and | at least managed to interpose the rifle before she ripped my head off. Only instead of
smashing the gun, as I’ d expected, sheripped it out of my hand, just as easily astaking candy from a
baby and spun away from me.

Then shewinked a me, blew me akiss, and opened fire on Michael with the Kaashnikov on full
automatic from no more than ten feet away.

My friend didn’t scream as bullets tore into him. He just jerked once in aspray of scarlet and went limp.
Fidelacchius tumbled from hisfingers and fell to the ground.

Sparks flew from the Huey asthe bulletstore into it, too, and aburst of flame and smoke poured from a
vent on one side of itsfusalage. It dipped sharply to one side, and for asecond | thought it was smply
going to roll over and into the ground—Abut then it recovered, drunkenly, gathering momentum like acar
diding down anicy hill, sill dragging my friend’ s unmoving body on the trailing cable like abaited hook at
the end of afishing line, and vanished into the darkness.

Chapter Forty-four

E ven as some part of me noted dl of that happening, the rest of me started screaming in raw, red rage, in
agony, indenid.

| was pretty sure | had worked out who had taken my blasting rod away. | was pretty sure | knew why
they’d doneit. | even thought that, looked at from a certain point of view, it might not have been an
entirdly supid idea.

But as of now, | officidly did not care.

| didn’t have my blasting rod with me, and | was not sure that my raw power, no matter how furious,



would be enough to hurt Tessa through the defenses the Fallen gave her. | had never been ableto attain
the kind of precison | would need without artificia aid.

Asof right now, | officidly did not care about that, either.

| focused my rage, focused my anger, focused my hate and my denial and my pain. | blocked away
everything in the entire universe but the thought of my friend’ s bloody body hanging from that rope, and a
spot two inches acrossin the center of Tessa's chest.

Then | drew in abreath, whirling ahand over my head and bellowed through my ragged throat, so loudly
that it felt like something tore, “ Fuego, pyrofuego!” | stabbed thefirst two fingers of my right hand
forward as| did, unleashing my fury and my will. “Burn!”

A bar of blue-white fire so dense that it was nearly a solid object lashed across the distance from meto
Tessaand dammed into her like an enormous speer.

The mantidike Denarian threw back her pretty face and screamed in agony as the shaft of fire bored
cleanly through her, melting awide hole that burned wider still before searing itsdlf shut. She went down,
howling and thrashing, burned by fire far deadlier and more destructive than any | had ever caled before,
with ablasting rod or without one.

| sensed something moving toward me from the side and rolled out of the way just as one of Rosanna's
cloven hooves dashed through the air where my thigh had been an instant before. If she'd struck she
would have opened the flesh to the bone. | whipped my staff a her face, forcing her to duck away, and
followed with asurge of will and ashout of, “ Forzare!” It wasn't my best kinetic strike, but it was ablow
heavy enough to throw her a dozen feet through the air and into atumble over the ground.

| seized the hilt of Fidelacchius from where the Sword had fallen. Asmy fingers closed around the
weapon | redized severd points of cold logic, asif having them explained to me by acam, rational, wise
old man who was utterly unperturbed by my rage.

Fird, | redlized that | was now aone on an uncharted idand in the middle of Lake Michigan, with nothing
but madmen and falen angelsfor company.

Second, that | still had the coins and the Sword that Nicodemus had been after—and that he was still
going to be after them.

Third, that the Denarians were sure to be redlly ticked off, now that I’ d taken their red prize from them.
Fourth...
The ground shook, asif with theimpact of aheavy foot.

Fourth, that since | had confounded Summer’ s attempt to track me viause of thelittle oak leaf pin, Eldest
Brother Gruff had probably been waiting for me to use fire magic in battle—the same magic that | had
entwined with the power of the Summer Lady two years ago at Arctis Tor. It was the most probable
reason why Mab, the most likely suspect for messing with my head, would have taken my blasting rod
and my memories of how to usefire magic in battle—to prevent me from inadvertently reveding my
position to Summer every time got into atusse.

Only now that | had, Eldest Gruff was probably on hisway to vigit.

Andfifth, and lagt, | redized that | had no way to get off this stupid and creepily familiar idand—unless|
could get down to the docks and to the boat I’d comein on.



| still burned with the need to strike back at the people who had hurt my friend, but the fact of the matter
wasthat | couldn’t strike back at them and survive—and if they took me down, I’d only be handing them
wegpons to continue the war Michael had spent alifetime fighting to end.

My only option wasto run. Redigtically, even escape wasn't looking likely—but it was my only chance.

So | did the Sword back into its scabbard, oriented myself toward the run-down little town wherewe' d
first come ashore, and ran. Fast.

Now, I'm not as strong as those redlly big guys, like Michael and Sanya. | don't do swordplay aswell as
folkslike Nicodemus or Shiro. | don't yet have the magical experience and know-how to outfinesse the
redlly experienced wizards and sorcerers who have been hanging around for centuries, like the
Gatekeeper or Thorned Namshiel.

But I'll take any of those guysin afootrace. Guaranteed. | run—and not so that I’ [l be skinny and look
good, either. | run so that when something that wantsto kill meischasing me, I'll be good at running.
And when you' ve got legs aslong as mine, you' re skinny, and in good shape, you can redly move. | hit
the woods running like a deer, sticking to the path we' d broken on the way up. The snow made it easy to
see theway, and though in another hour or two it would be a sheet of frozen ice, for the moment the
footing was excdllent.

| was benefiting from the chaos caused by Gard' sentrance. | could hear al kinds of confusion as men
shouted in the woods and tried to figure out what was going on, to get the wounded to help, and to
follow what were probably conflicting orders thanks to holes ripped in their chain of command by
Hendricks and his minigun. Radios clicked and voices buzzed over them, functioning unreliably, asthey
would in any area so rich with concentrated magical energy.

The fact that most of the men had had their tongues removed probably didn’t help anything, either. Nick
should have taken my advice and read that evil-overlord list. Serioudy.

Someone afew yards off to my right shouted something at me. It came out astotally mangled
gobbledygook. | shouted back at him in smilar wordless garbage, pretending thet | didn’t have atongue
either, and added arude gesture to the tirade. | don’t know if it was the perfect charade, or if it just
shocked him into stunned silence, but either way it got the same effect. | went on by him without
garnering any further reaction whatsoever.

| thought | was home free as| reached the ruins of the little company town and its one main drag dong
the shordine.

And then | heard Magog' s bellow coming down the hill behind me—coming fast, too, easily making
twice the speed | could manage. That was the damnedest thing about these demonic collaborator types.
Even though they didn’t work out and practice, they ill got to run faster than we dedicated roadsters
who actually sweated and strained for our ability to haul ass. Jerks.

It seemed clear that Magog was coming in pursuit of me, or at least that he was coming down the hill
toward the dock and the boat off the idand to cut off any chance of escape. | had little timeto pick and
choose where to go to avoid his notice, and wound up ducking into the long, heavily shadowed,
cavernous length of the building that looked asif it had once been a cannery.

Theroof had falen through in severa places, and snow covered perhaps athird of the floor, providing
the only thing even vaguely like light. Most of the wallswere till standing, but | had grave doubts about
the floor. There wasn't space for much of abasement above the waterline, but there was plenty of room
to bregk alegif | fell through on aweak board. | would just have to stay close to the wall and hope for



the best.

For once, enemy manpower was working in my favor. If Nicodemus had brought only hisfellow
Denarians aong, there would have been nothing but the footprints of cloven hooves and giant mantises
and Grape Apes and whatnot in the snow of theidand. But no, he' d had to bring along dozens and
dozens of foot soldiers, too, and as aresult there were regular old footprints everywhere. One more s,
more or less, wasn't going to stand out. So dl | had to do was get into the building, get out of Sght, and
lielow until Magog had gone past.

| had no sooner crouched down and begun my impersonation of amouse than the ancient, half-rotted
wood of the old cannery shuddered beneath me, avibration that | felt in the soles of my feet. Then
another, and another, rhythmic, like dow footsteps.

They werefollowed by the sound of Magog' s approach, a heavy, leathery shuffling through the snow,
accompanied by the steady heave of lungs like ablacksmith’s bellows. Then | heard Magog dideto a
sudden hat in the snow and snort in surprise—then let out an enormous roar of challenge.

And avoice, avery deep, resonant voice, said, “Be thou gone from this place, creature. My quarrel is
not with thee.”

Magog answered with ahowl and spat out wordsin alanguage | did not understand.

“Bethat asit may, Elder One,” the huge voice said, gently and with respect, “1 dso have aduty from
which | may not waver. We need not be at odds this night. Depart in peace, Elder One, with your beast
of burden.”

Magog snarled again in that foreign tongue.

The deep voice hardened. “1 seek no quarrel with thee, Fallen One. | pray thee, do not mistake
peaceable intention for weakness. | do not fear thee. Begone, or | will smite thee down.”

The gorilldike Denarian howled. | heard its claws dig and rip at the ground asit hurtled forward toward
the source of the resonant voice.

Magog, it seemed, had aredly limited vocabulary when it cameto repartee.

| couldn’t see what happened next. There was aflash of gold-green light, like sunlight reflected from fresh
gporing grass, and a detonation in the air, asound that was not quite acrack of thunder, not quite an
explosion of fire. It wasn't even loud so much asit was pervasive, something that | felt along thewhole
surface of my body asmuch as| did on my eardrums.

Thewall of the cannery shattered inward, and Magog—wheat was |eft of Magog—came hurtling through
it. It landed on the ground about twenty feet away from me. Enormous sections were missing from the
front of the gorillalike body, including its thighs and most of the front haf of itstorso. It wasn't amessy
wound, ether. The empty chunkswere limned with a gentle yelow-green glow that seemed to sedl in any
blood. Even as | watched, Magog quivered once, then went limp. Tiny sprouts of green flowered up
from the fallen corpse over the course of a couple of seconds, leaves spreading, then budding out into
wildflowersin ariot of colors.

The coating of flowering plants seemed to devour the body of the gorillafrom around the mortal body
beneath—that of amuscular young man, which gradualy emerged, though was still modestly shrouded in
avell of flowers. He wasthoroughly deed, his eyes glassy, empty, and there were flowersgrowingin a
hole where his heart had been. He wore aleather collar, and hanging from it, in alittle rubber framelikea



dog tag, was another blackened denarius. Hewas akid, Molly’ s age at the oldest.

From outside there was a deep, resonant sigh. Then another heavy, ground-shuddering thump. And
another.

Coming closer.

My heart jJumped right up into my teeth. Sure, | had no ideawho that really was out there, but al those
thees just screamed that it was one of the Sidhe. They redlly got into the archaic modes of speech—or
maybeit wasfairer to say that they never got out of them. Anyway, odds were running high that thiswas
Eldest Brother Gruff come to settle up with Winter’ s champion in this affair, and given that he' d just
swatted down one of the Denarians like he was an uppity pixie, it didn’t bode rea well for me.

| found mysdlf taking astep back as that thumping sound came again, and the floorboard beneath my
foot cresked precarioudly.

That gave me anidea. The bigger they are, et cetera. If Eldest Gruff was even bigger than thelast one
had been, maybe | could use the rickety flooring againgt him—Ilong enough to get mysdlf out to the boat
and off theidand, in any case. Open water was another fantastic neutralizer for the enormous size
discrepancy. Setting redligtic goals has always been the key to my success. | didn’t haveto win afight
with thisthing. | just had to survive long enough to run away.

| took a chance, picked the most solid-looking floorboard | could see, and eased acrossthe floor to the
far sde of the building, the one nearest the water, and turned to face the hole in the wall that Magog's
body had smashed open onitsway in.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

| readied my will and shook out my shield bracelet, in case | needed it. | lifted my staff and pointed it at
where | thought Eldest Gruff *s head might be when he camein, so he would know | was serious.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

| adjusted the aim on the &ff alittle higher.
Thump. Thump.

Swest trickled off my brow.

Thump. Thump.

How far did this guy have to walk?
Thump. Thump.

Thiswasjust getting ridiculous, now.
Thump. Thump.

And Eldest Gruff gppeared in the opening.
Hewasfivefet tdl. Five-two, tops.

He wore arobe with acowl, pulled back so that | could clearly see his curling ram’ s horns, the goatlike
features, the long white beard, the yellow eyeswith their hourglass pupils.



And in hisright hand he carried awooden staff carved with runesthat looked dmost precisdly like my
own.

Hetook alimping step forward, leaning on his saff, and when he planted the tool on the ground, it
flickered with green light that then plashed out onto the earth beneath it, spreading outward in a
resonating wave. Thump.

The floorboards creaked beneath him, and he came to a cautious stop and faced me quietly, both hands
on his gtaff. Hisrobe was belted with an old bit of smple rope. There were three stoles hanging through
it—purple ones, faded and frayed with the passage of time.

Those were the mantles worn by members of the Senior Council, the leaders of the White Council of
Wizards. They were, generally speaking, the oldest and strongest wizards on the planet.

And Eldest Brother Gruff had, evidently, killed three of them in duels.
“This” | said, “hasredly not been my day.”

The gruff regarded me solemnly. “Hail, young wizard.” He had a deep, resonant voice, far too huge and
rich for the frame it came from. “Thou knowest why | have come.”

“Today me most likdly,” | said.
“Aye” sad the gruff. “By my Queen’s command and in defense of Summer’ s honor.”

“Why?" | asked him. “Why would Summer want Marcone taken by the Denarians? Why would Summer
want the Archive under their control 7’

The gruff only stared at me for along moment, but when he spoke | could have sworn that hisvoice
sounded pensive. Maybe even troubled. “It is not my place to know such things—or to ask.”

“The gruffs are Summer’ s champion in this matter, aren’t they?” | demanded. “1f not you, then who?”

“What of thee, wizard?’ the gruff countered. “Hast thou asked why the wicked Queen of Winter would
wish thee to prevent Marcone from being taken by those servants of the darkest shadow? Why she who
embodies destruction and desth would wish to protect and preserve the Archive?’

“I have, actudly,” | said.
“ And what answers hast thou found?”

“Gruff,” 1 sad, “I find mysdlf largely clueless about why mortal women do what they do. It will take a
wiser man than me to understand what’ sin afae woman’ smind.”

Eldest Gruff stared at me blankly for a second. Then he threw back his head and made a sound
that...well, more than anything it sounded like adonkey. Hee-haw, hee-haw, hee-haw.

Hewaslaughing.

| laughed, too. | couldn’t help it. The whole day had just been too much, and the laugh just felt too good.
| laughed until my stomach hurt, and when the gruff saw me laughing, it only made him laugh harder—and
more like a donkey—and that set me off inturn.

It was agood two or three minutes before we settled down.



“They tell children stories about you guys, you know,” | said.
“Sill?” hesad.

| nodded. “ Stories about clever little billy goats outsmarting big mean trolls until their bigger, stronger
brothers come dong and put the trollsin their place.”

The gruff grunted. He said, “We hear tales of thee, young wizard.”
| blinked. “Y ou, uh?’

“Wetoo like stories about...” His eyes searched his memory for amoment before he smiled, pleased.
The gesture looked pleasantly nonviolent on hisface. “Underdogs.”

| snorted. “Wel. | guessthisis another one.”

The gruff 'ssmilefaded. “I didike being cast asthetroll.”

“So changetherole” | said.

The gruff shook hishead. “That | cannot do. | serve Summer. | serve my Queen.”
“Butit'sover,” | sad. “Marconeisaready free. So'slvy.”

“But thou art till here, upon thefield of conflict,” the gruff said gently. “Asam I. And so the matter isnot
closed. And so | mugt fulfill my obligations—to my greet regret, wizard. | have only admiration for thee,
inapersond sense”

| tilted my head and stared hard a him. “Y ou say that you serve Summer and the Queen. In that order?’
The gruff mirrored my gesture, his eyes questioning.

| fumbled in my pocket and came out with the other thing | had grabbed back at my gpartment—thelittle
dlver oak lesf pin Mister had been batting al over Little Chicago. I’ d figured that they’ d stopped using it
to chase me, once they’ d gotten tired of Mister having his catnipped way with them.

The gruff ' s eyes widened. “ The confounding enchantment thou didst employ upon our tracking spell was
mogt efficacious. | had hoped to ask thee how it was done.”

“Trade secret,” | said. “But you know what came with thispin.”

“Indeed,” hesaid. “Y ou were made an Esquire of Summer, and granted aboon, but...” He shook his
head. “ A boon can be a matter of importance, but not one this grave. Thou canst not ask meto yield to
thee in amatter of conflict between the Courts themsdlves.”

“l'won’'t,” | said. “But just so we're clear. Once both of us have left thisidand, the matter is closed?’
“Oncethou art safe again in Chicago, aye, it would be.”

“Then | ask for Summer to honor its pledge to me, and the debt it incurred to mewhen | struck at
Winter' s heart on its behdf.”

The gruff 'sears ood up, facing me. “ Aye?’

“I want you,” | said, “to get me adoughnut. A red, genuine, Chicago doughnut. Not some glamoured
doughnut. An actua one. Freshly made.”



The gruff * steeth began to show as he smiled again.

“Of course” | said, “you could deny methe boon | rightfully earned in blood and fire and kill me instead,
thus ensuring that Summer would renege on a debt and never be able to make good onit. But | don't
think that would be very good for Summer and its honor. Do you?’

“Indeed not, wizard,” the gruff said. “Indeed it would not be.” He bowed his head to me. “Likest thou
jely within thy doughnut?’

“Nay, but prithee, with sprinkles’ ponitingtead,” | said solemnly, “and frosting of white.”

“It could take some timeto locate such apastry,” the gruff said serioudly.

| bowed my head to him. “I trust in the honor of Summer’s championsthat it will arrivein good time.”
He bowed hishead in reply. “Understand, young wizard, | may not aid thee further.”

“Y ou' re pushing the rulesenough dready,” | said dryly. “Believe me. | know how that is.”

Eldest Gruff *s golden eyes glittered. Then helifted the staff and thumped it quietly onto the floorboards.
Once again there was apulse of green light and a surge of gentle thunder—and he was smply gone.

So wastheslver oak leaf pin. Just gone from my fingers, and | hadn't felt athing. Giveit up for thefag;
they can do disappearing like nobody’ s business.

Maybe | should have taken some lessons. It might have helped me get out of thismessalive,

| made my way carefully back acrossthe creaking floor to the body of the young man. He looked
relaxed in death, peaceful. | had the impression that whatever Eldest Gruff had done to him, it had been
painless. It seemed like the sort of thing the old faerie would do. | reached down with my gloved | eft
hand and grasped the tag containing the blackened denarius of Magog. | jerked it sharply, pulling it off
the collar, and pocketed it, careful not to let it touch skin. | was getting to be kind of blasé about handling
these coins, but it was difficult to keep getting terrified over and over again, epecidly given the
circumstances. Therisk of once more exposing my immortal soul to afiendish presence seemed only a
moderate danger, compared to what ill stalked the night outsde the old building.

Speaking of which.. .| took a deep breath and made my way quietly back out to the street. | could till
hear shouting from farther up the hillside. | heard the sound of aboat’ s engine on the far side of the
idand. There must have been other vessals docked & sewhere aong the shore.

Wédll, I'd known about only the one, and it was close. | dipped back out of the cannery and hurried
down the street as quickly and quietly as | could.

Down past the bottom of the rough stone staircase the boat still floated, tied beside the broken stump of
an old wooden column. | restrained the urge to let out awhoop, and settled for hustling down the frozen
sones asfast as| could without breaking my neck. The water was vicioudy cold, but | still wasn't fedling
it—which probably wasn't agood thing. There was going to be hell to pay in afterthought pain when this
was over. But compared to the other problems I’ d had recently, that one was ajoy to think about.

| got to the boat, tossed my staff in, and clambered aboard. | heard a shout up the hillsde and froze. A
flashlight swept back and forth up in the trees, but then moved off in another direction. | hadn’t been
seen. | grinned like afool and crept up to the driver' s seat. Once | got the engine started it would attract
attention, but al | had to do was drive west asfast as| could until | hit ground. The whole western
shoreline hereabouts was heavily occupied, and it should be no problem to get to a spot public enough to



avoid any further molestation.

| eased into the driver’ s seat and reached for the ignition key.

But it was gone.

| felt around for it. Rosannahad left it in theignition. | specificaly remembered that she had done so.

The shadows rippled away from the passenger seat opposite the driver’ s seat, revealing Nicodemus. He
sat camly in hisblack silk shirt and dark trousers, the grey noose worn like atie around histhroat, a
naked sword across hislap, hisleft elbow resting on hisleft knee. In the fingertips of hisleft hand he held
akey ring, dangling the grease-smeared ignition key of the boat.

“Good evening, Dresden,” he said. “Looking for this?’

Chapter Forty-five

T he deet had stopped coming down in favor of large, wet flakes of snow again. The boat rocked gently
on the troubled waters of the lake. Water dapped against the sides and gurgled around the curve of the
hull. Ice had begun to form all dong the sides and front of the boat. | think there are boat wordsfor al
the piecesthat were being covered, like prow and gunwale, but I'm only vaguely aware of them.

“Harry Dresden speechless,” Nicodemus said. “I can’t imagine this happens every day.”
| just stared at him.

“In the event that you hadn’t worked it out for yourself yet,” Nicodemus said, “thisis endgame,
Dresden.” Thefingersof hisright hand stroked the hilt of his sword. “Can you puzzle out the next part, or
must | explainit to you?’

“Y ou want the coins, the sword, the girl, the money, and the keys to the Monte Carlo,” | said. “Or you
shoot me and drop me over the side.”

“Something likethat,” he said. “ The coins, Dresden.”
| reached into the pocket of my duster and...

“What thehdll,” | said.

The Crown Roya bag was gone.

| checked my other pockets, careful of the coin I’ d taken from Magog—and careful not to reved its
presence to Nicodemus. No bag. “It'sgone.”

“Dresden, don't even try such a pathetic lieon m—’

“It sgone!” 1 told him with considerable heat, none of it feigned. Eleven coins. Eleven freaking cursed
coins. Thelast timel remembered definitely having them had been up at the tower, when I'd jingled them
for Nicodemus.

He stared a me for amoment, his eyes searching, and then murmured something under his breath.
Whispersrolled from the shadows around him. | didn’t recognize the language, but | did recognize the
tone. | wondered if the angdlic tongue had swear words, or if they just said nice words backward or
something. Doog! Teews doog!



Nicodemus' s sword came up as swiftly as aflickering snake stongue and cameto rest against my throat.
| didn’t havetimeto flinch; it wasthat fast. | sucked in aquick breath and held very, very ill.

“Thesemarks,” he murmured. “Thorned Namshidl’ s strangler spell.” Hiseyesdrew alinefrom the last
apparent mark on my neck down to the duster pocket that the bag of coinshad beenin. “Ah. The
strangulation was the distraction. He picked your pocket with one of the other wires before he was
incapacitated. He did that to Saint...someone-or-other, in Glasgow in the thirteenth century.”

There snothing like getting taken with an old trick, | guess. But that meant that Namshiel had been
working together with someone el se—someone else who had to have been hanging around to collect the
coins after he' d taken them from my pocket and tossed them off to the side in the confusion. Someone
who hadn't been pulling afade after dl.

“Tessaand Rosanng,” | said quietly. “They got their collection of thugs back. They bailed at just theright
moment to ruin your plan, too.”

“Deceatful bitches,” Nicodemus murmured. “One of them is our own Judas; | was sure of it.”
| lifted my eyebrows. “What?’

“That' swhy | let them handle the more, shal we say, memorable aspects of the Archive sinitiation to our
world,” Nicodemus said. “1 suppose now that the child isfree, she'll have some rather unpleasant
associations with those two.”

“And you'reteling methiswhy?’

He shrugged a shoulder. “It's somewhat ironic, Dresden, that | can talk to you about this particular
aspect of family business. Y ou're the only onethat I’'m sure hasn’'t gone over to this new force—this
Black Council of yours.”

“How can you be so sure about me?’ | asked him.

“Please. No one so obstreperous has been corrupted by anything but his own pure muleheadedness.”
Nicodemus shook his head, never taking his eyes off me. “ Still. My time here has not been wasted. The
Knights carried away Namshiel’s coin, so Tessahaslost her sorcery teacher. | heard Magog' s bellow
end quite abruptly afew moments ago, just before you waked out of the same building, so with any luck
Tessa sheaviest bruiser isout of the gamefor atime aswell, en?” Nicodemus smiled cheerily at me.
“Perhaps his collar isin one of your pockets. And | have Fidelacchius. Removal of one of the Threeis
profit enough for one operation, evenif | did lose this chance a gaining control of the Archive.”

“What makesyou think,” | said, “that you have Fidelacchius?’

“I told you,” Nicodemus said. “ Thisis endgame. No more playing.” The pitch and intonation of hisvoice
changed, and though he still spoke in my direction, it was clear that he was no longer speaking to me.
“Shadow, if you would, disable Dresden. We' Il talk some senseinto him later, in aquieter setting.”

Hewastaking to Lasciel’ s shadow.
Héll, wizards didn’t have amonopoly on arrogance.
Neither did the Knights of the Cross.

| stiffened in place, my mouth half-open. Then | fell over Ssdeways, body resting against the boat’s
Steering whedl, my spineramrod straight. | didn’t move, not onelittle twitch.



Nicodemus sighed and shook his head. “Dresden, | truly regret this necessity, but timeis growing short. |
must act, and your talents could prove useful. You'll see. Once we ve cleared some of these
well-intentioned idiots out of our way...” Hereached for Fidelacchius.

And | punched himin the neck.

Then | saized the noose and jerked it tight. | hung on, pulling it tighter. The noose, another leftover from
Judas sfidd, made Nicodemus more or less invulnerable to harm—from everything but itself. Nicodemus
had worn the thing for centuries. Asfar as| knew,

| was the only one who had worked out how to hurt him. | was the only onewho had truly terrified him.
He met my eyesfor apanicked second.

“Lascid’ sshadow,” | told him, “doesn’t live here anymore. The Fallen have no power over me. And
neither do you.”

| jerked the noose allittle tighter.

Nicodemus would have screamed if he could have. He thrashed usdlesdy, reaching for hissword. |
kicked it out of reach. He reached up and raked a my eyes, but | hunched my head down and hung on,
and his motions were more panicked than practiced. His shadow rose up in awave of darkness and
fury—Dbut asit plunged down to engulf me, white light shone forth from the ditsin the wooden cane
sheath of the holy sword on my back, and the shadow itself |et out a hissing, leathery scream, flinching
away from thelight.

| was no Knight, but the sword did for mewhat it had aways done for them—it leveled thefield,
gripping away dl the supernatura trappings and leaving only astruggle of mind versus mind and will
versuswill, one man againgt another. Nicodemus and | fought for the sword and our lives.

He threw savage kicksinto my wounded leg, and even through the blocks Lash had taught meto build, |
felt them. | had agreat handle on hisneck, soin reply I dammed my forehead against Nicodemus' s nose.
It broke with redly satisfying crunching sounds. He hammered punchesinto my short ribs, and he knew
how to make them hurt.

Unfortunately for him, I knew how to be hurt. | knew how to be hurt with the best of them. It was going
to take awhole hdll of alot more pain than thisloser could dish out in the time he had | eft to put me
down, and | knew it. | knew it. | tightened my grip on that ancient rope and | hung on.

| took more blows to the body as hisface turned red. He got one of my kneeswith aviciouskick ashis
face turned purple. | was screaming with the pain of it when the purple started looking more like
black—and he collgpsed, body |oosening and then going completely limp.

A lot of peoplelet up when that happens, when their opponent drops unconscious. But it could have
been atrick.

Evenif it hadn’'t been I’ d been planning to hang on.
I’m not aKnight.
Infact, | squeezed harder.

| wasn't sure how much longer I’ d had him down. Might have been thirty seconds. Might have been a
minute and ahalf. But | saw aflash of furious green light and looked up to see Deirdre coming down the



hillside toward me on her hair and three limbs, one leg bound up in white bandages. She had twenty or
thirty tongueless soldier types with her, and her glowing eyes burned with verdant fury, like apair of
spotlights. Shefocused on me for half a second, hissed like afurious dley cat, and screamed, “ Father!”

Crap.

| grabbed Nicodemus by the shirt and pitched him over the Side, into the black waters of thelake. He
went down with hardly asplash, hisdark clothing making him al but invisble an ingant after he hit the
water.

| scanned the bottom of the boat frantically. There, the key. | scooped it up and jammed it into the
ignition.

“Don’'t shoot!” Deirdre screamed. “Y ou might hit my father!” She bounded into the air, al that writhing
hair folding back into asingle, sharklike swimming tail as she dove, and hit the water with barely a splash.
| turned the key. The old boat’ s engine coughed and wheezed.

“Comeon,” | breathed. “Comeon.”

If I didn’t get thisboat moving before Deirdre found her daddy, game over. She'd order her soldiersto
openfire. I'd haveto raise ashield to stop the bullets, and once | did that the adready wonky engine
would sure as hell never get moving. I'd be stuck, and it would only be amatter of time beforea
combination of weariness, mounting pain, number of attackers, and wrathful daughter took me down.

Deirdre surfaced, cast aglance around to orient herself, and dove into the featurel ess darkness again.
The engine caught, and then turned over drunkenly.

“Boo-ya” | screamed.

Then | remembered that | hadn’t untied the boat.

I lunged awkwardly up to the front and untied the rope, very much aware of al the guns pointing at me.
The boat camefree. | pushed off the pole, and the vessel began to duggishly turn. | hobbled back to the
steering whedl, cranked it around, and gave the engine some power. The boat throbbed and then roared

and began to gather speed.

Deirdre surfaced maybe twenty feet in front of me, carrying her father. Before she even looked around
she screamed, “Kill him, shoot him, shoot him!”

Cheerfully, | sverved the boat right at her. Something thumped hard against the hull. | hoped for some
kind of lawn mower—like sound from the propellers, but | didn’t get one.

Gunfire erupted from the shore, meanwhile, and it wasn't blinded by bright lights or hurried or panicked.
It started ripping the boat to splintersal around me. | started shouting curse words and crouched down.
Bullets hit my duster. For several seconds the range was pretty close, at least for the military-grade
weapons they were using, and while the duster was up to the chore of stopping those rounds, it wasn't
any fun to experience. My back got hit with half a dozen magjor-league fastballs over the next few
seconds.

And cold water washed over my feet.

And, haf aminute later, over my ankles.



Double crap.

The engines were making redlly odd noisestoo. My back protested when | turned to look. It was
damned dark out here on the lake, as | got farther and farther from shore, but the disappearing form of
the idand was being blotted by alot of black smoke coming out of the boat’ s engines.

The pain blocks were falling now. | was hurting alot. The water in the bottom of the boat was up to the
bottom of my calvesnow, and...

And there were three searchlights coming toward me from the direction of theidand.
They’d sent out pursuit boats.

“Thisjustisvt fair,” | muttered to mysdlf. | gave the engine dl the power | could, but from the way it was
rattling around that was more or lessaformality. It wasn't going to last long, and it was sinking in any
case.

| knew that if | went into the water I’ d have about four or five minutesto live, given the temperature. |
also knew that | had to get past the stone reefs around the idands, the ones Rosanna had needed the
beacon light to navigate through.

Nothing for it but to keep going.

| was struck by a sudden thought: Bob the skull was going to be crushed that he missed thisone, a
genuine pirate adventure. | started singing, “Blow the Man Down” at the top of my lungs.

Then there was a horrible noise, and the boat just stopped. The steering whed hit me in the chest pretty
hard, and then | bounced back into the driver’s seet.

Water started pouring in thick and fast and dark.
“Ahoy!” | durred drunkenly. “Reef!”

| made sure | till had the coin and the sword. | grabbed up my staff and got out the pentacle amulet from
around my neck. Thelights of the pursuing boats were getting nearer by the moment. Thiswas going to
be aclose one.

The old ski boat was literally breaking apart around me, its prow shattered on athick spike of stone that
had penetrated it just |eft of its center, up by the front of the boat. The old stone ridge that rose up
through the waters of the lake came to within a couple of feet of the surface here. It would give mea
place to do something besidesingtantly immerse mysdf in cold water and go into hypothermia.

And it would give me solid rock on which to plant my feet, and through which to draw power. The water
of the lake would wash some of it away—not as much as free-running water, but some—but | would till
be able to do something to defend mysdif.

So before the boat could capsize and dump meinto the water, | gritted my teeth and jumped in.
My body immediately informed methat | had made an insane decision.
Y ou have no ideawhat the depths of cold can be until you have jumped into near-freezing water.

| screamed my way into it, finding places to stand with my frozen feet, being careful of the leg that
Nicodemus had rendered gimpy for me. Then | held up my mother’ samulet in my right hand and focused
onit, forcing energy into it carefully and dowly. 1t happened duggishly, the way everything was happening



in the mounting cold, but | was able to draw power up through the stone beneath my feet, and to call
slver-blue wizard light from the amulet—nbrighter and brighter, light that soread out over thewatersina
literal beacon that read, clear asday, Herel am.

“T-T-Thomas,” | muttered to myself, shivering so hard | could barely stand. “Y -y-you’ d b-better b-be
c-c-close”

Because Deirdre’ s men were.

The searchlights oriented on me ingtantly, and the boats—rubber raft things that would skim right over the
reefs—came bouncing toward me over the waves.

It wouldn't have been impossible to sink one of therafts. But it would have killed every maninsde. And
those weren’t people collaborating with demons for their own dark gain. They were just people, most of
whom had been brought up from childhood to serve Nicodemus and company, and who probably
thought that they were genuinely doing the right thing. I could kill someone like Nicodemus and deep
peacefully afterward. But | was't sure | could live with mysdlf if | sent those rafts down into the lake and
condemned the men inthemto die. That isn't what magicisfor.

Moreto the point, killing them wouldn't save me. Evenif | managed to sink every other raft out there,
send every man in them into the water, it wouldn’t stop me from freezing to death and drowning. It would
just mean that | had alot of company.

I’m not aKnight. But that doesn’t mean | don't draw the line somewnhere.

They started shooting from about a hundred yards away, and | raised ashield. It washard to do in the
icy waters, but | raised it and held it, ashimmering quarter-dome of silver light. Bullets smashed againgt it
and skipped off it, sending out little concentric rings of spreading energy astheir force was distributed
over the shied. Mot of the shots never really came anywhere close. Shooting from amaoving rubber raft
a ahundred yardsisn't exactly arecipe for precison marksmanship.

They got closer, and | got colder.
| held the light and the shield.
Please, brother. Don't let me down.

| never heard anything until awave of cold water hit my shoulder bladesand al but knocked me over.
Then the heavy chug-chug-chug of the Water Beetle’ s engines shook the water around me as my
brother’ s battered old ship bellied up dangeroudy closeto thereef, and | turned to find the ship
wallowing broadside behind me.

| liked to give Thomas a hard time about the Water Beetle, teasing him that he' d stolen it from the prop
room of Jaws. But the fact of the matter wasthat | didn’t know a damned thing about boats, and that |
was secretly impressed that he could sail the thing around the lake so blithdly.

“Harry!” Murphy called. She came hurrying down the frozen deck, dipping here and there on patches of
ice asshedid. She dapped aline attached to a harness she wore to the ship’s safety railing, and threw
the other end of thelineto me. “Come on!”

“It’ sabout time you got outside the reef,” Thomas complained from the top of the whedlhouse. As|
watched, he drew his heavy Desert Eagle from his side, aimed, and loosed around. A dark form on one
of the oncoming raftslet out acry and fell into the water with a splash.



| scowled at Thomas. He doesn't even practice.

| ssumbled forward and grabbed the line, wrapping it around my right arm. That was pretty much dl | had
enough energy left to do. Murphy began hauling it in, and started yelling for Thomasto help her.

“Cover me!” Thomasyelled.

He came down from the whedlhouse pirate style, just jumping down, al graceful and stylish despite the
roll of the ship, despite the ice and the cold. Murphy, her feet planted, secured to therailing, shifted her
grip and produced the little assault weapon she’ d had on a strap around her back—the P-90 Kincaid
had given her asagift. Sheraised it to her shoulder, sighted through the scope at one of the oncoming
rafts, and started calmly squeezing out rounds, one and two at atime. Fam. Famfam. Fam. Famfam.
Fam. Fam.

One of the rafts foundered. Maybe she' d struck whoever was steering it and caused him to misguideit.
Maybe the lake had smply swamped it. | don’t know. But a second raft immediately turned to start
picking up men who had spilled into the water from the first. Murphy turned her gun onto the remaining
raft.

Thomas started hauling me out of the water by the line around my arm, just pulling me up arm over am
asif I’d been achild and not an adult a hundred pounds heavier than he was. He doesn’t even work out.

| wastired enough that | just et him doit. Asaresult | had enough spare attention to notice when my feet
cleared the water, and Deirdre surged out of the blackness and seized my ankles.

“Kill you!” she snarled. “Kill you for what you did to him!”
“Holy crap!” Thomasyelled.
“Ack!” | agreed.

Most of those deadly strands of her hair were thrust into the stone reef below, holding her down, but a
few that were free whipped wildly at Thomas. He ducked aside with ayell, barely managing to hold on to
theline

It felt like she was going to pull my legs off at the ankles. | screamed and kicked at her asbest | could,
but my legswere so numb that | could barely move them, much less shake her off. Thomas had al that he
could do to smply hold on to the line and prevent those bladed strands from severing it.

“Karrin!” he screamed.

Murphy swung her legs up over therailing of the ship, gtill attached to it by the line fastened to her
harness. Then she swung hersdlf out into empty air above the water until she hung dongside me.

Then she amed the P-90 down at Deirdre and flicked the sdector to full automatic.

But before she could pull the trigger, Deirdre hissed, and aflickering blade swept up and struck Murphy
acrossthe face. She screamed and recoiled as the blade continued, an S-shaped cut that missed
Murphy’ sthroat by afinger’s breadth and diced through the strap that held the P-90 on her body. The
wespon tumbled into the water.

“Bitch!” Murphy snarled, one side of her face asheet of blood. Shetried to reach for her pistol—inits
shoulder holster, beneath her harness, beneath her coat. It might aswell have been on the surface of the
moon.



“Murph!” | said. | twisted my shoulders and thrust the end of Fidelacchius to within reach of her hand.
Murphy’ sfingers closed on the hilt of the holy blade.

She drew it maybe an inch from the scabbard.

White light blinded me. Blinded Deirdre. Blinded Murphy. Blinded Thomas. Blinded everyone.

“No!” Deirdre screamed, utter despair and terror in her voice. “No, no, no!”

The pressure on my ankles vanished, and | heard the Denarian splash into the water.

Murphy released the hilt of the sword. Thelight died. It took maybe haf aminute before | could see
anything else. Thomas recovered faster, of course, and by that time he had us both back onto the deck of
the Water Beetle. There was no evidence of Delrdre anywhere, and the two boatloads of soldier boys
were hightailing it away asfast asthey could go.

Murphy, bleeding from acut running pardld to her right eyebrow al the way into her hairline, was staring
in shock at me and at the sword. “What the fuck wasthat?’

| dipped the sword off my shoulder. | felt redly tired. | hurt everywhere. “Offhand,” | mumbled, “I’d say
itwasajob offer.”

“WEe ve got to move before we get carried onto the reef,” Thomas muttered. He hurried off, pirate style.
Helooked good doing it. Of course. He doesn’t even moisturize.

Murphy stared at the sword for a second more. Then she looked at me, and her bloody face went tight
with concern. “ Jesus, Harry.” She moved to the side of my wounded leg and hel ped support my weight
as | hobbled into the ship’s cabin. “Come on. Let’s get you warmed up.”

“Wdl?’ | asked her as she helped me. “How "bout it? | got this sword that needs somebody to useit.”

She sat me down on one of the bench seatsin the ship’s cabin. Shelooked at the sword for amoment,
serioudy. Then she shook her head and said quietly, “I’ ve got ajob.”

| smiled faintly and closed my eyes. “1 thought you' d say that.”
“Shut up, Harry.”
“Okay,” | said.

And | did. For hours. It was glorious.

Chapter Forty-six

| woke up covered in acouple of heavy down comforters and innumerable blankets, and it was morning.
The bench seet on the Water Beetle had been folded out into areasonably comfortable cot. A kerosene
heater was burning on the other side of the cabin. It wasn't exactly toasty, but it made the cabin warm
enough to steam up the windows.

| cameto dowly, aching in every joint, muscle and limb. The after-action hangover was every bit as bad
as| had anticipated. | tried to remind mysdlf that this was a ddirioudy joyous problem to ded with, dl
things consdered. | wasn't being avery good sport about it, though. | growled and complained hitterly,
and eventualy worked up enough nerveto sit up and get out from under the covers. | went to thetiny
bathroom—though on aboat, | guessit’scaled a“head” for some stupid reason—and by thetimel



zombie-shuffled out, Thomas had come down from the deck and dipped insde. He was putting acell
phone back into his jacket pocket, and his expression was serious.

“Harry,” hesad. “How you doing?’

| suggested what he could do with his reproductive organs.

He arched an eyebrow at me. “Better than I’ d expected.”

| grunted. Then | added, “Thank you.”

He snorted. That wasdl. “Come on. I’ ve got coffeefor you in the car.”
“I'm leaving everything to you inmy will,” | said.

“Cool. Next timeI'll leave you in the weter.”

| pulled my coat on with agroan. “ Almost wish you had. Coin? Sword?’
“Safe, stowed below. Y ou want them?’

| shook my head. “Keep them here for now.”

| followed him out to the truck, gimping on my bad knee. | noted that someone had, at some point in the
evening, cleaned me up abit and put new bandages on my leg, and on anumber of scrapes and
contusions | didn’'t even remember getting. | was wearing fresh clothing, too. Thomas. He didn't say
anything about it, and neither did I. 1t'sabrother thing.

We got into the battered Hummer, and | seized a paper cup of coffee waiting for me next to abrown
paper bag. | grabbed the coffee, dumped in alot of sugar and creamer, stirred it for about a quarter turn
of the stick, and started sipping. Then | checked out the bag. Doughnut. | assaulted it.

Thomas began to start the car but froze in place and blinked at the doughnut. “Hey,” he said. “Where the
hell did that come from?’

| took another bite. Cake doughnut. White frogting. Sprinkles. Still warm. And | had hot coffeeto go
with it. Pure heaven. | gave my brother acryptic look and just took another bite.

“Chrigt,” he muttered, starting the truck. “Y ou don't even explain the little things, do you?’
“It'slikeadrug,” | said, through amouthful of fattening goodness.

| enjoyed the doughnut while | could, letting it fully occupy al my senses. After I'd finished it, and the
coffee sarted kicking in, | redlized why I’ d indulged mysdlf so completely: It waslikely to bethelast bit
of pleasure | was going to fed for awhile.

Thomas hadn't said a damned thing about where we were going—or how anyone was doing after the
events of the night before.

The Stroger building, the new hospital that has replaced the old Cook County complex as Chicago's
nerve center of medicine, isonly afew yards away from the old clump of buildings. It lookskind of likea
cadtle. If you scrunch up your eyesalittle, you can dmost imagine its features as medieval ramparts and
towers and crendlation, standing like some ancient mountain bastion, determined to defend the citizens of
Chicago againg the plagues and evils of theworld.



Provided they have enough medical coverage, of course.
| finished the coffee and thought to mysdlf that | might have been feding alittle pessmidtic.

Thomas led me up to intensive care. He stopped in the halway outside. “L uccio’s coordinating the
information, so | don’t have many details. But Molly’ sin there. She' |l have the rest of them for you.”

“What do you know?’ | asked him.

“Michadl’ sin bad shape,” he said. “ Still in surgery, last | heard. They’ rewaiting for him up here. | guess
the bullets al came up from underneath him, and that armor he was wearing actudly kept one of themiin.
Bounced around ingde him likea BB ingde atin can.”

| winced.

“They said he only got hit by two or three rounds,” Thomas continued. “ But thet it was more or lessa
miraclethat he survived it at al. They don’t know if he' sgoing to makeit. Sanyadidn’t go into anything
more specific than that.”

| closed my eyes.
“Look,” Thomas said. “I’m not exactly welcome around hereright now. But I'll stay if you need meto.”

Thomaswasn't telling me the whole truth. My brother wasn't comfortable in hospitals, and | was pretty
aure |’ d figured out why: They werefull of the sick, theinjured, and the elderly—i.e., the kind of herd
animalsthat predators instincts told them were weakest, and the easiest targets. My brother didn’t like
being reminded about that part of his nature. He might hate that it happened, but hisingtinctswould react
regardless of what he wanted or didn’t want. It would be torture for him to hang around here.

“No,” | said. “I'll befine”

Hefrowned & me. “All right,” he said after amoment. “Y ou’ ve got my number. Cal me; I'll giveyou a
ride home.”

“Thanks”

He put ahand on my arm for a second, then turned, hunched his shoulders, bowed his head so that his
hair fell to hide most of hisface, and walked quickly away.

| went on into the intensive care ward and found the waiting area.

Molly was sitting inside, next to Charity. Mother and daughter sat Side by side, holding hands. They
looked strained and weary. Charity was wearing jeans and one of Michad’sflannd shirts. Her hair was
pulled back into aponytail, and she didn’t have any makeup on. She' d been pulled from her bed in the
middle of the night to rush to the hospita. Her eyes were focused into the distance and blank.

Small wonder. Thiswas her grestest nightmare cometo life,

They looked up as| camein, and their expressions were exactly the same: neutrd, distant, numb.
“Harry,” Molly said, her voice hallow, ghostly.

“Hey, kid,” | sad.

It took Charity amoment to react to my arrival. She focused her eyes on the far wall, blinked them a



couple of times, and then focused them on me. She nodded and didn’t speak.
“I,un,” I said quietly.
Molly raised her hand to stop me from speaking. | shut up.

“Okay,” shesad. “Uh, let methink.” She closed her eyes, frowning in concentration, and started ticking
off one finger with each sentence. “Luccio saysthat the Archiveis stable but unconscious. She' s at
Murphy’ s house and needsto talk to you. Murphy saysto tell you her face will be fine. Sanya saysthat
he needs to talk to you adone, and as soon as possible, at St. Mary’s.”

| waved ahand at dl of that. “I'll take care of it later. How' s your dad?’

“Severetraumato hisliver,” Charity said, her voice toneless. “ One of his kidneys was damaged too
badly to be saved. One of hislungs collapsed. There' sdamage to his spine. One of hisribs was fractured
into multiple pieces. His pelvis was broken in two places. His jaw was shattered. Subdural hematoma.
Therewastraumaal through one ocular cavity. They aren't sureif he'll lose the eye or not. There might
also be brain damage. They don't know yet.” Her eyes overflowed and focused into the distance again.
“There was traumato his heart. Fragments of broken boneinit. From hisribs.” She shuddered and
closed her eyes. “His heart. They hurt his heart.”

Molly sat back down beside her mother and put her arm around Charity’ s shoulders. Charity leaned
agang her, eyes il spilling tears, but she never made a sound.

I’m not aKnight.

I’m not a hero, either.

Heroes keep their promises.

“Mally,” | said quietly. “I'm sorry.”

Shelooked up at me, and her lip Started quivering. She shook her head and said, “Oh, Harry.”
“I'll go,” | said.

Charity’ sface snapped up and she said, her voice suddenly very clear and digtinct, “No.”
Moally blinked a her mother.

Charity stood up, her face blotched with tears, creased with strain, her eyes sunken with fatigue and
worry. She stared a me for along moment and then said, “ Families stay, Harry.” Shelifted her chin,
sudden and fierce pride briefly driving out the grief in her eyes. “He would stay for you.”

My vison got alittle blurry, and | sat down in the nearest chair. Probably just areaction to dl the strain
of the past couple of days.

“Yeah,” | said, my throat thick. “Hewould.”

| caled everyone on thelist Mally had quoted me and told them they could wait to see me until we knew
about Michadl. Except for Murph, they dl got upset about that. | told them they could go to hell and hung
up on them.

Then | settled inwith Molly and Charity and waited.



Hospital waits are bad ones. The fact that they happen to pretty much al of us, sooner or later, doesn't
make them any less hideous. They’re dwaysjust alittle bit too cold. It dways smdlsjugt alittle bit too
sharp and clean. It' salways quiet, so quiet that you can hear the fluorescent lights—another constant,
those lights—humming. Pretty much everyone elsethereisin the same bad predicament you are, and
thereisn’'t much in theway of cheerful conversation.

And there' salways aclock in sght. The clock has superpowers. It dways seemsto move too dowly.
Look up at it and it will tell you thetime. Look up an hour and ahdf later, and it will tell you two minutes
have goneby. Y et it somehow smultaneoudy has the ability to remind you of how short lifeis, to make
you acutely aware of how little time someone you love might have remaining to them.

Theday crawled by. A doctor came to see Charity twice, to tell her that things were still bad, and that
they were gtill working. The second visit came around suppertime, and the doc suggested that she get
somefood if she could, that they should know something more definite after the next procedure, in three
or four hours.

He asked if Charity knew whether or not Michagl had agreed to be an organ donor. Just in case, he said.
They hadn’t been ableto find hisdriver’ slicense. | could tdll that Charity wanted to tell the doctor where
he could shove his question and just how far it could go, but she told him what Michagl would havetold
him—yes, of course he had. The doctor thanked her and l€ft.

| walked down the cafeteriawith Charity and Mally, but | didn’t fed like eating or having food urged
upon me. | figured that Charity probably had acritical back pressure of mothering built up after this much
time away from her kids. Ontheway, | claimed that | needed to stretch my legs, which wasthe truth.
Sometimes when there’ stoo much going onin my heed, it helpsto wak around a bit.

So | walked down hdlways, going nowhere in particular, just being careful not to passtoo near any
equipment that might be busy keeping someone dive a the moment.

| wound up sitting down in the hospita chapd.

It wasthe usud for such aplace; quiet, subdued colors and lights, bench seating with an aidein the
middle, and a podium up at the front—the standard layout for the services of any number of faiths.
Maybeit leaned alittle harder toward Catholicism than mogt, but that might have been only naturd. The
Jesits actudly had achaplaincy in resdence, and held Mass there regularly.

It was quiet, which was the important thing. | sank onto a pew, aching, and closed my eyes.

Lots of details chased their way around my head. Michagl had come in with gunshot wounds. The cops
were going to ask lots of questions about that. Depending on the circumstances of the helicopter’ sreturn
to Chicago, that could get redly complicated, redly fast. On the other hand, given the depth of

Marcone sinvolvement, the problems might just vanish. He had hisfingersin so many piesin Chicago's
city government that he could probably have any inquiry quashed if he redlly wanted it done,

Given what he' d been saved from, it would be consistent with his character for Marcone to repay the
people who bailed him out with whatever aid he could render in turn. It irked me that Marcone could
ever bein apogtion to offer sgnificant aid to Michadl, regardless of the circumstances.

Of course, for that to happen, Michadl would first need to survive.
My thoughts kept coming full circle back to that.
Would he bein danger right now if | hadn’t ingsted that he put on that harness? If | hadn’t shoved him



onto that rope ahead of me, would he still be up there under the knife, dying? Could | redlly have been
that arrogant to assume, based on one glance at Gard’ sface, that | not only knew the future, but had the
wisdom and the right to decide what that future should be?

Maybe it should be me up there. | didn’'t have awife and afamily waiting for meto come home.

I’ d expected Charity to scream and throw things at me. Maybe I’ d even wanted that. Because whilel
intellectudly understood that I’ d had no way of knowing what was going to happen, and that I'd only
been trying to protect my friend, abig part of me couldn’t help but fedl that | deserved Charity’ sfury.
After all, it reasoned, | had gotten her husband killed as surely asif I'd murdered him mysdif.

Except that he wasn't dead yet—and thinking like that was too much like giving up on him. | couldn’t do
thet.

| looked up at the podium, where Whoever would presumably be when someone was there ddlivering a
sermon.

“I know that we don’t talk much,” | said, speaking out loud to the empty room. “And I’m not looking for
apen pd. But | thought Y ou should know that Michagl makes Y ou look pretty good. And if after dl he's
done, it endslike thisfor him, I’d think less of Y ou. He deserves better. | think Y ou should make sure he
getsit. If Youwant to bill it to me, I’ m fine with that. It s no problem.”

Nobody said anything back.

“And whilewe re on the subject,” | said, 1 think the rules Y ou’ ve got set up suck. You don't get
involved as much as Y ou used to, apparently. And Y our angelsaren’t allowed to stick their toesin unless
the bad guys do it firgt. But I’ ve been running somefiguresin my head, and when the Denarians pulled up
those huge Signs, they had to have alot of power to doit. A lot of power. Morethan | could ever have
had, even with Lascid. Archangel power. And | can only think of one of those guyswho would have
been helping that crew.”

| stood up and jabbed afinger at the podium, suddenly furious, and screamed, “ The Prince of fucking
Darkness gets to cheat and unload his power on the earth—twicel—and Y ou just Sit there being holy
while my friend, who hasfought for Y ou hiswhaolelife, is dying! What the hell is wrong with Y ou?’

“I guessthisisabad time,” said avoice from behind me.

| turned around and found alittle old guy in adark blue coverdl whose stenciled name tag read, JAKE.
He was pulling behind him ajanitor’ s cart with atrash bin and the usual assortment of brooms and mops
and cleaning products. He had around belly and short, curling silver hair that matched his beard, both
cropped closeto hisdark skin. “Sorry. I'll come back later.”

| felt likeanidiot. | shook my head at him. “No, no. I’ m not doing anything. | mean, you're not keeping
me from anything. I’ [l get out of your way.”

“Youan'tinmy way, young man,” said Jake. “Not a all. You ain't thefirst onel ever seenupsetina
hospital chape. Won't bethe lagt, ether. Y ou sure you don’t mind?’

“No,” | sad. “Comeonin.”

Hedid, hauling the cart with him, and went over to the trash can in the corner. He took out the old liner.
“Y ou got afriend here, hun?’

“Yeah,” | sad, gtting down again.



“It's okay to be mad at God about it, son. It ain’'t Hisfault, what happened, but He understands.”

“Maybe He does,” | said with ashrug. “But He doesn't care. | don’t know why everyone thinks He
does. Why would HE?’

Jake paused and looked at me.

“I mean, thiswhole universe, right? All those starsand dl thoseworlds,” | continued, maybe sounding
more bitter than | had intended. “ Probably so many different kinds of people out there that we couldn’t
count them all. How could God redlly care about what’ s hgppening to one little person on onelittle planet
among apracticdly infinite number of them?’

Jake tied off the trash bag and tossed it in the bin. He replaced the liner with athoughtful look on hisface.
“Wadl,” hesaid, “I never been to much school, you understand. But seemsto me that you assuming
something you shouldn’t assume.”

“What'sthat?’ | asked.

“That God sees the world like you do. Onething at atime. From just one spot. Seemsto methat Heis
supposed to be everywhere, know everything.” He put the lid back on the trash can. “ Think about that.
He knowswhat you're feding, how you're hurting. Feelsmy pain, your pain, likeit was Hisown.” Jeke
shook his head. “Héll, son. Question isn’t how could God care about just one person. Question is, how
could He not.”

| snorted and shook my head.

“More optimism than you want to hear right now,” Jake said. “I hear you, son.” He turned and started
pushing the cart out the door. “Oh,” he said. “Can an old man offer you one more thought?’

“Sure,” | said, without turning around.

“Y ou gottathink that maybe there’ samatter of balance, here,” he said. “Maybe one archangel invested
his strength in this Stuation overtly and immediately. Maybe another one was just quieter about it.
Thinking long-term. Maybe he dready gave you ahand.”

My right hand erupted into pins and needles again.
| sucked in aswift breath and rose, spinning around.
Jake was gone.

Thejanitor’scart was il there. A rag hanging off the back was still swinging back and forth dightly. A
folded paperback book was shoved between the body of the cart and the handle. | went over to the cart
and looked up and down the hall.

Therewas no onein sight, and nowhere they could have conveniently disappeared to.

| picked up the book. It was a battered old copy of The Two Towers. One page was dog-eared, and a
bit of dialogue underlined in pencil.

“‘The burned hand teaches best,’” | read aoud. | made my way back to my seat and shook my head.
“What the hdll isthat supposed to mean?’

Grimakin mewled from the pew beside me, “That your experience with resisting the shadow of the Fallen
One has garnered the respect of the Watchman, my Emissary.”



| twitched violently enough that | came up off my seat an inch or two, and came back down with agrunt.
| did down asfar as| could to the end of the pew. It wasn't far. | bought mysdlf only another inch or
three before | turned to face Mab.

She sat calmly, dressed in acasud business suit of dark blue, wearing plenty of eegant little diamonds.
Her white hair was bound up into a braided bun, held in place with ivory sticks decorated with lapis. She
held Grimalkin on her 1ap like afavorite pet, though only alunatic would have mistaken the malk for a
domedtic cat. It wasthefirgt timel’d seen Grimalkin in clear light. He was unusudly large and muscular,
even for amak—and they tended to make your average lynx look alittle bit scrawny. Grimalkin must
have weighed sixty or seventy pounds, al of it muscle and bone. Hisfur was dark grey, patterned with
rippling black fur amost like a subtle watermark. His eyes were yelow-green, very large, and far too
intelligent for any animd.

“TheWatchman?’ | sammered.

Mab's head moved dightly with the words, but it was Grimakin’s mewling voice that actualy spoke.
“The Prince of the Hogt isdl pomp and ceremony, and when he movesit iswith the thunder of thewings
of an army of sergphim, the crash of drums, and the clamor of horns. The Trumpeter never walks quietly
when he can agppear in achorus of light. The Demon Binder takes tasks upon his own shoulders and
solves his problems with his own hands. But the Watchman...” Mab smiled. “Of the archangels, | like
him the most. He isthe quiet one. The subtle one. The one least known. And by far the most dangerous.”

| sorted through what knowledge | had of the archangels. It was meager enough, but | knew that much,
at least. “Urid,” | said quietly.

Mab lifted afinger and continued speaking through the malk. “Caution is caled for, Emissary mine. Were
| inyour pogtion, | would spesk his name sparingly, if ever.”

“What has he doneto me?’ | asked her.

Mab stared at me with iridescent eyes. “ That isaquestion only you can answer. But | can say this much:
He has given you the potentia to be more of what you are.”

“Huh?’

She amiled, reached to the bench on the other side of her body, and produced my blasting rod. “The
return of your property,” the malk said. “The need to keep it from you has passed.”

“Then| wasright,” | said, accepting it. “Y ou took it. And you took the memory of it happening.”
“YS”
“WWl?l

“Because | deemed it proper,” shereplied, asif speaking to arather dow-witted child. “'Y ou would have
risked your own life—and my purpose—to protect your precious mortals had | not taken your fire from
you. Summer would have tracked and killed you two days ago.”

“Not having it could have gotten mekilled, too,” | said. “ And then you’ d have wasted dl that time you' ve
put in trying to recruit meto be the next Winter Knight.”

“Nonsense,” Mab said. “If you died, | would smply recruit your brother. He would be well motivated to
seek revenge upon your killers.”



A little cold feding shot through me. | hadn't redlized that Mab knew who hewas. But | guessit made
sense. My godmother, the Leanansidhe, had been tight with my mother, one way or another. If Leahad
known, then it might make sense that Mab did, too. “Heisn'tamortd,” | said quietly. “1 thought the
Knights had to be mortals.”

“Heisinlove” Grimakin mrowled for Mab. “ That is more than morta enough for me.” Shetilted her
head. “Though | suppose | might make him an offer, while you yet live. Hewould give much to hold his
love again, would he not?’

| fixed her with ahard gaze and said, “ Y ou will stay away from him.”
“I will doasl please” she sad. “With him—and with you.”
| scowled at her. “You will not. | do not belong to y—"

The next thing | knew | was on my kneesin the center aide, and Mab was waking awvay from me,
toward the door. “Oh, but you do, mortal. Until you have worked off your debt to me you are mine. You
owe one favor more.”

| tried to get up, and | couldn’t. My knees just wouldn’t move. My heart beat far too hard, and | hated
how frightened | felt.

“Why?" | demanded. “Why did you want the Denarians stopped? Why send the hobsto kill the
Archive? Why recruit meto save the Archive and Marcone in the event that the hobs failed?’

Mab paused, turned, casually showing off the gorgeous curves of her calves, and tilted her head at me.
“Nicodemus and hisilk were clearly in violation of my Accords, and obvioudy planning to abuse them to
further hisambition. That was reason enough to see his designs disrupted. And among the Fallen was one
with much to answer for to me, persondly, for its attack upon my home.”

“The Black Council attack on Arctis Tor,” | said. “One of them used Hdlfire”

Mab showed me her snow-white teeth. “ The Watchman and 1,” Grimakin mewled for her, “had a
common enemy thisday. The enemy could not be alowed to gain the power represented by the child
Archive”

| frowned and thought of the sllver hand that had batted the fallen angel and his master sorceries around
asif he' d been agtuffed practice dummy. “Thorned Namshid.”

Mab's eyes flashed with sudden, cold fury and frost literally formed over every surface of the chapd,
including upon my own eyelashes.

“There are others yet who will pay for what they have done,” Mab snarled in her own voice. It sounded
hideous—not unmelodious, because it was asrich and full and musical asit ever had been. But it was
filled with such rage, such fury, such pain and such hate that every vowel clawed at my skin, and every
consonant felt like someone taking a staple gun to my ears.

“I am Sidhe,” she hissed. “I am the Queen of Air and Darkness. | am Mab.” Her chinlifted, her eyes
wide and white around the rippling colors of her irises—utterly insane. “And | repay my debts, morta.
All of them.”

There was an enormous crack, asound like thick ice shattering on the surface of alake, and Mab and
her trand ator were gone.



| knelt there, shaking in the wake of hearing her voice. | realized aminute later that | had anosebleed. A
minute after that, | realized that there was atrickle of blood coming out of my ears, too. My eyes ached
with grain, asif I’d been outdoorsin bright sunlight for too many hours.

It took me ill another minute to get my legsto start moving again. After that | staggered to the nearest
bathroom and cleaned up. | spent alittle while poking at my memory and trying to seeif there were any
holesin it that hadn’t been there before. Then | spent awhile morewondering if I'd be ableto tell if she
had taken something ese.

“Jesus Chrigt,” | breathed, shivering.

Because though | hadn’t been in on the original attack on Mab’ stower, and when | did attack it | had
been unwittingly serving Mab' sinterests, the fact remained that | had indeed offered her the same insult
as Thorned Namshiel. The lacerating fury that turned her voice into razor blades could very well be
directed a mein the near future.

| hurried out of the chapd and went down to the cafeteria.

Being bullied into eating dinner sounded alot more pleasant than it had afew minutes ago.

The doctor came into the waiting room at ten seventeen that night.

Charity cameto her feet. She' d spent much of the day with her head bowed, praying quietly. She was
beyond tears, at least for the moment, and she put asheltering arm around her daughter, pulling Mally in
closeto her sde.

“He sinrecovery,” the doctor said. “ The procedureswent...” The doctor sighed. He looked at least as
tired as either of the Carpenter women. “ Aswaell as could be expected. Better, redly. | hesitate to make
any clamsat this point, but he seemsto be stable, and assuming there are no complicationsin the next
hour or two, | think he'll pull through.”

Charity bit her lip hard. Molly threw her arms around her mother.
“Thank you, Doctor,” Charity whispered.

The doctor smiled wearily. “Y ou should redize that. . .the injuries were quite extensive. It'sunlikely that
he'll be ableto fully recover from them. Brain damage is a possibility—we won't know until he wakes
up. Evenif that isn’'t an issue, the other traumawas severe. He may need assistance, possibly for the rest
of hislife”

Charity nodded camly. “He |l haveit.”

“That’sright,” Molly said.

“When can | see him?’ Charity asked.

“WE I bring him up in an hour or two,” the doctor said.

| cleared my throat. “ Excuse me, Doc. Is he going to be on arespirator?’
“For thetime being,” the doctor said. “Yes.”

| nodded. “Thank you.”



The doctor nodded to us, and Charity thanked him again. He | ft.

“Okay, grasshopper,” | said. “Timefor usto clear out.”

“But they’re going to bring hi— Oh,” Moally said, crestfalen. “ The respirator.”
“Better not to take any chances, huh?’ | asked her.

“It'sdl right, baby,” Charity said quietly. “I’ll cal home as soon as he wakes up.”
They hugged tightly. Molly and | started walking out.

“Oh,” Molly said, her voice very tired. “I did that homework.”

| felt pretty tired, too. “Yeah?’

She nodded and smiled wearily up a me. “ Charlemagne.”

| called Thomas, and he gave me and Molly arideto Murphy’s place.

The night was clear. The cloud cover had blown off, and the moon and the stars got together with the
snow to turn Chicago into awinter wonderland months ahead of schedule. The snow had stopped fdling,
though. | suppose that meant Mab had turned her attention €l sewhere. Thomas dropped me off a short
distance away, and then |eft to drive the grasshopper back to her home. | covered the last hundred yards
or so on foot.

Murphy livesin ateeny little house that belonged to her grandmother. It wasjust asingle story, with two
bedrooms, aliving room, and alittle kitchen. It was meant for one personto livein, or possibly acouple
with asingle child. It was certainly overloaded by the mob of Wardens who had descended on the place.
Luccio’ sreinforcements had arrived.

There werefour Wardensin thelittle living room, dl of them grizzled veterans, two young membersin the
kitchen, and | was sure that there were at |east two more outside, standing watch behind veils. | was
challenged for a password in an amused tone by one of the young Wardens when | camein the kitchen
door. | told him to do something impolite, please, and asked him where Luccio might be.

“That' sanatomicaly unlikely,” the young man replied in a British accent. He poured a second cup of
steaming teaand said, “Drink up. I'll let her know you're here.”

“Thanks”

| was spping teaand sitting at Murphy’ s table when Luccio camein afew minuteslater. “ Give usthe
room, please, Chandler, Kostikos.”

Theyounger men cleared out to the living room—a politeillusion, redlly. The house wastoo smal to
provide much in the way of privecy.

Luccio poured hersdf acup of teaand sat down across from me.
| felt my shoulderstense up alittle. | forced mysdlf to remain quiet, and Spped more tea.
“I’'m concerned,” Luccio said quietly, “ aout the Archive.”

“Her nameislvy,” | said.



Shefrowned. “That's...part of my concern, Harry. Y our persona closenesswith her. It's dangerous.”
| lifted my eyebrows. “ Dangerous? |’ m in danger because I’ m treating her like ared person?’
Luccio grimaced asif tasting something bitter. “ Frankly? Yes.”

| thought about being diplomatic and polite. Honest, | redly did. But while | wasthinking about it, |
accidentally bumped the button that puts my mouth on autopilot, becauseit said, “ That' saload of crap,
Captain, and you know it.”

Her expression went gtill asthe whole of her attention focused on me. “Isit?’

“Yes. She' sakid. She' salone. She's not some computer database, and it’sinhuman to treat her like
one”

“Yes” Luccio sad bluntly. “Itis. And it' saso the safest way to dedl with her.”
“Safest for who?’ | demanded.

Luccio took asip of tea. “For everyone.”

| frowned down a my cup. “Tdl me.”

She nodded. “ The Archive...has been around for along time. Always passed down in afamily line,
mother to daughter. Usually the Archiveisinherited by awoman when she'sin her early to mid-thirties,
when her mother dies, and after she’ s given birth to her own daughter. Accidents are rare. Part of the
Archive snatureisadriveto protect itself, aneed to avoid exposing the person hosting it to risk. And
given the extensive knowledge available to it, the Archive isvery good a avoiding risky Stuaionsin the
firg place. And, should they arise, the power available to the Archive generaly ensuresitssurviva. Itis
extremely rarefor the host of an Archiveto dieyoung.”

| grunted. “Go on.”

“When the Archiveis passed...Harry, try to imagineliving your life, with dl of itstriumphsand
tragedies—and suddenly you find yoursdlf with a second set of memories, every bit asrea to you asyour
own. A second set of heartaches, loves, triumphs, losses. All of them just as real—and then athird. And
afourth. And afifth. And more and more and more. The perfect memory, the absolute recall of every
Archivethat came before you. Five thousand years of them.”

| blinked at that. “Hel’ sbdls. That would...”

“Driveoneinsang” Luccio said. “Yes. And it generally does. Thereisareason that the historica record
for many soothsayers and oracles presents them as being madwomen. The Pythia, and many, many
others, were smply the Archive, using her vast knowledge of the past to build modelsto predict the most
probable future. She was a madwoman—>but she was aso the Archive.

“Asadefense, the Archives began to distance themsalves from other human beings, emotionally. They
reasoned that if they could stop adding the weight of continuing lifetimes of experience and grief to the
aready immense burden of carrying so much knowledge, it might better enable them to function. And it
did. The Archive kegpsits host emotionaly remote for areason—because otherwise the passons and
prejudices and hatreds and jedl ousies of thousands of lifetimes have the potentid to digtill themsdvesinto
asinglebeing.

“Normdly, an Archivewould have her own lifetime of experienceto insulate her againg al these other



emotions and memories, abasdine to contrast againg them.”
| suddenly got it. “But Ivy doesn't.”

“Ivy doesn't,” Luccio agreed. “Her grandmother waskilled in afreak accident, an automobile crash, |
believe. Her mother was a seventeen-year-old girl who wasin love, and pregnant. She hated her mother
for dying and cursing her to carry the Archive when she wanted to have her own life—and she hated the
child for having alifetime of freedom ahead of her. vy’ smother killed hersdf rather than carry the
Archive”

| sarted feding alittlesick. “And Ivy knowsit.”

“She does. Knowsit, fedsit. She was born knowing exactly what her mother thought and felt about
I,H.H

“How could you know thisabout her...” | frowned, thinking. Then said, “Kincaid. Thegirl wasin love
with Kincad.”

“No,” Luccio said. “But Kincaid wasworking for vy’ s grandmother at the time, and the girl confided in
him”

“Man, that’s screwed up,” | said.

“Ivy hasremained distant her wholelife,” Luccio said. “If she beginsto involve her own emotionsin her
dutiesasthe Archive, or in her life generdly, she runsthe seriousrisk of being overwhemed with
emotions and passions which she smply is not—and cannot be—psychol ogically equipped to handle.”

“You're araid that she could go out of control.”

“The Archive was created to be aneutra force. A repository of knowledge. But what if 1vy’ sunique
circumstance alowed her to ignore those limitations? Imagine the results of the anger and bitternessand
desirefor revenge of dl those lifetimes, combined with the power of the Archive and the restraint of a
twelve-year-old child.”

“I"drather not,” | said quietly.

“Nor wouldl,” Luccio said. “That could be atrue nightmare. All that knowledge, without conscienceto
direct it. The necromancer Kemmler had such aspirit in his service, asort of miniature version of the
Archive. Nowhere near as powerful, but it had been studying and learning beside wizardsfor
generations, and the things it was capable of were appdling.” She shook her head.

| took asip of tea, because otherwise the gulp would have been suspicious. She was talking about Bob.
And she was right about what Bob was capable of doing. When I’ d unlocked the personality he' d taken
on under some of hisformer owners, he'd nearly killed me.

“The Wardens destroyed it, of course,” she said.

No, they hadn’t. Justin DuMorne, former Warden, hadn’t destroyed the skull. He' d smuggled it from
Kemmler’slab and kept it in hisown—until I’d burned him to deeth, and taken it from himin turn.

“It was just too much power under too little restraint. And it' s entirely possible that the Archive could
become asimilar threat on afar larger scale. | know you care about the child, Harry. But you had to be
warned. Y ou might not be doing her any favors by acting like her friend.”



“Who'sacting?’ | said. “Whereisshe?’
“WEe ve been keeping her adeep,” Luccio said, “until you or Kincaid got here.”

“I getit,” | said. “Youdon't think | should get closeto her. Unlessyou' re worried about what' s going to
happen when you wake her up and she' sredly scared and confused.”

Luccio's cheeks flushed and she looked away. “1 don’t have al the answers, Dresden. | just have
concerns.”

| sghed.
“Whatever,” | said. “Let mesee her.”

Luccio led meinto Murph’s guest bedroom. Ivy looked very tiny in the double bed. | sat down beside
her, and Luccio leaned over to gently rest her hand on Ivy’ s head. She murmured something and drew
her hand away.

Ivy let out asmall whimper and then blinked her eyes open, suddenly hyperventilating. She looked
around wildly, her eyeswide, and let out asmdll cry.

“Easy, easy,” | said gently. “lvy, it'sdl right. You're safe”

She sobbed and flung hersdlf tight against me.

| hugged her. | just rocked her gently and hugged her while she cried and cried.
L uccio watched me, her eyes compassionate and sad.

After along while vy whispered, “I got your letter. Thank you.”

| squeezed alittle.

“They did thingsto me,” shesad.

“I know,” | said quietly. “Been there. But | wasdl right after awhile. You' regoing to bedl right. It's
over.”

She hugged me some more, and cried hersalf back to deep.

| looked up at Luccio and said, “Y ou still want me to push her away? Y ou want her basdline to be what
ghe shared with those animals?’

Luccio frowned. “ The Senior Council—"

“Couldn’t find itsheart if it had acopy of Grey’s Anatomy, X-ray vision, and a stethoscope,” | said.
“No. They can lay down the law about magic. But they aren’t telling me who I’ m dlowed to befriend.”

Shelooked at mefor along moment, and then adow smile curled up one side of her mouth. “Morgan
told them you' d say that. So did McCoy and Listens-to-Wind. The Merlin wouldn’t hear it.”

“The Merlin does't like to hear anything that does't fit into hisview of theworld,” | said. “ Japanese”
“Excuseme?’

“Japanese. There' s a Japanese steakhouse | go to sometimesto celebrate. Surviving this mess qudifies.



Come with me, dinner tomorrow. Theteriyaki isto diefor.”
She smiled more broadly and inclined her head once.

The door opened, and Murphy and Kincaid arrived. Kincaid was moving under his own power, though
very gingerly, and with the aid of awalking stick. | got out of the way, and he came over to settle down
next to Ivy. She woke up enough to murmur something about cookies and aHappy Medl. He settled
down on the bed beside her, and she pressed up againgt his arm before settling down to rest again.
Kincaid, evidently exhausted himsdlf, drew a gun, took the safety off, placed it on his chest, and went to
deep too.

“It'scute,” | whispered to Murphy. “He hasateddy Glock.”

Shewaslooking a Kincaid and Ivy with a decidedly odd expression. She shook her head alittle, blinked
up a me, and said, “Hmm. Oh, hah, very funny. | had your car dug out of the snow, by theway.”

| blinked &t her. “Thank you.”

“Got your keys?’

“Yegh”

“Giveyou aridetoit,” shesad.

“Groovy.”

We took off.

Oncewe werein the car and moving, Murphy said, “1 like Luccio.”
“Yesh?’

“But she' sdl wrong for you.”

“Uh-huh,” | said.

“Y ou come from different worlds. And she' syour boss. There are secrets you have to keep from her.
That' s going to make things difficult. And there are other issues that could come up.”

“Wait,” | said. | mimed cleaning out my ears. “Okay, go ahead. Because for asecond there, it sounded
like you were giving merelationship advice.”

Murphy gave me anarrow, oblique look. “No offense, Dresden. But if you want to compare total hours
of good relationships and bad, | leave you in the dust in both categories.”

“Touché” | said. Sourly. “Kincaid waslooking avfully paternd in there, wasn't he?’

“Oh, biteme,” Murphy said, scowling. “How’s Michael 7’

“Gonnamakeit,” | said. “Hurt bad, though. Don’t know how mobile he’ sgoing to be after this.”
Murphy fretted her lower lip. “What happensif he can't...keep on with the Knight business?’

| shook my head. “1 have noidea.”

“I judt...l didn't think that taking up one of the swords was the sort of job offer you could turn down.”



| blinked a Murphy. “No, Murph. There'sno mandatory martyrdom involved. Y ou’ ve got a choice.
You'vedwaysgot achoice. That's...sort of thewhole point of faith, theway | understand it.”

She digested thet in sllence for atime. Then shesaid, “It isn't because | don't believe.”
“I know that,” | said.

She nodded. “It isn't for me, though, Harry. I’ ve dready chosen my ground. I’ ve taken an oath. It meant
more to me than accepting ajob.”

“I know,” | said. “1f you weren't the way you are, Murph, the Sword of Faith wouldn’t have reacted to
you as strongly asit did. If someone asthick as me understandsit, | figure the Almighty probably getsit
too.”

She snorted and gave me afaint smile, and drove the rest of the way to my car in silence.

When we got there she parked next to the Blue Beetle. “Harry,” she said, “do you ever fed likewe' re
going to wind up old and aone? That we're...l don’t know...doomed never to have anyone? Anything
thet lasts?’

| flexed the fingers of my till-scarred left hand and my mildly tingling right hand. “1’ m more worried about
al thethings!’ll never berid of.” | eyed her. “What brings on this cheerful topic?’

Shegave meafant smile. “It'sjudt...the center cannot hold, Harry. | think things are starting to fall
gpart. | can't seeit, and | can't proveit, but | know it.” She shook her head. “Maybe’m just losing my
mind.”

| looked intently at her, frowning. “No, Murph. You aren't.”
“There are bad things happening,” she said.

“Yeah. And | haven't been able to put many piecestogether. Y et. But we shut down some of the bad
guyslast night. They were using the Denariansto get to the Archive.”

“What do they want?’

“Don’t know,” | said. “But it’sgoing to be big and bad.”
“I want in on thisfight, Harry,” shesaid.

“Okay.”

“All theway. Promiseme.”

“Done.” | offered her my hand.

Shetook it.

Father Forthill was aready adeep, but Sanya answered the door when | dropped by St. Mary’s. Hewas
rumpled and looked tired, but was smiling. “Michadl woke and wastalking.”

“That'sgreat,” | said, grinning. “What did he say?”’

“Wanted to know if you madeit out al right. Then he went back to deep.”



| laughed, and Sanyaand | traded a hug, amanly hug with alot of back thumping, which he then ruined
with one of those Russian kisses on both cheeks.

“Comein, comein,” hesaid. “| gpologizefor trying to rush you earlier. We wanted to be sure to collect
the coins and get them safely stored as soon aspossible.”

| exnaed. “I don’t have them.”

Hissmilevanished. “What?’

| told him about Thorned Namshidl.

Sanyaswore and rubbed at hisface. Then he said, “Come.”

| followed him through the hdlsin the back of the enormous church until we got to the saff ’ skitchen. He
went to the fridge, opened it, and came out with a bottle of bourbon. He poured some into a coffee cup,
drank it down, and poured some more. He offered me the bottle.

“No, thanks. Aren’t you supposed to drink vodka?’
“Aren’'t you supposed to wear pointy hat and ride on flying broomstick?’
“Touchg” | said.

Sanya shook his head and flexed the fingers of hisright hand. * Eleven. Plus six. Seventeen. It could be
worse.”

“But we nailed Thorned Namshid,” | said. “And Eldest Gruff laid out Magog like a sack of potatoes. Il
get you his coin tomorrow.”

A flicker of satisfaction went through Sanya s eyes. “Magog? Good. But Namshidl, no.”
“What do you mean, no? | saw Michael cut hishand off and drop it into his pouch.”

“Da,” Sanyasaid, “and the coin was under the skin of hisright hand. But it was not in his pouch when he
went to the hospitd.”

“What?’

Sanyanodded. “Wetook off hisarmor and gear in helicopter, to stop the bleeding. Maybeiit fell out into
thelake.”

| snorted.

He grimaced and nodded. “ Da, | know. That did not happen.”
| sghed. “Marcone. I'll look into it.”

“Areyou sure?’

“Yeah. | know those people. I'll go see them right now. Though | was looking forward to going home for
awhile.” | pushed my hipsup off the counter they leaned on. “Well, what' s one more thing, right?’

“Two morethings,” Sanyasaid. He vanished and returned a moment later.

Hewas carrying Amoracchius in its scabbard. He offered it to me.



| lifted both eyebrows.
“Ingructions,” Sanyasaid. “I’'mto giveit to you and you will kn—"

“Know whoto giveitto,” | muttered. | eyed the celling. “ Someoneis having ahuge laugh right now at my
expense.” | raised my voicealittle. “I don't have to do this, Y ou know! | have freewill! | could tel You
togojumpinalake!”

Sanyastood there, offering me the sword.

| snatched it out of his hands, grumbling under my breath, and stalked out to my Volkswagen. | threw the
sword into the back. “ Asif | didn’t have enough problems,” | muttered, damming the passenger door
and gtalking around to the driver-side door. “No. | gotta be carrying around freaking Excalibur now, too.
Unlessit isn't, who knows.” | dammed the driver-side door, and the old paperback copy of The Two
Towers Urid had left me, and which I” d dropped into the pocket of my duster, dug into my side.

| frowned and pulled it out. It fell open to theingde front cover, where there waswriting in aflowing
hand: The reward for work well-done is more work.

“Ain’'t that thetruth,” | muttered. | stuffed the book back in my pocket and hit the road again.

It took aphone call and an hour to set it up, but Marcone met me at his office on the floor over Executive
Priority. | waked in carrying the sword to find Marcone and Hendricks in his office—a plain and rather
Spartan place for the time being. He had only recently moved in, and it looked more like the office of an
active college professor, functiona and put together primarily from expediency, than that of acrimina
mastermind.

| cut right to the chase. * Someone is backstabbing the people who saved your life, and | won't haveit.”
Marcone raised his eyebrows. “Please explain.”

| told him about Thorned Namshiel and the coin.

“I don't haveit,” Marcone said.

“Do any of your people?’ | asked.

Hefrowned at that question. Then heleaned back in his chair and put his elbows on thearms of it, resting
thefingertips of his handstogether.

“Whereis Gard?’ | asked.
“Reporting to her home office,” he murmured. “1 will makeinquiries.”

| wondered if Marcone was lying to me. It wasn't ahabit of his, but that only meant that when he did tell
alie, it wasal the more effective. | wondered if he wastdling the truth. If so, then maybe Monoc
Securities had just acquired their own Fallen angdl and expert in magic and magica theory.

“Thechild,” Marconesad. “Isshewd|?’
“She'ssafe” | said. “ She' swith people who care about her.”
He nodded. “ Good. Wasthere anything ese?’



“No,” | said.

“Then you should get somerest,” Marcone said. “Y ou look” —his mouth twitched up &t the
corners—*like araccoon. Who has been run over by alocomotive.”

“Next time | leave your wiseasson theidand,” | said, scowling, and stalked out.
| was on the way out of the building when | decided to make one more stop.
Madam Demeter wasin her office, dressed as stylishly asever.

“Hello, Mister Dresden,” she said as she put severd files away, negtly, precisely ordering them. “I'm
quite busy. | hope thiswon’t take too long.”

“No,” | said. “I just wanted to share atheory with you.”
HT}m,y?1

“Yeah. See, in dl the excitement and explosions and demonic brouhaha, everyone sforgotten asmall
detal.”

Her fingers sopped moving.

“ Someone gave the Denarians the location of Marcone' s panic room. Someone close to him. Someone
who would know many of his secrets. Someone who would have a good reason to want to hurt him.”

Demeter turned just her head to face me, eyes narrowed.

“A lot of men talk to the women they deep with,” | said. “That’saways been true. And it would give you
aredly good reason to get closeto him.”

“He slikealot of men,” Demeter said quietly.

“I know you've got agun in that drawer,” | told her. “Don’t try it.”
“Why shouldn't I?" shesaid.

“Because|I’m not going to give you to Marcone.”

“What do you want from me?’ she asked.

| shrugged. “1 might ask you for information sometimes. If you could help me without endangering
yoursdf, I’d appreciateit. Either way, it doesn't affect whether or not | talk to Marcone.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Why not?’

“Maybe| want to see him go down someday,” | said. “But mostly becauseit’s none of my damned
business. | just wanted you to know that I’ d seen you. Thistime maybe hewon’t put it al together. He's
got more likely suspects than you insgde his organization—and I’ d be shocked if you hadn’t aready
reglized what agreat patsy Tordli isgoing to make.”

Demeter gave meawintry smile,

“But don't get overconfident. If you make another move that obvious, he ll figureit out. And you'll
disappear.”



Demeter let out abare laugh and shut the filing cabinet. 1 disappeared years ago.” She gave me a steady
look. “Are you hereto do business, Mister Dresden?’

Granted, therewas a building full of very...fit girlswho would be happy to, ah, work on my tone. And
my tone was letting me know that it would be happy to be worked on. Therest of my body, however,
thought that a big meal and about two weeks of deep was amuch better idea. And once you got up to
my neck, the rest of me thought that thiswhole place was looking prettier and hollower every time
vigted.

“It'sdong,” | said, and left.

At home, | couldn’'t deep.
Findly | had enough spare time to worry about what the hell was wrong with my right hand.

| wound up in my lab, dangling the packet of stale catnip for Mister and filling Bob in on the events of the
past few days.

“Wow,” Bob said. “ Soulfire. Are you sure he said soulfire?’

“Yeah,” | said wearily. “Why?’

“Wel,” the skull sad. “Soulfireis...well. It sHdlfire, essentidly. Only from the other place.”
“Heavenfire?”

“Wadl...” Bob sad, “yes. And no. Hellfireis something you use to destroy things. Soulfireisused the
opposite way—to create stuff. Look, basically what you do is, you take a portion of your soul and you
useit asamatrix for your magic.”

| blinked. “What?’

“It'ssort of like using rebar inside concrete,” Bob said. “Y ou put amatrix of rebar in, then pour concrete
around it, and the strength of the entire thing together isagreat ded higher than either one would be
separately. Y ou could do things that way that you could never do with either the rebar or the concrete
done”

“But I’'m doing that with my soul 7’ | demanded.

“Oh, come on, Harry. All you mortals get dl hung up over your precious souls. Y ou’ ve never seen your
soul, never touched it, never done anything with it. What'sdl theto-do?’

“So what you' re saying isthat this hand construct was made out of my soul,” | said.

“Y our soul and your magic fused together, yeah,” Bob said. “'Y our soul converted into energy. Soulfire.
In this case, the spirit energy drawn from your auraright around your right hand, becauseiit fit the
congtruct so well, it being abig version of your right hand and dl. Y our standard force-projection spell
formed around the matrix of soulfire, and what had been an instantaneous exertion of force became a
long-term entity capable of manipulation and exertion to the same degree. Not really more powerful than
just the force spell, as much asit was more than smply theforce spell.”

| wiggled my tingling fingers. “Oh. But my soul’ sgoing to get better, right?’

“Oh, sure,” Bob said. “Few days, aweek or two at mogt, it’ll grow back in. Go out and have agood



time, enjoy yoursdlf, do some thingsthat uplift the human spirit or whatever, and it'll come back even
fadter.”

| grunted. “ So what you' re saying is that soulfire doesn't let me do anything new. It just makes me more
of what | aready am.”

“A lot more,” Bob said, nodding cheerfully from his shelf. “1t'show angelsdo dl of their suff. Though
admittedly, they’ ve got alot more in the way of soul to draw upon than you do.”

“I thought angelsdidn’t have souls,” | said.

“Like| sad, people get dl excited and twitchy when that word gets used,” Bob said. “Angelsdon’t have
anything ese.”

“Oh. What happensif |, uh, you know. Use too much of it?’

“What' sfiveminusfive, Harry?’

“Zero”

“Right. Think about that for aminute. I’'m sureyou' Il cometo the right conclusion.”
“It' sbad?’

“See?You'renot totally hopeless,” Bob said. “And hey, you got a new magic sword to custodianize,
too? Merlin, eat your heart out; he only got to look after one! And working acasewith Urid! You're
hitting the big-time, Harry!”

“I haven't really heard much about Urid,” | said. “I mean | know he' san archangd, but...”

“He's...sort of Old Testament,” Bob said. “'Y ou know the guy who killed thefirstborn children of Egypt?
Him. Other than that, well. There sonly suspicions. And heisn't the sort to brag. It'sawaysthe quiet
0nes, you know?’

“Heaven hasaspook,” | said. “And Mab likeshisstyle.”
“And hedid you a favor!” Bob said brightly. “Y ou just know that can’t be good!”
| put my head down on the table and sighed.

But after that | was ableto go upstairs and get some real deep.

| dways like the onion-volcano thing they do at the Japanese steak houses. Me and the other
seven-year-olds at the table. | got to catch the shrimp in my mouth, too, when the chef flicked them up
into ahigh arc with hisknife. | did so well he hit me with two, one from aknifein either hand, and | got
them both, to around of applause from the table, and a genuine laugh from Anastasia

We had addicious med, and the two of uslingered after everyone ese at our little table-grill had l€ft.
“Can | get your take on something?’ | asked her.
“Certainly.”

| told her about my experience on theidand, and the eerie sense of familiarity that had come withit.



“Oh, that,” Anastasasaid. “ Y our Sight’scomingin. That'sal.”
| blinked &t her. “Uh. What?’

“The Sight,” shereplied camly. “ Every wizard devel ops some measure of precognizance as he matures.
It soundsto me asif yours has begun to stir, and has recognized a place that may be of sgnificanceto
you inthefuture”

“This happensto everyone?’ | said, incredulous.
“Toevery wizard,” shesad, amiling. “Yes”
“Thenwhy havel never heard about it?’ | demanded.

“Because young wizardswho are anticipating the arriva of their Sight have an gppd|ling tendency to
ignore uncomfortable truths by labeling more appeding fantases revelations of their Sight. Everything they
care about turnsinto aprophecy. It' svastly irritating, and the best way to avoid it isto keep it quiet until
ayoung wizard finds out about it for himsdlf.”

| mulled over that ideafor afew moments. “ Significant to my future, eh?”

“Potentidly,” shereplied quietly, nodding. “One must proceed with extreme caution when acting upon
any kind of precognizant information, of course—but in this case, it seems clear that thereis moreto that
idand than meetsthe eye. If it were me, I’ d look into it—cautioudy.”

“Thank you,” | told her serioudy. “For the advice, | mean.”

“It cost melittle enough,” she said, smiling. “May | get your take on something?’
“Seemsonly far.”

“I’'m surprised a you, Harry. | dways thought that you had an interest in Karrin.”

| shrugged my shoulders. “Timing, maybe. It’'s never seemed to be theright time for us.”
“But you do carefor her,” she said.

“Of course” | said. “ She' sgone with me into too many bad places for anything dse”
“That,” Anastasiasaid, her eyes steady, “I can understand.”

| tilted my head and studied her face. “Why ask about another woman?’

She amiled. “1 wanted to understand why you were here.”

| leaned over to her, touching her chin lightly with the fingertips of my right hand, and kissed her very
gently. Shereturned it, dowly, savoring the touch of my mouth on hers.

| broke off the kiss severd moments after it had become inappropriate for a public venue and said,
“Becauseit’sgood for the soul.”

“An excellent answer,” she murmured, her dark eyes huge. *“ One that should, perhaps, be further
explored.”

| rose and held out her chair for her, and helped her into her coat.



Asit turned out, therest of the night was good for the soul, too.

A N.ERRD'sRedesase

Author’s Note

When | was seven yearsold, | got abad case of strep throat and was out of school for awhole week.
During that time, my ssters bought me my first fantasy and sci-fi novels: the boxed set of Lord of the
Rings and the boxed set of the Han Solo adventure novels by Brian Daey. | devoured them dl during
that week.

From that point on, | was pretty much doomed to join SF& F fandom. From there, it was only one more
step to decide | wanted to be awriter of my favorite fiction materia, and herewe are.

| blame my sgters.

My first love asafan is swords-and-horses fantasy. After Tolkien | went after C. S. Lewis. After Lewis,
it was Lloyd Alexander. After them came Fritz Leiber, Roger Zelazny, Robert Howard, John Norman,
Poul Anderson, David Eddings, Weis and Hickman, Terry Brooks, Elizabeth Moon, Glen Cook, and
before | knew it | wasadua citizen of the United States and Lankhmar, Narnia, Gor, Cimmeria, Krynn,
Amber—you get the picture.

When | set out to become awriter, | spent years writing swords-and-horses fantasy novels—and
seemed to have little innate talent for it. But | worked at my writing, branching out into other areas as
experiments, including SF, mystery, and contemporary fantasy. That’'s how the Dresden Filesinitidly
came about—as a happy accident while trying to accomplish something e se. Sort of like penicillin.

But | never forgot my first love, and to my immense ddlight and excitement, oneday | got acdl from my
agent and found out that | was going to get to share my newest swords-and-horses fantasy novel with
other fans.

The Codex Aleraisafantasy series set within the savage world of Carna, where spirits of the elements,
known asfuries, lurk in every facet of life, and where many intelligent races vie for security and survival.
Theredm of Aleraisthe monalithic civilization of humanity, and its unique ability to harnessand
command thefuriesisdl that enablesits surviva in the face of the enormous, sometimes hostile elementa
powers of Carna, and againgt savage creatureswho would lay Alerain waste and ruin.

Y et even aredm as powerful as Alerais not immune to destruction from within, and the death of the heir
gpparent to the Crown hastriggered afrenzy of ambitious politica maneuvering and infighting amongst
the High Lords, those who wield the most powerful furies known to man. Plots are afoot, traitors and
gpies abound, and acivil war seemsinevitable—all while the enemies of the rellm watch, ready to strike
at thefirst Sgn of weskness.

Tavi isayoung man living on the frontier of Aleran civilization—because, |et’ sfaceit, swords-and-horses
fantasies sart there. Born afreak, unableto utilize any powers of furycrafting whatsoever, Tavi has
grown up relying upon his own wits, speed, and courage to survive. When an ambitious plot to discredit
the Crown lays Tavi’ s home, the Calderon Valley, naked and defensdless before ahorde of the
barbarian Marat, the boy and hisfamily find themsalves directly in harm’sway.

There are notitanic High Lordsto protect them, no Legions, no Knights with their mighty furiesto take
thefield. Tavi and the free frontiersmen of the Caderon Valey must find some way to uncover the plot
and to defend their homes against amerciless horde of Marat and their beasts.



It isadesperate hour, when the fate of al Alerahangsin the balance, when ahandful of ordinary
steadholders must find the courage and strength to defy an overwheming foe, and when the courage and
intelligence of one young man will save the Reslm—or destroy it.

Thank you, readers and fellow fans, for dl of your support and kindness. | hope that you enjoy reading
the books of the Codex Aleraas much as| enjoyed creating them for you.

—Jm

Furies of Calderon, Academ's Fury, Cursor’s Fury, and Captain’s Fury are availablefrom Ace
Books.



