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CHAPTER 1

 
From WRONG SIDE OF HELL
Manhattan, New York – The Hive –One month ago
 
The dead can’t lie…
I closed my eyes for a minute. This wasn’t going to work much longer. “How many Milus Dei people are in the warehouse?” I said.
Don’t know.
The words stabbed deep, and something hot and wet ran from my nose. Blood, falling in fat drops on my splayed hand. “How many do you think?”
Forty. Fifty. Doesn’t matter. More will come from the outside, all over.
“Forty or fifty. More from the outside,” I gasped. The blood was gushing now. “How many more? Who are they?”
“Gideon, stop!” Sadie said frantically.
“No, I’ve got this. How many more?”
 Thousands more. Tens of thousands. I could feel the dead guy’s smug satisfaction. You’ll never win, freak.
Thousands? That was impossible. I opened my mouth, intending to make him clarify.
Then a huge, blinding flash went off in my head, and I knew nothing.

Manhattan, New York – Present Day
When Abe called me from a crime scene in the middle of the day, I knew something was about to go wrong—if it hadn’t already.
Detective Abraham Strauss had been unexpectedly promoted to captain last month, just after the Milus Dei disaster in the sub-station under Port Authority. The department had skipped him right over the lieutenant rank. They’d also somehow managed to make a few dozen dead bodies, a lot of them cops, slide way under the public radar. There hadn’t been a single peep about the Forty-Second Street Massacre in the papers, in the news, or even online.
I was suspicious at best. Milus Dei, the twisted cult with a mission to hunt down, capture and ruthlessly torture all non-human Others to death—including me—had been firmly entrenched in the NYPD, under the leadership of Chief Nigel Foley.
Now that Foley was dead, it should’ve been over.
But Abe had called me because of a certain distinctive mark on a fresh murder victim that suggested it wasn’t.
Traffic was a bitch. I generally avoided driving in Manhattan during the day, and up until recently, my job had been ideal for that. I was a body mover, a taxi driver for the dead. Life had been simple and quiet, at least for a few years. I’d pick up corpses wherever they dropped and bring them wherever they needed to go next—usually the hospital, the morgue, or a funeral home. I’d worked at night and kept to myself. Most of my conversations were one-sided rambles with dead people.
Until the dead started talking back. That’s when I found out that the Others existed. Werewolves, fairies, vampires—though I hadn’t seen one of those yet—even the bogeyman. They were all real. The creatures of the night.
And I was one of them. Still hadn’t gotten used to that.
It took me almost an hour to get to the crime scene. Of course, it was in Central Park, where everything truly horrible in my life seemed to start. I was beginning to hate the damned park. I pulled my van in alongside the handful of emergency vehicles still on scene, and hopped out to find Abe.
Didn’t take long. Unlike the gruesome deaths that had started the whole thing, where the bodies were found half-hidden in the wooded Ramble, this killer had left the victim right out in the open. On a popular public walking path, in broad daylight.
Abe stood over the bagged body, his tie loose and handkerchief in hand. That wasn’t a good sign. He only brought out the face rag when something bothered him enough to make him sweat, even on a brisk November day like this. He looked up with a frown as I approached. “What happened, you get lost?” he said.
I shrugged. “Hey, it’s ten in the morning. I’m not wired for this daylight stuff.”
“Tell me about it,” he muttered. As a detective, Abe worked all hours—most of them night hours, since crime preferred the dark. But the promotion had him pulling normal-people shifts, mostly in the office. He hated it. And it was another reason his call worried me. Technically, working the crime scene was no longer his job.
“So what’s the word, Detective? Sorry…Captain.” I grinned. Couldn’t help needling him a little. He deserved the promotion, even if he didn’t think so—Abe had always been one of the good guys. “Let me guess,” I said. “No witnesses.”
He grimaced. “Hell, there’s plenty of witnesses. Problem is they can’t agree on anything about the perp, except he was ‘a guy with a knife.’ Real damned helpful.” He glanced furtively at the nearest people, a pair of forensic techs sorting through evidence bags, and lowered his voice. “Like I said, the vic has that tattoo. The blue one.”
“Right.” Every member of the cult had their symbol tattooed on them somewhere. An ankh with the blade of a sword as the base, done in dark blue ink. Milus Dei was Latin for ‘soldiers of God,’ but the ankh wasn’t a traditional Christian symbol. Maybe the bastards just thought it looked cool or something. 
“You think one of the…er, Others killed him?” Abe said, still hushed in case anyone was listening.
“Maybe. If it was, I can’t say I’d blame them too much.” I hadn’t given Abe a lot of detail about the unspeakably horrific things this cult had done to countless non-humans, but he knew enough. “Mind if I take a look at him?”
“Be my guest.”
I knelt on the ground and unzipped the body bag. The dark-haired, thin-faced dead man inside was in good shape compared to previous Milus Dei victims—he still had a face, and his guts weren’t on the outside. The last ones found in the park had been mauled by a werewolf. But she’d done that in self-defense. 
I’d never seen Sadie as a bloodthirsty killer. Not even before I knew her, when she tried to steal my van, and then went wolf on a cop.
This victim was different. It was deliberate, almost ritualistic. He had an extra-wide red smile below his face, a gaping gash where his throat had been slit with a blade that must’ve been razor sharp. The edges of the wound were clean lines, no shredding.
And there was something carved on his chest. I couldn’t quite make it out, because his torn shirt was still in the way.
I looked up at Abe. “Got a pair of gloves on you?”
“Probably, somewhere.” He investigated various pockets until he came up with two severely wrinkled, blue latex gloves. “Don’t give ‘em back,” he said.
“What, the NYPD doesn’t recycle?”
He snorted. “Only stuff that’s not covered in dead people.”
“Got it.” Smirking, I pulled the gloves on and carefully lifted the dead man’s shirt. My stomach clenched when I saw what had been sliced into his flesh.
It was a rune. A Fae symbol…fairy writing. I’d just found out I was half Fae and still didn’t know much about them, especially their language and writing. But this was one of the few I could understand.
Vengeance.
“Jesus Christ on toast,” Abe blurted.
I raised an eyebrow. “That’s a new one,” I said. “You know, Abe, you could’ve mentioned the whole chest-carving thing.”
“Didn’t know. The forensics photographer called me about the tattoo because of the other cases, but this guy was already bagged when I got here.” The handkerchief went into motion, wiping a fresh sheen of sweat from his broad face. “You know what that thing means?” he said.
“Yeah. Means it wasn’t a werewolf.” I sighed, tugged the shirt back down and zipped the bag closed. “The symbol is Fae,” I said.
“Like your…er, friend with the metal arm?”
I nodded. “He didn’t do this, though.” Taeral, the Unseelie Fae who’d threatened to kill me the first time I met him, was actually my half-brother. I knew he wasn’t involved in this—he had plenty of other things to worry about right now. Wandering around and slitting people’s throats was definitely not on his to-do list. “I’ll look into this, find out what I can,” I said. “Can I take him?”
“Yeah, they’re done with him. Let me just go get the form.” Abe turned toward his car, paused and looked at me. “You all right, kid? Look like somebody nailed your cat to a tree.”
“I’m fine. I just…thought this was over,” I said.
He clapped me on the shoulder. “We’ll make sure it’s over, Gideon. Don’t worry.”
“Great,” I said, wishing I could believe that. As Abe headed for his car, I stared down at the body bag knowing what I had to do now—and not liking it one damned bit.
It was time to have a chat with the dead guy.
 



CHAPTER 2

 
After I signed the form and promised Abe I’d call him as soon as I found something out, I loaded the body into my van. This corpse, like most of the bodies involved in police investigations around here, was headed for Scruvener University Hospital—better known as Screw U by its overworked staff and underserved patients. But first, I had a few questions for the dead man.
And he’d answer them truthfully, because the dead can’t lie. At least, not to me.
That was something else I hadn’t shared with Abe. Mostly because I had no idea how to even begin to explain it. In addition to being half Fae, I was apparently the DeathSpeaker. I had the unique, and painful, ability to compel the dead to speak. 
It wasn’t a talent I would’ve picked if I had a choice. In fact, I’d rather have the unique and preferably not painful ability to do just about anything else. Tie knots with my tongue. Clean toilets like a boss. Anything but this.
Milus Dei had wanted me because I could learn the secrets of the Others—like where they lived, how to find more of their kind, and how they could be killed. They’d planned to use me to annihilate every non-human in existence.
Being the potential instrument of mass genocide was not my idea of a good time.
I wheeled the stretcher in place beside the fold-down bed in the back of my van. Before the Others happened, I’d lived in here. Rented space in a parking garage, ran things like my laptop and phone charger off a jump pack generator. It wasn’t much, but it was home—the only kind of home I’d ever known. Cramped, lonely, and always on the move.
Sometimes I still slept out here, when the walls got to me and I felt like people were too close for comfort. None of my new sort-of-family really understood why, and I never tried to explain.
I didn’t talk about the past.
Once I had the stretcher locked down, I opened the body bag and hesitated. Hadn’t actually done this in a while. Most of the time it worked better when I was touching the dead person, but I wasn’t that eager to have my brain turned into a pincushion.
I took a deep breath and laid a hand on his shoulder.
Almost immediately, there was a tugging sensation in my head. The dead guy didn’t want to talk. Too bad, because I needed to know what the hell was going on. These guys were supposed to be finished. “Hey. Milus Dei asshole,” I said. “What’s your name?”
Peter. And you must be the DeathSpeaker.
“Yeah, I am. Shut up.” Every snarling word hurt, a quick stabbing sensation that flashed behind my eyes like a threatening migraine. I wished I knew how a voice in my head could cause physical pain. “Okay, Peter. Who killed you?”
You did.
The words chilled me. The dead couldn’t lie, but that sure as hell wasn’t the truth. I’d have remembered slitting a man’s throat in Central Park. “Bullshit I did,” I said. “Let’s try that again. Who killed you?”
You did, the voice repeated. When you released him. You’ve killed us all.
Christ, that was painful. And it didn’t make any sense. “Released who?”
The Fae.
Okay. That definitely made no sense. We’d rescued all the Others these bastards had captured, some who’d been held in that nightmare of a place for years. But only one of them was Fae, and there was no way he’d done this. After he’d been tortured for twenty-six years at Milus Dei’s hands, Taeral’s father—and mine, though we hadn’t been able to tell him that—was an empty shell, a mild-mannered lunatic with no memory of himself, his son, or anything that happened longer than ten minutes ago. 
“Are you saying Daoin killed you?” I said.
No. The other Fae.
“Goddamn it, there was no other Fae!” I forced myself to calm down. One of the other Milus Dei dead guys had acted like this, answering with what was technically the truth—but not the truth I wanted to hear. I just had to ask the right questions. “What is the name of the Fae who killed you?” I said.
Reun.
No. That wasn’t right. I didn’t release him, because he hadn’t been a captive. In fact, I’d tried to kill him. Reun was a Seelie noble who’d been willingly working for Milus Dei. He’d used his magic on Sadie to help them track down the Hive, the underground camp where dozens of Others had lived for years. The bastards burned the place to the ground and captured most of them.
During the Port Authority thing, the bogeyman—whose name was Murdoch—had basically scared Reun into a drooling vegetable. Then we’d accidentally left him in a substation. 
He’d vanished before we could get back down there to pick him up.
I didn’t have any problem believing Reun had killed this guy, but that didn’t make it my fault. “How did I release him?” I said.
You ended his promise. The words stung a lot worse now, the pain in my head graduating from needles to fishhooks. When you killed Mr. Foley, you released him. Now he’s free to—
“Shut the hell up,” I snapped, not thrilled to hear that I’d accidentally done Reun a favor. “That hurts.”
Oh, really. It hurts you, too? In that case, let’s sing a song. Ninety-nine bottles of beer on the wall, ninety-nine bottles of beer, take one down, pass it around, ninety-eight bottles of beer on the wall. Feel free to join me, DeathSpeaker. Ninety-eight bottles of beer on the wall…
He kept going, and the pain flooded my head with a vengeance. My nose started drizzling blood. “Damn it, shut up! How many more of you bastards are there around here?”
There was a lot more tugging, but at least he stopped speaking daggers for a few seconds. Don’t know. A handful. Maybe he killed them all, but not the rest. Have you heard this one? I’m Henry the Eighth I am, Hen-ry the Eighth I am, I am, I got married to the widow next door, she’s been married seven times before, and every ONE was a Henry, HENRY, she wouldn’t have a Willy or a Sam…
I could barely think through the pain. The blood poured freely now, and tremendous pressure was building in my ears. They’d pop and bleed soon, if I didn’t stop. But there was something really damned important in his last round of babbling. Something I had to know about.
I’d only asked how many were around here. He’d said a handful, “but not the rest”—like there were more of them somewhere else.
“The rest of what?” I gasped out between sharp-edged lines of Henry the Eighth. “How many people, total, are members of Milus Dei?”
Countless. Legions. We’re everywhere, DeathSpeaker. You will be caught, and all of you will die. I’ve memorized the entire Constitution. Want to hear it? We the people of the United States, in order to form a more perfect union, establish justice, ensure tranquility, provide for the common defense against monsters like you, filthy murderous creatures of the night, HOW DOES IT FEEL NOW YOU BASTARD PROMOTE THE GENERAL WELFARE AND SECURE—
I let go of him with a startled shout, just before my brain could explode and leak out through my ears. Before I passed out like the last time. Blessed silence filled my head, and I gave an involuntary shudder.
It wasn’t over. Not even close. 
The rest of them were just going to love this. I had to get back to the Castle and break the news, about Reun being awake and on the loose as much as Milus Dei. We’d barely put down the bunch we faced, and they had less than a hundred. I didn’t know how the hell we’d be able to deal with countless legions.
But I did know one thing. The next time I talked to a dead bad guy, I’d damned well keep my mouth shut about how much it hurt.
 



CHAPTER 3

 
I dropped off Peter the Singing Dead Man at Screw U, but I didn’t stick around to chat. Dr. Vivian Cavanaugh, my favorite medical examiner, worked the night shift. I hadn’t seen Viv in a few weeks, and I still owed her dinner.
Unfortunately, I had a feeling that vague, date-shaped window was closing. I’d been so busy lately, I hadn’t been able to follow through with the offer I’d made after she helped me do some crucial research—and before that, it was a few years before I even realized she’d wanted me to ask her out. So she was probably pissed at me.
Couldn’t blame her, really. I’d never had much success in the relationship department. I wasn’t charming or handsome or funny or rich. My job was unusual and interesting, but it also tended to turn women off when I told them I hauled dead bodies around all night. 
To be honest, I didn’t mind my generally dateless existence. Kept me from getting too close to anyone.
But it was hell on my sex life.
It was a little before noon when I got back to the Castle and pulled my van through the narrow space hacked into the overgrowth around it to park in the front yard. The place wasn’t actually a castle, but it was formerly called the Castle Hotel. It had been abandoned for years. With the Hive destroyed, we’d needed a new, hidden place for twenty-six displaced Others to live. 
This had been Daoin’s idea. No one knew how he’d found it, or how he managed to not only remember the place, but magically transport all twenty-six  of us here at the same time from the subtunnels under the city.
That was the last crazy magic he’d performed. Since then, he was just plain crazy.
I walked in the front door to the former hotel lobby. The place still looked like a dump, but we’d done a lot of work to upgrade it from total shithole to merely abandoned. When we got here, the entire lobby floor had been a carpet of ferns and moss—and that was the smallest of the problems. At least now there was sporadic running water and electricity, some of the rooms were semi-habitable, and the kitchen could be used if you didn’t mind a little plaster dust or wood shavings in your food.
Though we’d cleared out most of the junk, the lobby still contained an immobile hunk of a front desk made from solid walnut and battle-scarred with age. Behind the desk, at his usual station, was the immobile hunk of Grygg. The massive, nearly eight-foot tall golem had been the gatekeeper at the Hive, and he seemed to have set himself the same task here. For decades he’d made sure no unsanctioned human or suspicious Other had passed through the magic barrier that separated the underground haven from the rest of the world.
Until Milus Dei came along with Reun in tow, and somehow managed to remove his head and one of his arms. But apparently that kind of injury was just a minor setback for a golem—he’d made a full recovery.
Some of the others who’d come here at first had drifted away over the past month, and we were down to eighteen residents. Six of them were still Duchenes, so now they were one out of three people here.
They’d claimed the top floor of the place. Everyone else elected not to go up there, ever.
I closed the door behind me and waved to Grygg. “Did I miss anything while I was gone?” I said, not expecting much of a response. He wasn’t exactly the talkative type. I’d seen him go a full two days without uttering a word or moving from his post.
The golem’s blank expression barely changed as he looked at me. “You made her angry,” he said in his stone-ground voice.
“Her who?”
In answer to my question, Sadie came barreling out of the big side room off the lobby with fire in her eyes. “You idiot! Where have you been?” she nearly shouted. “You take off, don’t tell anyone what you’re doing, and—oh my God, you’re bleeding. What happened?”
“Damn. Still?” I touched my fingertips to my nose, and they came back wet with blood. “Son of a bitch,” I said. “I’d kill that guy, if he wasn’t already dead.”
Sadie paled a few shades. “Why were you talking to a dead guy?”
“Long story, and I’d rather only tell it once. Is Taeral in there too?”
She nodded. “We were thinking about sending a search party after you.”
“I do have a phone, you know,” I said with a smirk. “You could’ve just called me. Not all of us need magic bags to communicate.”
“Oh. Right.” She brushed nervously at the white leather fringed pouch that hung from a cord around her neck—her spirit bag. It was supposed to let her stay in contact with her pack, even though she’d been away from them for almost ten years. From what she’d told me, it’d been a separation of mutual hatred, with one exception.
And Milus Dei had taken that exception away from her in brutal fashion. She’d been waiting on edge the past two months for someone from the pack to contact her about her mother, dreading it. But the bag remained silent.
“Come on,” I said, putting an arm around her shoulders. “We need to talk.”
She flashed a slanted smile. “Oh, I can’t wait to hear this.”

Taeral was waiting in the parlor.
Best guess, this space just off the back of the lobby had been some kind of old-fashioned card room, where gentlemen in suits walked around with cigars and brandy snifters or something. The old-timey equivalent of a modern seedy bar. There’d still been a few wooden chairs and felt-covered tables standing in here, the surfaces worn to faded green and sandpaper grit. Actual bookshelves lined the side wall, and held a scattered handful of moldy, moisture-swollen volumes with titles like Sexual Behavior in the Human Female and Why Johnny Can’t Read. 
These people had strange tastes in reading material.
I approached the table where Taeral sat gazing out a scratched, filthy window at the blank walls of an alley behind the place, an unopened bottle of whiskey in front of him. He’d been trying to curb his drinking problem, but it wasn’t easy considering the hell he’d been through with Daoin lately.
Unfortunately, I was about to make things worse.
He watched with a dulled expression as Sadie and I took seats at the table, but it wasn’t long before concern sketched itself in when he got a look at my face. “What’s happened?”
“Nothing good,” I said.
It didn’t take me long to explain. By the time I finished, Sadie had lost a few more shades of color, and Taeral was clutching the bottle in his metal hand. He stared at it for a long time, and finally let go with a reluctant sigh. “I don’t suppose this dead man told you where Reun might be now,” he said.
“I lost the connection.” I’d left out the part about the assault by singing. That was my own damned fault, and I didn’t need Sadie reminding me what an idiot I was. “Besides, I doubt Reun shared his plans for the future while he was carving the guy up.”
“He may have. Reun is unbelievably arrogant.”
“Enough about Reun,” Sadie said. “What are we going to do about Milus Dei?”
Taeral gave her a calm stare. “Nothing.”
“Nothing?” I echoed. “Maybe you didn’t hear the part about them having countless legions. Let me repeat. They have countless legions.”
“We do nothing,” he said firmly. “The dead cannot lie, but the truth they speak is their own. Perhaps he believed there were more. Some vast shadow army, quietly preparing to conquer the world. A pearl of legends and myths built around a grain of truth. But real enough to some.”
I glared at him. “He’s not the only one who told me this. The dead guy at the Hive said there were tens of thousands.”
“Again. The dead speak their own truth. Why would he not have believed the same myth as his fellow?” Lip curled in a sneer, Taeral snatched the bottle and pulled the cork. But he still didn’t drink. “Reun is an immediate concern,” he said. “I’ve seen no evidence of these countless legions.”
“Goddamn it, Taeral, they’re a cult. A secret society.” I couldn’t believe he was still acting like this, after everything they’d done to him—and especially what they did to Daoin. “You think maybe that’s why you haven’t seen any evidence? Because it’s a secret!”
His blue eyes burned into me. “And what do you suggest we do about it, DeathSpeaker?” he said quietly. “If it’s true. If they’ve amassed an army of soldiers, ignorant and single-minded humans with just enough misguided knowledge to capture and endlessly torment any one of us. Should we set off to find them, to fight them, with a handful of broken beings who’ve already endured suffering beyond belief? Should we hand them the key to our destruction? And in case you’ve somehow forgotten, that key is you, brother.”
“No, we shouldn’t,” I said bitterly. “But we should do something.”
He gave a cold laugh. “Something, indeed,” he said. “I plan to drink. That is something.”
“Uh, guys?” Sadie, who’d taken a seat facing the entrance to the room, leaned forward suddenly. “He does not look okay…”
We both turned, and Taeral stood so fast, he knocked his chair over. “Father!”
Daoin stood just inside the doorway, somehow looking worse than usual. 
His usual appearance was bad enough. He’d come out of Milus Dei looking like a corpse from a concentration camp. And that was before Murdoch had drained most of the life from him, breaking the conditioning they’d tortured into him so that if he escaped, he’d be driven to kill Taeral—and then himself. 
Now he didn’t even have enough magic for a glamour, an instinctive camouflage spell the Fae wore to make them more human. Everyday Daoin had blue skin and silver eyes, pointed ears, too-long limbs, and an extra joint in each thorn-tipped finger. His long, formerly black hair had gone white from shock while the bogeyman fed on his fear.
This Daoin was swaying on his feet, stiff and pale, the blue of his skin washed out to dull, dead gray. His benign and vaguely cheerful expression had been replaced by terror. The same look he’d worn back in the tunnels, when he didn’t recognize Taeral. When he still remembered the horrors he’d suffered inside the cult’s headquarters.
“Someone is coming to see me,” Daoin said in a choked voice. “Someone…is here.”
Taeral rushed to him, putting an arm around him before he could fall. “There is no one here, Father,” he said. “Only those who belong. Perhaps—”
A tremendous, splintering crash from the direction of the lobby cut him off. The floor trembled, suggesting Grygg was moving toward whatever made the sound—and then the minor earthquake stopped when a voice said, “Dhuunad sios’na.”
I knew those words. I’d used them to shut down Milus Dei’s death machine. They were Fae words.
“Daoin Ciar’ Ansghar! I know you are here. Present yourself, Unseelie.”
Damn it, I knew that voice too. I’d only heard it once…and that had been more than enough.
Reun.
 



CHAPTER 4

 
Taeral pulled Daoin further into the room, practically forcing him into a chair at the table. “Stay here, Father. Please,” he said. “Sadie, will you—”
“Yes. Go.”
He nodded and sprinted for the lobby.
I was already out of my chair, halfway to the door. “I’ll help him.”
“Gideon…be careful,” Sadie said.
“Yeah.” 
I hadn’t exactly fared well against Reun the last time. In fact, if it wasn’t for Murdoch I’d probably be locked in some Milus Dei cage right now. But there was still no way I’d let Taeral go up against this guy alone. Reun had taken him down without much of a fight, too. The bastard had beaten him down, then ripped his replacement arm off and thrown it at Foley’s feet like a prize.
I rushed out, caught a glimpse of Grygg frozen in place behind the desk, and kept moving toward the hotel entrance—only to find Reun on his knees in front of Taeral, with Taeral’s knife plunged to the hilt in his stomach.
Okay. So maybe he didn’t need my help.
“Traitorous Seelie slime,” Taeral snarled, looming over him. “I will flay the skin from your flesh and wear it as a coat.”
I shuddered. Mostly because I believed he’d do it.
Reun made no move to attack, or use magic, or even try to take the knife out. “Taeral, son of Daoin,” he rasped, and blood bubbled on his lips. “I’ve come to surrender myself to your father.”
My jaw dropped. But before either of us could respond, a new voice joined the conversation.
“If you really wanna surrender, nasty little insect, you surrender to Denei.”
Damn it. This was a complication we definitely didn’t need.
Denei Duchene strode toward us from the back of the lobby with her brother Zoba in tow. She wore skin-tight black leather today. Her black hair was swept up into a bun, held in place by a pair of sharpened human bones. Zoba was also dressed in black, but it didn’t really matter what he was wearing. Not many people got past staring in horror at the tattooed skull that covered his face—unless it was to stare in greater horror at his mouth full of pointed teeth.
She stopped beside Taeral, her glittering yellow eyes fixed on Reun. “We want him,” she drawled in her heavy Creole accent. “Don’t we, Zoba?”
Zoba made a sound. It was not a good sound.
“Stay out of this, hell-child,” Taeral snapped. “The Seelie is mine.”
“Not this time, Fae. You always get the good stuff.” She planted a hand on her hip and glared at him. “We owe this cochon bastard, and we gonna break him ‘til he begs for death.” Her gaze slid to Reun, and a chilling smile rose to her lips. “You know why, after what you done to our kin. Ain’t that right, big boy?”
Despite the fact that he was kneeling in a puddle of his own blood, Reun managed to look smug. “You’ve no claim to me, fledgling swamp-woman,” he said hoarsely. “Even the one you serve would not dare lay hand to a Seelie noble.”
“Oh, yeah? How’s this for laying hands?”
She stepped up and backhanded him, hard enough to draw blood.
Taeral caught her wrist. “Enough,” he said, not unkindly, and released her. “I’ll hear what he’s come to say. And if I do not like it…” He reached out and yanked his knife free with a sharp downward thrust. Reun gasped, closing his hands over the gaping wound in his gut—and Taeral forced his chin up with the bloodied tip of the knife. “Then I will bring you personally to the Duchenes, and make sure you do not leave until they’ve had their fill of causing you pain.”
“Good enough,” Denei said, her cold grin returning. “Pretty sure you ain’t gonna like anything he’s got to say. So we’ll be waiting. Come on, Zoba.”
Zoba made a noise that could only be described as a pants-shitting threat of epic proportions, and then followed her out.
“Now.” Taeral twisted the knife until it dimpled his skin. “On your feet, and explain yourself.”
With a brief shudder, Reun rose slowly from the floor. He was the only Seelie I’d seen so far, and I wondered if they all looked like him. Shoulder-length blond hair, moustache and goatee, incredibly green eyes. Dressed like Errol Flynn in the old Robin Hood movies. He must’ve changed his glamour while he was killing the guy in Central Park, because the witnesses would’ve remembered him looking like that.
He glanced at me. “DeathSpeaker,” he said. “You still wear your father’s stone. Tell me, how is it that it’s come to you?”
Taeral shoved him. He staggered and almost fell. “You’ll not ask the questions here, traitor. You’ll answer them, and you’ll do it now.”
“A traitor, am I?” Reun’s smile was bloody and uncertain. “Come now, Taeral. You know as well as any that a gealdht is unbreakable. Even now, you suffer under the burden of your own.”
“One more word that is not an explanation, and I’ll open your throat.”
He sighed. “Very well. Then I tell you that I promised Foley to lead him to the Hive, ensure that he and his men could gain access, and shield him from harm during the relocation of their headquarters.”
“The dead guy already gave me that impression,” I said, too pissed off to keep quiet any more. “Why the hell did you promise that? You had to know what those monsters were doing down there. You helped them do it to Sadie.”
“Yes, I did. I’d also planned to set them all free, once the move was completed and my promise fulfilled. I knew they’d not kill the prisoners…save one.” He looked at Taeral with sorrow in his eyes. “My promise was given in exchange for Foley’s word that he would not allow Daoin to be destroyed.”
Something in Taeral’s face changed. “You lie,” he said roughly. “A Seelie noble, swearing to protect the life of an Unseelie? You must think me a greater fool than you, if you expect me to believe that.”
“It’s true. I need Daoin alive…I must surrender to him.” Reun shivered slightly and clutched his bleeding gut a little tighter. “Though I’d not known that Milus Dei had identified the DeathSpeaker, until I’d already sworn to serve them.”
“Yeah, well, humans are tricky bastards like that,” I said. “And that’s not all Foley lied to you about. They were going to kill Daoin anyway. They left him back in their vault to bleed out while the building blew up around him.”
Fury lit Reun’s features. “Yes. And that’s why I’ve slain the rest of their soldiers, now that you’ve released me from the gealdht.”
I was about to tell him that he might’ve missed a few thousand soldiers, but Taeral shot me a warning look. “Why would you surrender to my father?” he said. “The Unseelie do not recognize your ridiculous notions of nobility. If this is a matter of the Courts—”
“It is personal.” Reun closed his eyes briefly. “Daoin is the only chance I have to reclaim what is left of my Aeshara.”
I frowned. “What’s an Aeshara?”
“She was my wife,” he whispered.
Damn. Well, at least that explained Murdoch’s nightmare form back at the substation. The indescribably beautiful green-haired woman the bogeyman turned into, the one that scared Reun into a non-responsive statue, must’ve been his wife.
But that didn’t explain what any of this had to do with Daoin.
“Aeshara is dead,” Reun said without any prompting. “I killed her. Now I’ve no memory of her, save the rage and humiliation that led to her death…but Daoin does. I’ll gladly surrender to him in exchange for those memories.”
I didn’t understand any of that. But apparently, Taeral did. “Well, Seelie, you’ve wasted your time,” he said, and most of the disgust had gone out of his tone. Now he sounded almost pained. “My father does not remember your wife.”
A flash of anger contorted his features. “Surely, Lord Daoin can recall—”
“You do not understand,” Taeral said sharply. “Restore Grygg. Then, you’ll come and see for yourself.”
Reun settled down to a glare. “Very well.”
I really wanted to ask Taeral why he’d even think about letting a wife-killing Seelie noble talk to his crazy, defenseless father, but the look on his face kept the question at bay. Besides, I was probably about to find out.
And something told me I really wasn’t going to enjoy the answer.
 



CHAPTER 5

 
Grygg was less than thrilled to hear that he wasn’t allowed to rip Reun’s limbs off, but at least he backed down and let the Seelie pass.
Taeral led the way to the parlor. When we entered, Sadie and Daoin were still at the table, both of them watching us. Daoin’s color had improved a little, but the wariness remained in his face. 
Sadie’s gaze narrowed on Reun and her hand went to the canvas pouch on her belt, where she kept her luna-ball. In case she needed to go wolf.
She caught Taeral’s eye, and he shook his head slightly. “Father,” he said, moving to Daoin’s chair. “This is Reun. He’s come to see you, just as you said. He’d like to speak with you. He is a…friend.” He glared a challenge at Reun with the word friend, daring him to say otherwise.
Daoin looked at him for a minute, and then stood slowly and came around the table.
If Reun hadn’t noticed the state Daoin was in before, he did now. The Seelie’s eyes widened, his mouth parted in shock, and he actually seemed to wither. “Lord Daoin,” he gasped. “What’s happened to you?”
“Lord?” Daoin’s brow furrowed, then he broke into a sunny smile. “Well, I do have a castle. We live here now. Do you like my castle?”
“I…your castle?”
“Yes. I found it, when…I was…” He trailed off, and his silver eyes locked on nothing for a moment. Then he shook himself and smiled again. “I’m sorry. What’s your name? Sometimes I forget things.”
“Reun,” he stammered. “My name is Reun.”
“Reun…you’re bleeding,” he said with a slight tremor in his voice. He moved forward, raising a hand slowly to press his palm against the gash in the Seelie’s stomach. A shiver went through him as blue light traced the outline of his hand.
When he drew back, the wound was healed.
“There. Now—” Daoin glanced over at me, and then frowned. “I know you. Gideon,” he said. “You’re bleeding, too.”
“Er. Yeah, but I’m fine,” I said. I didn’t want to upset him any more than he already was. Once in a while he had fragments of flash memories about his captivity, and sometimes they shut him down for hours. The sight of blood seemed to be pushing him down that path again.
“You’re bleeding,” he repeated, moving toward me. He reached out and touched my face with trembling fingers. More blue light, and the lingering ache in my head eased, then vanished. “I washed the blood away,” Daoin said in a cracked whisper. “Every day I washed the blood, but you were still…you were…”
Then Taeral was there, gently steering him back toward Reun. “Come, Father,” he said, his voice breaking as he glanced at me. “Your friend has an important question for you.”
I let out a shuddering breath. At some point, Daoin had known that he had another son—me. But Milus Dei captured him before I was born, and they’d convinced him I was dead. In the most horrific way possible.
I’d wanted to tell him the truth. But even if he understood, he’d just forget ten minutes later. One more reason to hate those bastards…they’d taken my real father before I ever got to meet him.
Daoin had pulled himself together a little, now that he wasn’t looking at me. “My son says you want to ask me something,” he said to Reun. At least he remembered that he was Taeral’s father, most of the time.
“Yes. Well, perhaps I should not trouble you…”
“Ask him,” Taeral said coldly. “That is what you came for.”
Reun swallowed, and his jaw twitched once. “Lord Daoin, I’d like to ask you about…a lady you knew.”
“You mean Sadie? I know her.” Daoin smiled and looked back at the table. “She’s right there. She lives in my castle.”
“No. I do not mean her,” Reun said in stiff tones. “This lady. Her name was Aeshara. Do you remember her?”
“Aeshara.” Daoin closed his eyes for a long moment. When he opened them, his expression was blank. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Sometimes I forget things.”
Reun bowed his head. “Yes, I can see that,” he whispered.
“But I remember your name now. It’s Reun. And this is my son, Taeral…have you met my son?” He turned to Taeral with a faltering smile. “I think I’m tired now,” he said. “I’d like to go to sleep. Is that okay?”
“Of course, Father. You can sleep.”
“All right. Goodbye, then.”
He left the room at a slow shuffle, casting a single uneasy glance at Reun before he moved through the door and vanished somewhere into the hotel.
“Are you satisfied?” Taeral spat. He spun on a heel, stalked to the table and grabbed the open bottle, draining a third of it in one swallow. “As I mentioned, you’ve wasted your time. And ours. Now get out, before I decide to turn you over to the Duchenes after all.”
But Reun didn’t leave. He staggered to the wall, leaned against it and slid down, a look of horror stamped on his face. “What have they done to him?”
“Do you really mean to tell me you don’t know?” Teeth bared in a snarl, Taeral whipped the bottle across the room. It shattered against the far wall, spraying broken glass and foaming amber liquid everywhere. He moved toward Reun with fury in his eyes. “Twenty-six years they held him, in a room with cold iron walls. They tortured him, broke him down to nothing. Programmed him to—” He stopped, his fists clenched and shaking. “Get out of my father’s castle, Seelie. You are not welcome here.”
“Cold iron walls,” he repeated numbly, struggling to his feet. Then he held a hand out. “Taeral, son of Daoin. I offer you a boon—”
“I do not accept it!” Taeral screamed, batting his arm away.
After a long pause, he said carefully, “You’ve not heard my offer.”
“I do not care what you offer.” Taeral grabbed his shirt and smashed him against the wall, hard enough to crack the plaster. “Leave this house. Now.” He let go with a rough shove, turned away and strode from the room.

Silence settled in thickly. After a minute, Reun straightened and fussed with his shirt, his gaze glued to the floor. Eventually he looked up with a quick frown and started toward me, hand extended. “Gideon, son of Daoin. I offer—”
“Oh, no.” I put my arms up and backed away fast, like he was holding a gun. He might as well be. Brother or not, Taeral would kill me if I agreed to whatever he’d refused. “Leave me out of this,” I said. “I don’t know what’s going on, and I’m not sure I want to.”
Sadie came over to stand next to me and glare at Reun. “Look, you’d better go,” she said tightly. “Because if Taeral doesn’t kill you, I will. You think I don’t remember what you did to me?”
“I am truly sorry. I’d not meant…I never intended for things to go as they did. I’d have saved you all, once they…” He broke off with a heavy sigh. “But I must make this right. I must serve Daoin.”
“What the hell’s your obsession with him, anyway?” I said. “And what’s he got to do with you killing your wife?”
“He killed his wife?” Sadie’s eyes narrowed. “Okay. Now I really hate you.”
“Please. Allow me to explain,” he said, his voice shaking. “It was not my intention to kill her. I’d only meant to stop her from casting the curse.”
I folded my arms. “Good for you. But what does this have to do with Daoin?”
“She loved him,” Reun said in strangled tones. “She was having an affair with him. With an Unseelie lord, the captain of the Queen’s Guard. It is unspeakable, a Seelie noble on intimate terms with—” He broke off hard. “It is not done.”
“Wait a minute,” I said. “When did this happen?”
“Not so long ago. Perhaps four decades.”
I stared at him. “Forty years is not so long?”
“Of course not.” He gave me a strange look. “Are you not Fae?”
“Well, sort of. I’m half.”
Reun blinked. “You are a halfling?”
“I guess. That’s what Taeral says.”
“Hey. Seelie,” Sadie cut in. “You’d better finish explaining yourself fast, because I’m not convinced I shouldn’t kill you.”
“Yes, I suppose I should,” he said, and drew a slow breath. “When Aeshara confronted me about her affair, I was furious, heartbroken. Completely humiliated. We argued. She told me she did not love me, and she wished me to never think of her again. She began to cast a memory curse to erase herself from my mind.” His eyes closed. “In turning the spell back, I caused it to strike her heart. She died.”
“Hold on,” I said. “You killed her, but you’re still cursed?”
“The curse had largely taken effect before her heart stopped,” he said. “Now, the only memory I have of her is that night, that hatred and shame. Without Daoin’s memories, she is truly lost to me.” He let out a sigh. “In fact, I’ve lost nearly all of my life since we’d married. Most of my time was spent with her.”
I almost felt bad for him. But it didn’t come close to excusing him working for Milus Dei. “So you let Foley track us all down, capture everyone, and burn the Hive to the ground—all so you could get some memories of your wife, who cheated on you with Daoin,” I said. “Taeral’s right. You are unbelievably arrogant.”
“Yes. I was,” he whispered. “And in my arrogance, I bound myself to a promise I should never have made, and could not escape. Truly, I had not believed humans capable of such…creative destruction.” He shuddered visibly. “I must atone for my actions. I’ll not leave until Taeral agrees to accept my favor and allow me to serve his father’s house.”
“You’re not staying in here,” Sadie growled.
Reun gave a sad smile. “I’d not intended to, since I am not welcome. I shall wait outside until I am accepted. Or destroyed.” He bowed slightly, then turned and walked out.
When he was gone, I looked at Sadie and shook my head. “This isn’t going to end well.”
“Tell me about it,” she said. “Think we should get Taeral?”
“Nah. I’m sure he’ll notice that we have a new lawn ornament, sooner or later. If Denei doesn’t first.” I sighed and scrubbed a hand down my face. “Don’t know about you, but I feel like breaking something. Wanna go up to three and demolish some walls?” Most of the work we’d done to the hotel was on the first and second floors, so the third was still untouched.
She grinned. “You’re on.”
We headed for the stairs. Hopefully, bashing things with a sledgehammer would help me forget that there were still thousands of bad guys out there who wanted to turn me into a weapon of mass destruction.
At least Reun was no longer an immediate problem—but I still hated the son of a bitch.
 



CHAPTER 6

 
With a main room, a separate bedroom and a bathroom, the suite I’d claimed on the second floor of the Castle was officially the biggest place I’d ever lived.
The Boscos, the foster parents who’d taken me in for a few years, had a big house. But I’d never really considered the place home. They were nice enough people, if a little distracted by the sheer volume of broken kids they took in and tried to help. I just hadn’t belonged there. After that it was a dorm room at community college, and then my van.
Before that, it was sixteen years of hell on the road with the Valentines—hunters, poachers, and all-around twisted, ruthless bastards. I still wasn’t sure how I felt about being half Fae, but I’d been damned glad to learn I wasn’t actually one of them.
If only my ex-family knew that, I wouldn’t have to worry that they might find me someday. And try to take me back.
Sadie and I had spent a few hours smashing things upstairs, and we were both covered in dust and splinters. She was in my bathroom right now. Her shower quit working a few days ago, and she’d been using Taeral’s. But neither of us wanted to go in his room and find out if his mood had improved since Reun happened to it.
Taeral and Sadie had a history I didn’t know much about, and I wasn’t going to ask. Especially since there was a chance it wasn’t completely history. She did spend a lot of time in his room.
While she was in the bathroom, I planned to change and brush off. I’d grab a shower after I ate something, and then maybe take a quick nap. Getting up early when Abe called had really screwed with my sleep schedule.
I’d just tugged my dusty shirt off and headed to the closet for a fresh one when the bathroom door opened behind me, and Sadie said, “Hey, Gideon, do you have an…extra, uh…” She trailed off to a strangled halt.
I sighed, grabbed a clean shirt and pulled it on fast. She’d seen me shirtless before, when she insisted that I strip to prove I wasn’t marked by Milus Dei, but she’d only seen the front. My back was worse. I was definitely marked, but my tattoos were a poor attempt to cover the scars.
The Valentines really hadn’t liked me.
“Were you going to say towel?” I asked without turning, reaching for my gym bag at the bottom of the closet. “Think I’ve got one in here.” I dug around until I found a faded blue bath towel in the depths of the bag and turned, preparing to toss it to her.
She was right behind me.
I flinched. “Jesus Christ,” I said, handing her the towel. “Are you always this quiet?”
“Yeah, I am. Part wolf, remember?” She stared at me for so long, I thought I’d sprouted horns or something. Finally she said, “Are you ever going to tell me what happened to you?”
“Probably not,” I said automatically, cringing at how cold I sounded. I didn’t mean to come off that way. But the few times the subject had come up, I’d learned that if I didn’t dismiss it with authority, people would keep pushing. And things would get ugly.
She made the hurt in her eyes disappear. “Okay, then,” she said. “Thanks for the towel.”
As she walked away without another word, I mentally kicked myself. That probably hadn’t been the best way to handle it. 
Sometimes I really sucked at being a person.
I crossed the room and plopped down on the bare mattress on the floor, ignoring the puffs of dust that swirled up around me. The rest of the bed that’d been left in this room wasn’t worth salvaging and had been hauled to the burn pile in the basement. I closed my eyes, thinking maybe the nap should come first. I’d be up all night regardless of whether I got more sleep.
My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I groaned aloud. So much for sleeping.
It was Abe. I’d talked to him briefly earlier, just to reassure him that the murders were done. Hadn’t told him the killer was currently hanging around my front yard, though. Reun might be strangely eager to turn himself over to Daoin, but I suspected he wouldn’t be so compliant if the cops tried to arrest him, now that he wasn’t comatose. “Hey, Captain,” I said as I picked up the call. “Shouldn’t you be off duty by now?”
“Yeah, I should. Except the new chief has some concerns about the three bodies we just found, who all happen to have matching tattoos and matching crap carved into their chests, just like the Central Park vic.” He paused, and I could practically hear him scowling. “Correct me if I’m wrong, Gideon, but didn’t somebody who sounds a lot like you tell me this guy was done?”
I frowned. “You’re not wrong,” I said. “Where’d you find them?”
“In a goddamned church. Place is a bloodbath.”
“Great.” Well, at least it sounded like Reun’s work. Maybe he’d killed them before he took down the guy in Central Park, and the bodies hadn’t been found until now. The good news was I could just go outside and ask the son of a bitch. “Listen, I might have a lead,” I said. “Give me a few minutes and I’ll call you back. Am I picking these guys up?”
“Apparently they’re already en route to the ME. On account of this being a priority,” Abe said. “This new chief, Petrocco, he moves a lot faster than Foley did. You know I would’ve had you called in, though.”
“Yeah, I know. Don’t worry about it.” It was only a little disappointing. I wasn’t concerned about the income, even though the NYPD was pretty much my only source for body moving gigs now. But I had wanted to talk to the dead guys. “Out of curiosity, where’s the church?” I said.
“It’s…huh. I didn’t even think about that,” he said, and paused. “It’s the place I found that body you were asking about last month. The Church of Light, at Cemetery of the Pines.”
My breath caught sharply, and for a second I thought I wouldn’t be able to breathe. That body was my mother—my actual, human mother, who’d died giving birth to me. In Central Park. 
Taeral and I had dug up the grave last month because he insisted that I had to contact a parent to reconnect with my heritage, or whatever, to cure me from being a changeling. At the time we hadn’t known Daoin was still alive. I didn’t even realize the small stone building at the end of the cemetery was a church.
I’d spoken to her. Heard her voice, even though I’d never be able to meet her. It still hurt to know that I was twenty-six years too late.
But what the hell were those Milus Dei guys doing where she was buried?
“Gideon?” Abe’s voice broke up my thoughts like a splash of cold water. “Something wrong, kid? You never did tell me why you wanted to find that body.”
“Yeah, I…” Damn. Abe didn’t know about my past either, and there was no short way to explain this. Not that I would anyway. I loved the guy, he’d been like a father to me—and he didn’t deserve the burden of knowing. “Everything’s fine,” I said. “Promise. Call you back in a few minutes, okay?”
“All right,” he said. “If you’re sure…”
“I’m sure. Thanks, Abe.”
We hung up and I pocketed the phone. The shower was still running in the bathroom. Probably a good thing, since Sadie might insist on coming with me.
But I wanted to talk to Reun alone.

Part of me figured he wouldn’t really stay. He was supposed to be a noble, some kind of Fae royalty, and hanging around waiting for permission to be a servant didn’t seem like a very royal thing to do. But I found Reun sitting in the night-damp, overgrown grass at the far corner of the building, watching the door. 
He looked exhausted and a little nervous when I approached him. “Has Taeral changed his mind?” he said.
“No, and he’s not going to.” I probably shouldn’t be talking to this guy at all. The Fae half of me was Unseelie, and I’d gathered that the Seelie didn’t get along with them. Reun’s story had only reinforced that. And newfound humility or not, he was still a lot more powerful than me. 
But apparently I wasn’t going to let that stop me. “I want to know about the Milus Dei guys you killed at the church with the cemetery,” I said.
He blinked. “What about them?”
“First of all. You did kill them, right?”
“Of course I did.”
“Before or after the guy in the park?”
“Before,” he said. “Why does it matter? The end result is the same—they’ve all been destroyed.”
“I’m asking for a friend. Cops kind of care about stuff like that.” At least that was one problem solved. We didn’t have to worry about some other crazy guy slitting throats and carving runes on people. Even if the people in question deserved to die. “Okay, look. This is probably a long shot,” I said. “But do you have any idea what they were doing there, at that particular church?”
Reun sighed, pushed himself up slowly to his feet and brushed bits of plants from his Robin Hood pants. “They appeared to be clearing out some sort of stronghold concealed within the building,” he said.
“What, like a secret room?”
“I suppose that would describe it. They were preparing for a journey.”
“To where?”
He gave a weak huff. “I’d not thought to ask them, since they would never arrive at their destination,” he said. “And you are not asking the question to which you seek the answer. Is there some significance to this church?”
“Not really.” I wasn’t going to tell this guy about my mother. But there had to be some reason she’d ended up buried in a place Milus Dei used. I didn’t believe in coincidences. “So you killed all three of them, right? None of them got away?”
“There were four,” he said. “And yes, I killed them all.”
I frowned. “The cops only found three bodies.”
“They’ve not found the stronghold, then. The fourth met his end there.”
So there was still a dead guy at the church. I could talk to him, find out where they’d been headed, what they were doing—and why they used that place. 
“All right,” I said. If there were any more bodies in the city, I had to let Abe know. One more surprise and he’d blow a gasket. “How many of these assholes did you kill, total, and where were they?”
Reun thought for a minute. “Seven,” he said. “Four at the church, one at the park. Two inside a derelict building.”
“Great. There’s only a thousand of those in Manhattan.” I tried not to think about how casually he’d just admitted to killing seven people. “Any derelict building in particular?”
“There was a sign. I believe it said King Street Theatre.”
Well, that was something, anyway. I knew the place. There was a bolt hole in the basement, with access to the subtunnel leading to the former Milus Dei headquarters—the warehouse they’d tried to blow up with a dozen of their prisoners still inside. At least I could point Abe to the theater and tell him this time it really was all of them.
I wouldn’t mention the fourth victim at The Church of Light. That one was mine.
“Okay. I’m going to the church,” I said. “Where’s the secret room?”
Reun frowned. “It’s difficult to explain.”
“You’d better start trying, because I need to know.”
He paused, and then straightened like he was standing to attention. “I can show you,” he said. “I would be honored to assist the son of Lord Daoin.”
I would’ve laughed if his persistence wasn’t so sad. “You’re not going to impress Taeral, no matter what you do.”
His brow furrowed. “I was referring to you. Are you not Daoin’s son?”
“Yeah, but…never mind.” It’d take way too long to explain why Daoin didn’t know that. “If you want to help, fine. Let’s go.”
“Where are we going?”
I managed not to jump when Sadie spoke behind me. “Will you stop doing that?” I said, shooting a glance at her. She’d just stepped out the front entrance, still damp from the shower, and stood glaring with a hand on her hip.
“Doing what? I can’t help it if your hearing sucks.” She walked across the grass, sending a wary look at Reun. “You’re going somewhere with him?” she said.
“Yeah. He’s showing me—” I broke off with a frustrated breath. “Long story.”
“Well, I’ve got time. You can tell me on the way.”
“You don’t have to go, Sadie.”
“Yes I do. Who’s going to protect you from the Seelie?”
I gave her a dry look. “Seriously?”
“The son of Daoin needs no protection from me,” Reun said, managing to sound haughty and insulted at the same time. “Do you question my honor, breed-child?”
“What did you just call me?” Sadie half-shouted.
“All right! Knock it off. Everybody goes,” I grumbled, reaching in a pocket for my keys. “Just shut up and get in the van.”
This little field trip was going to be a real blast.
 



CHAPTER 7

 
Cemetery of the Pines was a half-acre or so of decently maintained graves surrounded by a wrought iron fence and an opening with no gate. Unlike most church boneyards, this one was set in front of the church building instead of behind it.
The last time I was here, I hadn’t looked around much further than I had to.
I headed for the marker first, still not sure what I’d say to the other two about stopping to visit a grave. But I couldn’t just ignore it when I was so close. The stone was easy to spot, now that I knew what I was looking for—cream colored, standard arch shape, about ten rows back and four columns in.
There she was. Jessamyn Rose Hadley, the woman who’d died giving birth to me.
My mother.
I stopped and crouched in front of the stone, then reached out to trace the drawing inscribed in black below her name. A heart with a sword through it. Taeral had said it meant “dark warrior,” like his family name. Our family name, technically—but I was sticking with Black. Gideon Ciar’ Ansghar just didn’t have the same ring.
“Hey,” I said, still not entirely comfortable with saying mom. I’d never even called the deranged woman I thought was my mother that. “Guess we can’t really talk this time. I just thought I’d stop by, while I was here.”
A hand on my shoulder startled me. “Someone you knew?” Sadie said gently.
“Actually, no. Not really,” I said. “She was my mother.”
“Oh, Gideon. I’m sorry.”
I shrugged. Sadie knew a little of the story—she and I had tried to dig up the body in Central Park where Taeral buried her, but the NYPD had found her years before and moved her. “Like I said, I didn’t know her. It’s just…I wish I did, you know? Might’ve been nice.”
Reun drifted up on my other side. “Your mother did not raise you?”
“No.” Something in me shut down, and I straightened without looking at either of them. “Let’s go. We’ve got work to do here.”
I headed for the church at a fast clip, and the two of them followed. Sadie dropped the subject, probably because she had a dark past of her own she didn’t like to discuss. But Reun refused to take the hint. “So you were raised with Taeral, then,” he said. “Surely, before they took Daoin—”
“Look, I’m twenty-six. You do the math.”
“But you are Fae. And the DeathSpeaker.”
“So?” I glared at him without slowing my pace. “I’m also human. That’s how I was raised. Why the hell do you care, anyway?”
“You are a changeling,” he said softly. “That explains it.”
I stopped so suddenly, Sadie bumped into me. “Explains what?”
“Taeral.” He gave me a strange look. “I believe I mentioned that your brother is not aware he suppresses his full power.”
“Yeah, you did.” In fact, the son of a bitch had used it to taunt me while he was keeping me captive for Foley. He’d said Taeral could’ve defeated him, if he wasn’t holding back. “So what, you think it’s because I’m a changeling?”
“Almost certainly,” he said. “It is the gealdht. His promise to protect you.”
“How the hell do you know about that? Taeral wouldn’t have told you.”
“He’d no need to. I’ve the ability to track nearly anything, including spells and their sources.” Reun made a vague, dismissive gesture. “At any rate, failure to adhere to a gealdht bears consequences, and Taeral is suffering from them.”
I frowned. “What kind of consequences?”
“Fae must keep their promises, to the best of their abilities,” he said. “If they do not, it results in emotional turmoil, suppression of power, a fading spark. And eventually, death.”
“Wait a minute. Breaking a promise can kill him?”
“Yes. It can kill any Fae,” he said. “Taeral is aware of this. No gealdht should be entered into lightly. Even one made to a human, apparently,” he added in bitter tones.
Jesus. I couldn’t believe this. “So if something happens to me, Taeral dies.”
“Only if it happens because of his failure to protect you.” The corners of his mouth firmed. “The promise appears to have affected him greatly,” he said. “You must have had…difficult experiences, while you were raised away from him.”
“Yeah. You could say that,” I admitted. “But it wasn’t his fault. I mean, he thought he was protecting me. Getting me away from Milus Dei. He didn’t know, when he…gave me to them.” I trailed off as the weight of it crashed into me like bricks.
“A gealdht does not consider the intentions of its maker,” Reun said with something approaching sympathy. “It considers only the results of his actions.”
I shook my head and backed off involuntarily. “So what, he has to protect me for the rest of his life, or he’ll fucking die?” I said. “No. That’s bullshit. It’s not his fault.”
“Gideon.” Sadie brushed my arm, and I shivered. “It’s not your fault, either.”
“Well, it sure as hell feels like it,” I growled. “Look…let’s worry about this later. We came here to do something, and I want to get it done.”
I headed for the little stone church again, angry at nothing and everything all at once. Like it wasn’t bad enough that I’d been saddled with the DeathSpeaker crap—now it was up to me whether my brother lived or died. And unlike what I did or didn’t do with my abilities, this one was out of my hands.
Even when I tried to stay out of trouble, it always managed to find me.
 



CHAPTER 8

 
The police tape was still across the wooden door of the church, but it was open. Because it’d been battered off its hinges. I assumed that was Reun’s doing.
And the bloodbath inside was also courtesy of Reun.
The small sanctuary held two rows of simple wooden pews, ten to a side. Four of them, the ones up in front on either side, had been upended and smashed. There was blood everywhere—splashed on the walls and the broken pews, pooled on the floor, gushed down the altar in drying rivers that ran across the platform and painted streaks on the shallow marble steps leading up to it. Thick maroon smears marked the aisle, where one of them must have tried to crawl away with a slit throat.
I wasn’t convinced that even inhuman bastards like Milus Dei deserved this kind of brutal death.
The scene didn’t sit well with Sadie, either. She hung back by the entrance with me, staring in wide-eyed horror. Reun, on the other hand, strode right up the center aisle, leaving casual boot prints in the blood.
“Hey! Don’t do that,” I called.
He glanced back. “What?”
“You’re making more work for the cops.” I pointed at the floor and the obvious tracks through the gore. “That’ll have them chasing dead ends for a week,” I said. “Go around.”
With an irritated expression, he doubled back. “Why should we concern ourselves with the problems of humans?”
“Because Abe is my friend. He’s a cop, and he already has to clean up your mess. We’re not making it worse on him,” I said. “You might try considering other people once in a while. It’ll help with your arrogance problem.”
He gave a faint sneer. “I am Fae.”
“Yeah, but this is the human world. Remember?”
“How could I forget?” he said with a sigh. “Very well. We will go…this way.” He headed for the far left aisle.
Sadie bumped me with her shoulder and smiled broadly. “Nice handling,” she said.
“Hey, I just don’t want Abe to bitch at me,” I said with a smirk. “Come on. Let’s check out this stronghold.”
We followed Reun to the front of the sanctuary and up four wooden steps on the side of the platform. There was a wooden lectern behind the altar that held a massive, leather-bound Bible with yellowed pages, and a heavy floor-to-ceiling velvet curtain draped on the wall behind that.
“The entrance is here.” Reun stepped up to the curtain and drew it aside slowly, revealing a wall that looked nothing like the rest of the place. While the other interior walls were polished wood paneling, this one was covered with one-inch square ceramic tiles. Hundreds of them, reds and blues and browns in various shades, displayed in a random pattern.
Sadie frowned at it. “That is one ugly wall.”
“And there’s a secret door in there somewhere?” I said.
“Yes.” Reun stood facing the center of the wall. He closed his eyes, raised his right hand and skimmed his fingers along the tiles. Eventually he slowed and stopped. He pressed a single, unremarkable tile.
There was a click, and a door-shaped part of the wall swung silently inward.
“Holy shit. Now I see why you couldn’t explain it,” I said. “How’d you find the right tile?”
He looked over his shoulder with a crooked smile. “Magic.”
I managed not to groan. Walked right into that one.
Beyond the door, faint light from somewhere below illuminated a stone staircase. Reun took the lead as we headed down in single file. The air in the stairwell was cool, almost pleasant at first. But it wasn’t long before the stench of death crept in.
A thick steel, vault-style door stood open at the bottom of the stairs. There was a huge dent in the center of it, like it’d been punched by a giant fist. Once again, I was reminded of how powerful Reun really was—and this time I thought about Taeral. How he could be even stronger than the Seelie noble, if it wasn’t for me.
There had to be a way to get him out of this bullshit promise.
The first thing I saw in the secret room was the body. A short man with rust-red hair, lying face-up in a pool of blood at the center of the floor. His open, bulging eyes stared at the ceiling in endless horror. Unlike the other suit-clad Milus Dei guys we’d run into so far, this one wore jeans, a plain blue tee shirt, and a shabby coat. A black briefcase lay on the floor, about a foot from his outstretched arm.
A closer look revealed he was just a kid, maybe eighteen years old. Christ.
The rest of the room wasn’t much. It had been once—there were shelves and metal utility closets and tables scattered all over, but most of them were empty. Just a few papers here and there, something that looked like an umbrella in one of the closets, and a dirty coffee mug lying on its side on a table.
“Someone’s been here.”
The tight statement from Reun caught my attention. “It wasn’t like this when you left?”
“No. There were boxes, bags. They’d not moved things out yet.” He walked toward the body, crouched at the edge of the blood spill and pointed. “Here. You can see the impression where a box was removed.”
I looked. There was a kind of dimple in the curve of red liquid, and darker lines that formed the outline of a corner.
“Damn. And it wasn’t the cops, or they would’ve taken this kid too.”
Sadie gasped and stared at me. “Kid?”
“Yeah.” She must not’ve looked too closely at the dead guy. “And he doesn’t exactly fit the Milus Dei mold. You sure he was one of them, Reun?”
“Of course he was. He’s marked with their symbol.”
“Okay, then.” Still, it didn’t seem right, butchering a kid like that. “Guess I should talk to him. Find out what he knows.”
With a faint shudder, Sadie drifted further into the room and picked up the briefcase. “I’ll check this out,” she said. “Maybe there’s something in here.”
“Go for it.”
She nodded. “Tell us what he says, okay?”
“I will.”
I approached the body without much enthusiasm. Something told me I really didn’t want to talk to this kid, but with the other bodies gone, I didn’t have a choice.
As I tried to find a place next to him with the least amount of blood to kneel in, Sadie laid the briefcase on a table and popped the latches. I was surprised it wasn’t locked. She lifted it open, stared inside, and frowned vaguely as she leaned in closer.
Then she jumped back with a startled cry. “No,” she moaned. “No, please…”
I rushed over and put an arm around her before she could fall. She’d gone white as paint, and her whole body trembled. “What is it?” I said, glancing at the open briefcase. It looked like all it contained was a stack of papers and a handful of glossy pictures, and something attached to the top photo with a paperclip. A stiff white rectangle of paper.
“My pack.” She turned her face to mine, her eyes stark with fear. “Gideon, that photo. That’s where my family lives.”
“Oh, Jesus…” Gut wrenching, I reached in and picked up the picture on top. It was a large, bunker-style building, half-embedded into the side of a mountain. The photo had been taken from an angle above, showing that the structure was in some kind of canyon lined with moss-covered rock.
And the white rectangle was a train ticket from the Port Authority station to Scranton, Pennsylvania. Right in the middle of the Appalachians.
I’d been dragged through those mountains more than once on the Valentines’ endless hunting trips, enough that I knew without a doubt this picture had been taken in that range somewhere. This was where they’d been headed—to Sadie’s family.
Now I definitely had to talk to the dead kid.
 



CHAPTER 9

 
I put the photo back carefully and closed the briefcase. “Let’s leave that alone for now,” I said, still holding onto Sadie. “We’ll take it with us, okay?”
“Yeah. Okay,” she said shakily. “It’s going to be all right. I mean, you killed them all before they could leave,” she said, looking at Reun. “Right?”
He didn’t answer right away. Finally, he said, “All that were here. But if the human police did not take the boxes…”
Sadie gave a violent shudder. “Oh, God.”
“Hold on. We don’t need to guess, when we can find out for sure,” I said, offering a reassuring squeeze. “Let me talk to him.”
She nodded once.
I rubbed her arm and drew a bracing breath before turning to the body. Somehow I knew this was really going to suck. “I’ll do what I did last time, all right?” I said. “Whatever he says, I’ll repeat it.”
“Hurry,” Sadie whispered.
“Yeah.”
I got down carefully, kneeling in the bloody pool that surrounded him. There was no other way to do it. The kid had been dead for hours already, and he’d lost all traces of human coloring along with most of his blood. His staring eyes had started to cloud with the film of death, ghostly white patches on dulled brown.
Three years of moving bodies, and the young ones still got to me every time. There was no getting used to this.
I laid a hand on his torso near the shoulder, avoiding the worst of the slashes Reun had carved into him. “Hey, kid,” I said. “You there?”
OH GOD WHAT IS THIS! Is somebody there oh my God why does it HURT. Shit I think I’m dead I’m DEAD OH SHIT I’M DEAD. Hello? Is anybody there? I can’t—
“Calm down,” I said firmly, closing my eyes against the pain. It had skipped over needles and went straight to drill bits this time. “What’s your name, kid?”
Leonard. Leo. JESUS am I really dead? Who are you? What’s happening?
“My name is Gideon.” I glanced up at Sadie, who hovered nervously besides me, and shook my head slightly. “You are dead, Leo.”
Shit! That crazy guy with the knife, he killed me! Oh GOD, I’m dead, I’m in that ROOM and nobody knows about it. My folks! Jesus, this’ll KILL them. What if they never find me? What do I do? Shit oh shit oh shit—
“Leo. You’ve got to calm down.” My throat clenched, and not just because of the pain. “I need to ask you a few questions,” I said. “You’ll have to answer. But the less you talk, the less it’ll hurt. Okay?”
Okay. Okay, shit, okay.
“What’s going on?” Sadie said hoarsely. “Is something wrong?”
“He’s freaked out. Doesn’t know what’s happening.” I wouldn’t explain it all right now. This had to be as fast as possible, because it was killing me in more ways than one. “Just…don’t interrupt, okay? If he says anything important, I’ll tell you.”
“All right.”
Hello? Are you still there?
The utter terror and confusion in the kid’s voice nearly brought tears to my eyes. “I’m here, Leo,” I said. “Let’s get through this, and then you can go. Did you work for Milus Dei?”
Yes. I mean, sort of. Yes. Go where? Where am I?
“I don’t know, kid. I’m sorry.” Christ, this hurt my heart almost more than my head. But it wasn’t doing my head any favors, either. “Where were you going, before you…?”
I couldn’t finish it. I figured he’d know what I meant.
Scranton. The mountains. They said everyone was dead. Shit I’m DEAD. I’m dead…
“Leo, listen to me. Less words.” I let out a shaking breath. “Why were you going to the mountains? What were you going to do?”
Meet the rest of them. Ten, twelve already went. We had nine. Are we all dead? Where are they? They want to get the girl. The werewolf. GOD make it STOP!
I glanced at Sadie. “He says they were going to get a girl werewolf.” I couldn’t tell them the rest of it yet. Not until I could end this, let the kid go.
“Elara,” she rasped. “My little sister. Ask him if he means Elara.”
“Is the werewolf’s name Elara?” I said.
I don’t know! I’m just a research assistant! SHIT!
The last screamed word drew blood from my nose in a hot gush. I gasped and gritted my teeth. “Okay. Calm down, Leo,” I managed. “Less talking, less pain. Remember?”
Ye-es. He wasn’t exactly calm, but at least he’d stopped screaming.
“He doesn’t know,” I murmured to Sadie. “Last question, Leo. Do you know exactly where everyone was going?”
Some town. Elk Heights. Shuttle into the mountains.
“All right. Thank you, Leo.”
Wait. Gideon…will you make sure my folks find me? Please. It’s better if they know. And…I don’t want to rot down here.
I closed my eyes. “Sure, kid,” I half-whispered. “We’ll get you out of here.”
Thank you. The voice in my head wobbled slightly. What’s going to happen now?
“I really don’t know.”
I’m scared.
The broken whisper burned through me. “Everything’s going to be fine, kid,” I said, with no idea whether I was telling the truth. “No one can hurt you now.” Except me, I thought—but I’d never do this to him again.
I could promise that.
Because I’m already dead. Right?
“Right,” I said. “Goodbye, Leo.”
Bye, Gideon.
I pulled my hand away and stayed on my knees, letting the pain in my head fade to a dull ache. At least no one tried to speak to me. I wouldn’t have been able to give a coherent answer—not for a few minutes, anyway.
Finally, I got up with Leo’s blood soaking into my jeans and my own running sluggishly from my nose. I ignored all of it. “We’re bringing him outside,” I said. “We’ll leave him around the back, and I’ll let Abe know to have someone get him.”
“You’ve released him?” Reun said harshly. “Why did you not interrogate him further? We must know—”
“He’s just a kid, Reun,” I spat, and he actually backed up a step. “He told me everything he knew. It wasn’t much.”
“It was bad, wasn’t it?” Sadie said.
“Yeah.” I tipped my head back and stared at the ceiling for a minute, until the burning stopped. “Like I said, it’s not much. But he told me enough.”
“What did he say?”
“Let’s get him out of here first,” I said. “I’ll tell you on the way back.”
I expected Reun to protest. But he moved toward Leo’s body wearing a strange expression, and then went down on one knee beside it. “Is féider leis an éirí an bóthar leat,” he said in a lilting, almost lyrical tone.
It wasn’t quite the Fae language, but it was close. “What was that?”
“It was said by the people of the Old World, when we moved among them. A blessing for the dead.” He stood slowly and gestured over the kid, his face turned down in solemn regard. “May the road rise to meet you.”
I nodded. “Thank you,” I managed through the lump in my throat.
Reun helped me carry him out.
 



CHAPTER 10

 
It was pouring rain by the time we got back to the Castle.
I’d told Abe about the kid’s body. He took it well, considering I’d sworn that the two in the theater were the last ones. I figured he was saving up the shouting for the officers who’d investigated the church the first time—he didn’t even ask what I’d been doing there.
Sadie hadn’t taken the other news so well.
When I finished explaining that a bunch of them were already headed for Elk Heights, and the two others Reun didn’t kill must’ve taken the boxes, she lapsed into a pale, strained silence. Didn’t say a word for the rest of the drive. Whatever happened between her and her pack, she obviously still cared about them. And especially her little sister.
Reun reacted with a stony glare and a string of angry words in the Fae tongue. I’d figured now wasn’t the best time to say he wasn’t as great at hunting and tracking as he thought.
I parked the van in the front yard, then got out and ran for the entrance through the downpour. Sadie wasn’t far behind. I got the door open, stepped inside and shook water from my hair, just before Sadie rushed in.
After a few seconds, I said, “Where’s Reun?”
“Um. I thought he was coming.” She moved aside and half-turned to peer outside. “He’s…not coming.”
I looked out. He’d gotten as far as the stone path to the door—and just stood there, with his head bowed and the rain beating down on him. “Reun,” I called over the roaring whisper of water. “Something wrong?”
He lifted a pained expression. “I am not welcome in this house.”
“Screw that,” I said. “Come in and get out of the rain, at least. You can go back to your stakeout when it stops.”
A rueful smile crossed his lips. “You do not understand,” he said. “I cannot go inside. Taeral has cast me out—and once he’s left it, no Fae can enter a dwelling where he is not welcome.” He shivered a bit and crossed his arms. “I’ll not be able to enter again, unless Taeral invites me directly.”
Damn. That would happen somewhere around the time Miss Universe called me up to ask for a date. “Where did all these rules for the Fae come from, anyway?” I said.
“They have always been. The Laws are eternal.”
“Great.” I sighed and looked at the dark gray, cloud-choked night sky. This rain wasn’t going to let up soon. “Well, you can hang out in my van, then,” I said. “You’re officially invited.”
“Thank you. I will consider your offer.”
I smirked. “Got a lot of other offers to think about?”
“No, I suppose I do not.” He gave a faint smile. “Go on,” he said. “Taeral must know what you’ve learned of Milus Dei. I will survive the rain.”
“All right. Van’s there if you want it.”
Sadie hung back as I closed the door. “He’s really just going to stand out there?” she said.
“Apparently.” My opinion of Reun had gone up a few pegs. I still thought he was an arrogant asshole, but he was trying. I’d definitely give him that. “Think Taeral’s in his room?” I said.
“He is in the parlor,” a grinding voice answered.
I flinched. Damn, I’d forgotten about Grygg again. Considering how huge he was, not noticing him was surprisingly easy. He moved about as often as tectonic plates. “Thanks, Grygg,” I said. “Um…don’t go out there and rip Reun’s arms off, okay?”
“If you insist.”
I couldn’t tell if he was making a joke, so I decided not to laugh.
Sadie and I went in and found Taeral at the same table as before, but less conscious. Normal arm folded on the surface, head resting on it. Another full, unopened bottle in his metal hand. Unfortunately, that could just mean it was a fresh one he hadn’t started on yet.
“Taeral.” I crossed the room and shook his shoulder gently.
He was on his feet in a flash, so quickly I didn’t even realize he’d moved. And somehow, there was a knife in his hand. Then the furious expression he’d locked on me faded, and he slumped back in the chair. “You are drenched. And bleeding again,” he muttered, making the knife disappear. “What’s happened now—has your great army found us?”
“Not exactly.”
I told him about the kid.
“Taeral, they’re going after my pack. My sister.” Sadie dropped into the chair across from him and started fidgeting with her spirit bag. “I mean, I hate the rest of them. But they’re still family, you know? And Elara…she was only ten when I left. She had nothing to do with what happened.”
Taeral looked slowly from her to me. “You’ve brought Reun into this?”
“Listen, if that’s all you got out of what I just told you, you’re even more obsessed than he is,” I said. “By the way, he’s standing outside in the pouring rain right now because you threw him out, and he can’t come in without your permission.”
“Aye. That’s exactly why I cast him out.”
“He’s not that bad, you know.”
“Really.” Taeral’s eyes shone with a warning light. “You think you know him, now? Perhaps he’s convinced you that he is a kind, benevolent Seelie who’d not have harmed a soul, but for his regrettable promise. And, of course, the centuries he’s spent hunting down Unseelie and hauling them before the Summer Court, to dole out their twisted brand of justice.” He sat up straighter and glared at me. “Save for that, he is surely a beacon of noble virtue,” he said flatly.
I shuddered. “Okay, so maybe he is that bad. He never mentioned what he hunted.”
“Of course he’d not.”
“Anyway,” I said. “We were talking about Sadie’s family.”
Just then, a strange sound drifted through the air. A kind of clicking, buzzing rattle, like a penny sitting on a dashboard with the engine running.
Sadie made a choked noise, pulling the spirit bag over her head and off. It vibrated at the end of the cord. “They’re calling,” she whispered. “Oh, God. I’m too late…”
She opened the drawstring pouch and dumped the contents of the bag on the table.
It was full of bones.
The assortment of small, knobbed bone fragments was clearly human, extensively discolored with age. Knuckle bones, metatarsals and phalanges—fingers and toes—and a few that looked like teeth. Or fangs.
They vibrated briefly on the table surface like rattling dice, and then fell silent.
Sadie leaned over the bones. “Kehwe. I’m here,” she said. “It’s Sadie. Who is this?”
Nothing happened.
“Did you lose them?” I said uncertainly. I had no idea how magic bags worked.
“No. It takes a minute for the spirits to relay the message.”
“Spirits?”
She pointed to the bones. “Of my ancestors.”
“Oh.” Carrying the bones of your dead relatives around in a little pouch wasn’t creepy at all. “Hasn’t your family heard of cell phones?”
“Hush.”
Soon the bones rattled again. This time, the sounds somehow formed words in a toneless, dead-dry voice.
“Sadie, it’s Marlon. We need your help. Elara is gone.”
She clapped a hand over her mouth and closed her eyes. After a long pause, she said, “Do you know what happened? Tell me everything.”
The wait was longer this time—and so was the message.
“She was taken by a group of humans with guns. Men in suits. Sparrow was near, but they didn’t find her. She said some of the humans had the ankh and sword, the symbol of legend. They’ve never come this far.”
Again, Sadie put a hand over her mouth and paused. When she moved it away, she said, “Know that they won’t kill her. I’ll be there soon, Marlon. Watch for me. Onen.”
A shorter wait, and the bones rattled again.
“We need to talk about Mom. Onen.”
Sadie sat motionless for a long moment. Finally, she swiped the bone collection into a hand and poured it back in her pouch. “That was my brother,” she said thickly. “I have to go and help them. They have no idea how to deal with Milus Dei.”
I nodded. “All right, then. I’m going with you.”
 



CHAPTER 11

 
The hope in Sadie’s eyes died fast. “You can’t come with me,” she said. “Thanks for the offer, though.”
“The hell I can’t. You’re not going up against those bastards alone.”
“Gideon, you can’t. You’re Fae and human—the two things they hate most.”
“Come on,” I said. “I’m pretty sure Milus Dei is an equal opportunity hater.”
She shook her head. “I meant my pack.”
“So they’ll hate me. I don’t give a damn.” This was insane. No way was I going to let her rush off to her death, or let them capture her again, to save a bunch of people who’d spent ten years pretending she didn’t exist. I knew that much, at least. “What are they going to do, kill me?”
“They might.” She stared at me with a dead expression, then shuddered and looked away. “You don’t know werewolves. And you definitely don’t know my family.”
“Perhaps she’s a point,” Taeral said slowly, not looking at anything in particular. “Your valor is admirable, Gideon, but you’ve a tendency to disregard your own safety. As you are the DeathSpeaker, no Other should allow you to gamble with your life.”
I barely noticed that my pendant had started glowing. The moonstone reacted like that sometimes, when I got incredibly pissed off—like it wanted me to use it. “She’s not going to face them alone,” I said in a low, tight voice. “Play the DeathSpeaker card all you want. You can’t stop me. Sorry, Sadie, but I’m going with you.”
“I’d not intended to stop you.” Taeral reached across the table and took Sadie’s hand. “We will both accompany you, a’ghreal,” he said hoarsely. 
Her breath caught. “Taeral, I can’t ask you to do that,” she whispered.
“You’ve no need to ask. I am offering—and it appears he is demanding,” he said, gesturing at me. “Gideon is right. Though you are strong, the risk is too great for you alone.” He flashed a sardonic smile. “And where my foolish brother plunges headlong into danger, I must follow.”
Great. Like I didn’t already feel bad enough for being angry. “That’s another thing we need to work on,” I said. “You never mentioned you could die if you fail to protect me.”
“No, I did not. I saw no need to—” He closed his eyes. “Who’s told you this?”
“Reun.”
“Of course he did.”
“He also said I’m the reason you’re not at full power. Because of your promise.”
Taeral looked at me. I did not like his expression, at all. “Where is that Seelie bastard?” he growled.
“He’s outside,” I said. “Taeral…”
Without another word, he stood and stalked from the room.
Sadie and I glanced at each other and rushed after him.

We got to the door just in time to see Reun fly through the air and smash into the outer brick wall of the hotel. He staggered and dropped to his knees.
Taeral stomped after him. “How dare you speak to my brother of promises, after what you’ve done to me?” he roared, hauling him to his feet and holding him there. “If I’d no use for you, I’d destroy you where you stand, Seelie.”
“Taeral, stop. It’s something I should have known,” I said.
He glared at me through the beating rain. “You know nothing of this matter, Gideon. This one does,” he spat, turning a sneer on Reun. “I thought you arrogant enough for pleading your innocence on the basis of a gealdht, when you’ve twisted that very bond against me. I’ll not have you meddling in a promise that was not made to you. I chose to make this vow—unlike the one you forced me into.”
Astonishment crept into Reun’s pained expression. “I’ve not forced you into anything.”
“Are you actually trying to deny it?” With a vicious snarl, Taeral swung a fist into his jaw. Reun’s head snapped aside and smashed against the brick.
“Please,” Reun gasped. “I’ve no idea what you mean.”
“Your wife’s dagger! The stone circle!” Taeral shook him. “Do you mean to tell me you’ve forgotten?”
“I…”
“Taeral!” I dashed outside, mindless of the rain. The first time Reun was here, Taeral had already left before he explained what happened to his wife. “Whatever you’re talking about, he honestly might not remember,” I said. “If it has to do with his wife.”
“What?”
“It is true,” Reun said. He wasn’t even trying to escape Taeral’s grip. “Aeshara cast a curse on me, so I’d not remember her. She succeeded in erasing all but the memory of the night I killed her.”
Taeral stared at him. “You remember nothing she was involved in?”
“No. Nothing.”
He let go with a frustrated snort. “Well, then I’ll not remind you,” he said. “It may give you ideas for the future.”
“Taeral, please. Tell me what I’ve done, so I can atone for my transgressions. I swear I’ve changed.”
Taeral fixed him with a blank expression. “If you’ve truly changed, Lord Reun, you’ll not want to know.”
“Uh, guys?” I gestured at the sky, which was still currently soaking us all. “Any chance we can take this inside? I don’t know about you, but I’ve had plenty of showering today. And it’s getting cold.”
“Fine. I’d planned to allow the Seelie in,” Taeral said. “You may as well come now. Reun, you are welcome to enter my father’s house.”
Reun gave a bare nod. “I accept with thanks.”
“I’d not be thankful, if I were you.” He turned and headed for the entrance.
I had to wonder what Taeral was going for here. Whatever it was, it wouldn’t be good for Reun.
 



CHAPTER 12

 
A few minutes later, the four of us were back in the parlor. Sadie had scrounged some dry towels, so at least no one was currently dripping on the floor. And Taeral had reclaimed his unopened bottle, like just holding it was enough to keep his demons at bay.
Apparently one of those demons was Reun.
“You do not remember,” Taeral said from his slumped seat at the table. “I suppose that does explain some of your recent behavior. It nearly amuses me.”
Reun stood by the window, arms folded across his waist. “Whatever I’ve done, I am truly sorry,” he said. “I cannot imagine forcing anyone into a gealdht.”
“Perhaps because you’ve not imagined what came before it.”
Sadie, who’d been standing next to me, sat in the chair beside Taeral. “Maybe you shouldn’t talk about this,” she said gently. “Sometimes the past should stay there.”
“Oh, but Lord Reun wishes to know. And who am I to deny him what he wants?” The vicious edge in Taeral’s voice could have cut through steel. “Only the son of the Unseelie Queen’s most favored noble, the Captain of the Guard. Something he should have perhaps discovered before he had me dragged in front of the Seelie Court and whipped until I could no longer stand. For speaking to his wife.”
A stunned silence fell on the room. I decided I’d better sit down, before my twisting gut made me fall. I’d seen Taeral’s back the first time we met. It was covered with scars, and I remembered thinking, at the time, it was the only thing we had in common. A lot of scars.
But it sounded like he’d gotten most of his all at once.
Reun’s jaw dropped. “I’d not have done that,” he said, his voice barely carrying. “It cannot be true.”
“Not true?” Taeral gave a cold laugh. “You had the whip soaked in mandrake oil and enchanted with the spell from Aeshara’s dagger, to ensure that I would always bear the scars. Do you want to see the proof of it?”
“No. I’ll take your word.” He closed his eyes. “Forgive me, but what dagger? I remember none of this.”
“It was a drais-ghan, a spelled dagger. Curved and serrated, etched with runes that increased the damage done.”
I knew that weapon. He had at least two of them, for some reason, and he’d given one to me. Now I was really glad he hadn’t stabbed me with it, back when he thought I was just a random human invading his tent. Being cut with a regular knife was bad enough.
Reun’s shoulders slumped. “I recall no such weapon.”
“As I said, it belonged to your wife.” Taeral leaned his head back. “My father admired weapons. He worked a great deal with them—collected them, trained with them. He’d always sought more, for himself and the Guard’s arsenal. Aeshara told him of the dagger, and he asked for it so he could duplicate it. She agreed. So he sent me with her to fetch it.” He looked at Reun. “When you found me in your home, with your wife, you asked no questions. You simply decreed punishment. And Aeshara said nothing in my defense.”
“I do not understand,” Reun said in unsteady tones. “Why would I have done this?”
Taeral’s lip curled. “You’d not shared your motivations with me.”
“I cannot...” Reun shuddered. “You said I forced you into a promise.”
“Aye, you did,” Taeral said. “After you had me whipped, someone informed you who I was. You feared retaliation from the Unseelie Court. A smear to your precious reputation. So you made me swear not to tell my father, or anyone who might inform him, what had happened. Which was everyone I knew.” He shook his head. “And now the gealdht is broken, because no one can tell my father anything he’ll understand or remember.”
After a long silence, Reun said, “If I’ve done this to you, this...unforgivable horror. Why have you invited me into your father’s house?”
I’d been wondering that myself—and now I was thinking maybe he just wanted to kill him somewhere dry. At least I understood why he’d hated Reun so violently since the moment Sadie told him the Seelie was working for Milus Dei.
“I’ve brought you here to atone for your actions,” Taeral said, and his voice was dangerously calm. “Is that not what you want?”
“Yes, of course,” he rasped, drawing himself straight. “Anything.”
“Taeral,” Sadie murmured. “Don’t....”
He silenced her with a look, and then stood and approached Reun. “Then you will swear to protect my father, and all who reside in this house, until I return. You will swear not to harm anyone. You will do this knowing there are many here who’ve cause to harm you, and who may do so. Do you understand this?”
“You can’t make him do that,” I said. I wasn’t exactly feeling the love for Reun, even though he really didn’t seem to know what happened. But if he wanted someone to take care of Daoin, this wasn’t going to work. Reun wouldn’t survive long enough. “Denei and Zoba, they’ll kill him. Grygg might too.”
Taeral turned his too-calm gaze to me. “My father is defenseless. I cannot leave him without absolute protection, and this is the only way to get it,” he said. “I’ll not allow anyone to kill the Seelie. But I cannot—and will not—ensure he’s not harmed.”
“I’ll swear it,” Reun said. “If I am harmed, it’s no less than I deserve. I hereby vow to—”
“Wait. You’ll vow this to Daoin.”
With that, Taeral walked from the room.

I’d never experienced a longer, more awkward silence.
If there was anything to say, I had no idea what it was. Sadie looked just as stunned as I felt, and Reun was a study in misery.
Eventually he roused himself and directed a haggard stare at the table. “For what it’s worth, you’ve both my apologies for what I’ve done. I...cannot imagine how this happened.”
“Well, it did happen. I’ve seen the evidence.” Sadie knuckled her eyes and drew a watery breath. “He never talked about the scars. Now I know why.”
“Mandrake oil,” Reun muttered. “Not once in my life have I considered using that as a punishment. This curse...if Aeshara meant to destroy me, she’s managed it. Three hundred years of fragmented memories, with all that she’d touched torn away.” He leaned back against the window. “Was I truly such a monster?”
“Three hundred years?” I blurted without meaning to. “How old are you, anyway?”
He laughed bitterly. “Nearly seven hundred. And I do not recall myself as being cruel, or quite so arrogant as this. At least for the first four centuries.”
Taeral came back in before I could decide how to react to that. Daoin walked beside him, back to his usual pale blue self and more alert than before. When he saw Reun, his expression tightened for a few seconds. But then he smiled. “Reun,” he said. “I remember your name. You’re...my friend.”
“Yes, Lord Daoin. I am.” Reun shuddered and stepped forward.
“Father, your friend would like to make you a promise,” Taeral said. “Will you hear him?”
“A promise,” Daoin repeated, his brow furrowed. “Promises must be...kept.”
“Aye, that’s right. And he’ll keep this one.”
Without prompting, Reun dropped to a knee in front of Daoin. “I hereby vow to protect you and keep you from harm, and to protect those who dwell in this house and keep them from harm, and to do no harm myself to anyone in this house, until such time as Taeral Ciar’ Ansghar returns from his journey.” He bowed his head and traced an X on his chest with a finger.
Trails of light appeared along the path of the X to burn briefly, and then fade away.
Daoin frowned a bit. “Are you going to live in my castle, then?” he said.
“Yes, Lord Daoin. If you’ll have me.”
“Sure. There’s plenty of room,” Daoin said. “You don’t have to call me Lord, though. It’s not really a castle,” he added in a loud whisper.
Reun looked up at him with a genuine smile. “But you are my lord. And I am your...knight. Here to serve you and defend your castle.”
“Then you are Sir Reun.” Daoin returned the smile with simple innocence. “Come, Sir Reun. I’ll show you to your room, and mine.”
Reun rose and gave Taeral a wordless glance of apology, then followed Daoin out.
“He’ll care for him,” Taeral said when they were gone. “And we must leave as soon as possible, if we’re to help your family, a’ghreal.”
“Thank you,” she whispered. “Taeral, I’m so sorry about—”
“Enough,” he said, not unkindly. “The subject needs no further discussion. As you mentioned, it is the past.”
She nodded. “All right. Give me fifteen minutes to pack, and I’ll meet you out front.”
“I’m going to assume we’re driving there,” I said. “Should be faster than trying to deal with the trains. I’ll go get the van ready.”
“Very well. Sadie and I will join you soon.” Taeral’s features twisted in exasperation. “I’ve a need to visit the fourth floor and threaten the Duchenes, so they’ll not kill my father’s...knight.”
I thought I saw him smirking as he walked away. But I probably imagined it.
 
 



CHAPTER 13

 
Taeral apparently didn’t know how to drive, and Sadie was a wreck, so I was elected. Not that I minded. No one but me had ever driven my van, and I wasn’t sure I wanted that to change. Besides, it was only about two and a half hours to Elk Heights—I’d put in more road time than that on a daily basis for years, moving bodies.
Sadie took the passenger seat, and Taeral sat on the floor just behind us. I’d offered him my bed, or the stretcher, but he declined for some reason. Even after I swore I’d never transported a body on the bed.
I wasn’t that surprised. Most everyone got squeamish about corpses and the places they might have been. My views were an extreme exception.
Conversation was nonexistent until we hit the Jersey Turnpike and the long stretch of I-80. A few minutes after we got through the toll booth and settled into cruising speed, Sadie shook herself to alertness and frowned. “I have to tell you guys something,” she said. “I don’t want to, but I need to warn you.”
“About what?” I said.
“My pack.” She stared out the windshield, tucking her hands under her arms. “They hate the Fae, obviously. Most weres do. But they hate humans who know what we are a lot more. I don’t know what they’re going to make of you, Gideon. The thing is, whatever you do…don’t let them get the idea that you’re involved with me. Either of you.”
I couldn’t see Taeral’s face, but I’d bet he managed to keep it expressionless. So I’d ask the obvious. “Is it a problem if I can tell you two have a…thing?” I said. “Or had one, anyway?”
Sadie looked at me. “You can?”
“Uh, yeah. You’ve got that love-hate thing, the whole ‘we got it on once’ forecast with a fifty percent chance of surprise angry sex.”
“That is not your business, brother,” Taeral said tightly.
“Trust me, I don’t want to know. I’m just saying I noticed.”
“Oh, God,” Sadie said. “Taeral, have you ever thought that me and Gideon…um, you know? Be honest.”
He didn’t answer right away. Eventually he said, “I suppose the thought had crossed my mind, on occasion.”
“Well, you were wrong,” I said. “Just so you know.”
Sadie drew a deep breath. “Okay, listen. We can’t let them get that impression. You’ve got to be careful. They’ll kill you.”
I arched an eyebrow. “Overprotective father?”
“I’m not kidding.” Something in her eyes shut down, and she turned back to the windshield. “I told you I left when I was seventeen,” she said. “I had a boyfriend—fully human. Lived in Elk Heights. His name was Michael Nelson.”
I didn’t like the sound of that was.
She swallowed briefly. “We’d been together a little over three years. I mean, we were just kids, but you know how it is. To a teenager, everything in your life is the most important thing ever. And…he asked me to marry him.”
“At seventeen?” I said. “That sounds pretty serious to me.”
“Well, it’s a small town. Kids marry young a lot, mostly because there’s nothing better to do. But I did love him,” she said with a shuddering sigh. “I thought I wanted to marry him, but I couldn’t see spending the rest of my life trying to hide the fact that I was a werewolf. I wouldn’t have been able to anyway—our time of the month is a real bitch.”
“I’d have to agree with that,” Taeral said in dry tones.
I had to assume she meant the full moon. Last month she’d gone away for a few days when the moon shone its brightest. No explanation, except that she didn’t want to be near anyone who would prefer to stay alive.
“So anyway,” she said. “Instead of breaking it off with him like my family wanted me to, I told him the truth. And he, understandably, freaked out and avoided me. But a few days later, he found me in town—and said he was okay with it. That he was scared, but he still wanted to make it work. Because he loved me.”
She stopped talking, and I thought she wouldn’t go on. But then she said, “I told my pack that Michael knew, and I was going to marry him. They were furious. They insisted I had to turn him, make him a werewolf. I refused. Turned weres have a lot harder time with control, and I wasn’t going to do that to him.” She closed her eyes and flinched. “So they killed him.”
“Jesus Christ,” I said roughly. “They just flat-out murdered him?”
“Yes, and not just him. They killed his whole family—his parents, his younger sister. In case he’d told any of them.” A dark look settled on her face. “My father, my brother, my uncle and cousin. One for each human, so none of them could get away. They killed them in their beds, and they burned the house down.” She shuddered. “Marlon, my brother…he took Michael. Told me he begged for his family’s lives. And for mine. He knew he was going to die, and he begged my brother not to hurt me.”
“A’ghreal. I am so sorry for your loss.” Taeral reached up between the seats and took her hand.
She jerked it away. “Don’t,” she said. “I’m sorry. But get used to not touching me. If anything happens to you, either of you…I can’t lose you,” she whispered. “Please.”
“Of course,” he said in a strained voice.
I gripped the wheel hard enough to turn my knuckles white. I’d still help them, for Sadie’s sake—but I already hated her family. In my opinion, they were even worse than Milus Dei.
No one could hurt you more than the people you were supposed to love.
 
 



CHAPTER 14

 
It was going on four in the morning when we arrived at the town of Elk Heights, Pennsylvania—Population 1395, Home of the Famous Elkhorn Jack Lodge and Cider Press, according to the welcome sign. Must’ve passed fifty cow pastures on the way into the valley between two mountains, where the town sprawled from base to base.
I pulled the van over on the shoulder of the main road, just after the Famous Elkhorn Jack sign. Sadie and Taeral had been drifting in and out for the past hour, but they both came around when I stopped. “We there?” Sadie slurred.
“Looks that way.”
“Why’d we stop?”
I smirked. “Because my GPS couldn’t find the nearest secret mountain bunker.”
“Oh.” She straightened in the seat and looked around. “God, I never thought I’d come back to this place,” she murmured. “What a nightmare. And now I have to tell them about Mom...”
“That was not your fault,” Taeral said.
“It doesn’t matter. They’re not going to see it that way. I mean, would you?” She laced her hands together tightly. “That stuff Milus Dei injected me with...I wasn’t strong enough to fight it. I killed her. No hesitation.”
“Didn’t you say they used something on you that suppressed your human side?” I said. “That means it wasn’t really you. How could you have fought that?”
Her jaw clenched. “I’m a born werewolf. I’m supposed to have control,” she said. “Look, let’s just get this over with. You’re gonna keep on this road for a while. I’ll tell you when to turn.”
I shrugged and put the van in gear. I recognized that change-the-subject tone—I’d used it myself plenty of times.
The town populated itself around us as I headed further in. Sparse houses, their windows still dark at this early morning hour, got closer together. Patches of trees and fields gave way to fences and sidewalks. Street lamps gradually replaced the light of the approaching-full moon.
Looking at it reminded me that I should charge my moonstone as soon as possible. I’d recently learned that the clear crystal pendant I’d worn for years, a gift from a stranger, had been Daoin’s once. The stone was found only in Arcadia, the Fae realm, and was used to absorb moonlight and enhance magic.
Not that I knew what the hell to do with the thing, besides make it glow. But it had helped save me more than once.
Side streets became more frequent as we hit the heart of the town and what apparently passed as the commercial district. Stores and churches lined both sides of the road, in what almost looked to be equal numbers. This town must’ve really enjoyed going to church. I counted at least ten of them on the main street alone, and spotted a few more steeples down side roads.
It wasn’t long before the buildings started spacing out again. When I stopped at an all-way stop sign just before a long stretch of fields ahead, I caught a glimpse of a police car sitting dark and silent off the side of the crossroad to the right, about fifty feet back.
As I moved through the intersection, headlights snapped on, and the red-and-blue flickered into the night.
“Oh, shit,” I muttered. “We’re about to have company.”
“What is it?” Taeral said.
“Cops.”
I pulled over, and Sadie stared with faint horror into the side view mirror at the pulsing lights behind us. “What if it’s them?” she said. “I mean, they were running the cops in New York. What if they got to them here?”
“Whatever Milus Dei is doing out here, they couldn’t have infiltrated the cops already,” I said. “They’ve only been here a few days, tops. Let’s just find out what he wants. Maybe I have a tail light out or something.” I glanced at the mirror. The cop was taking his sweet time—he hadn’t even gotten out of the car yet.
Taeral made a frustrated sound. “We should not take the risk.”
“What do you want to do, kill the guy?” I said.
“Yes.”
“No!” Christ, it was bad enough killing actual bad guys. I wasn’t going to murder some small-town cop, probably making a routine traffic stop, just because there was a remote chance he might be Milus Dei. By that reasoning, we might as well kill every human we met, just in case. “We wait and see what he wants,” I said.
“And if he is Milus Dei?” Taeral drawled. “What is your plan then, brother?”
I sighed. “Well, we’ve got the guns in one of those bags,” I said. No one questioned that. I’d kept a few that we’d taken from the dead guys left in the Hive. Figured we’d probably need them out here. “Just…make that the last resort, okay?”
Sadie gave a tight nod, and Taeral huffed an irritated breath.
Finally, the driver’s side door of the cop car opened and a figure in a trooper-style hat got out to approach the van slowly. I lowered my window, watching in the mirror for any sign of aggression or attack. There was a hand near the gun, but no move was made to draw it. Then the figure reached the window.
She was a woman. Early forties, watchful features and sharp eyes. Khaki uniform with a star on the breast pocket, and Sheriff Gormann stitched beneath it. Not just a deputy, then.
The actual sheriff pulling people over was not a good sign.
“License and registration please, sir,” she said, her gaze traveling as much as she could see inside the van before settling on me, unblinking. Now her hand rested on the gun at her hip—casual, but ready. The please had been less polite wait-and-see, more firm command.
She wasn’t Milus Dei, but she was looking for something specific. And whatever it was, she suspected she’d found it.
“Is there a problem, Officer?” I said as I reached for my wallet, feeling like the world’s biggest cliché. But I couldn’t think of anything else to say.
“License and registration,” she repeated.
Damn. Something had definitely roused her suspicions, but I had no idea what. I knew the best approach was to say as little as possible, and wait until she started asking questions. So I handed her my license, and then the registration from the band beneath the driver’s side visor.
“Sit tight. I’ll be back in a few minutes,” the sheriff said, and walked away.
I didn’t let out my breath until she’d climbed back in her cruiser. “This isn’t right,” I said. “Sheriffs don’t handle traffic stops personally. Something must’ve happened in this town. Maybe she just stopped me because she didn’t recognize the vehicle.”
Taeral adjusted his seat on the floor, sliding a little further back. “Perhaps we should leave now, before she returns,” he said.
“She has my license. I need that,” I said. “Besides, everything’s clean. We just have to wait for her to run it. I’m sure she’ll let us go.”
“Not necessarily.” Sadie watched the mirror as if she expected a war to break out behind us. “Small-town cops don’t like letting people go. Especially strangers. If something did happen here, and we have anything that might tie into it, she’ll probably hold us.”
“Great.” We couldn’t afford spending a few hours in some backwoods police station while the locals investigated. Sadie and I might pass, but I doubted Taeral had any form of identification that would stand up to even a cursory check. “Any suggestions? That don’t involve shooting her?” I added in case Taeral thought that was still on the table.
Sadie cleared her throat. “I guess I’ll have to play the hometown card,” she said. “Whatever I say, don’t disagree with me. Got it?”
We both got it.
The wait was a bit longer than the first time, but Sheriff Gormann eventually returned to the window and handed my paperwork back. Her face was still guarded and expressionless. “You’re coming from New York City, Mr. Black?” she said.
I nodded. “That’s right,” I said as I replaced my license.
“What brings you through Elk Heights?”
“I grew up here,” Sadie said. “We’re going to visit my family, out on Run Hill Road.”
The sheriff leaned aside and looked at her. “The Nesbitts?”
“No, the Laurents.”
Suddenly, Sheriff Gormann was a lot friendlier—but still unhappy. “You must be Michelle, then. They mentioned you’d be coming into town soon.”
“Yes, that’s right,” Sadie said. 
I managed to relax. For now, we were off the hook. I could see it in the sheriff’s eyes.
Now I just hoped she didn’t ask for “Michelle’s” ID.
“Sheriff Regina Gormann. Nice to meet you and your…friend,” the sheriff said. “I’m so sorry about your brother going missing, Miss Laurent. Let your parents know that we’re doing everything we can to find him, and the others.”
The shock on Sadie’s face lasted only a few seconds before she made it disappear. “Thank you, Sheriff,” she said, managing to sound upset. “I’ll be sure to tell them.”
“Sorry about stopping you.” Her features pinched with worry, and for the first time I realized the woman looked exhausted. “We’ve had at least ten people go missing in less than a month, including your brother, and a few witnesses reported seeing a black van around. I’ve got to check everything.”
I nodded, fighting to prevent my own shock from showing. Ten people in a month was a hell of a lot of disappearances, especially for a small town like this. “We understand, ma’am,” I said. “Thank you.”
“You drive safe now, Mr. Black. Miss Laurent.” The sheriff bowed her head, touched the brim of her hat and walked back to the waiting squad car.
I put the window up. “Nice move,” I said to Sadie. “But damn. What’s with all the missing people around here?”
“I don’t know…but I don’t like it,” she said. “We need to get going. The turnoff’s not far from here.”
As I pulled slowly onto the road, Taeral said, “It cannot be Milus Dei, if this has been happening for a month.”
“Right,” I said, though I was starting to doubt that conclusion. Another coincidence—the surviving members of Milus Dei just happened to head straight for Nowheresville, Pennsylvania, which just happened to be the home of a pack of werewolves. Something they’d already known, since they immediately targeted Sadie’s sister. “Maybe your family knows what’s going on,” I said to Sadie.
“Yeah. Maybe.” She didn’t sound convinced, either.
Before long, Sadie directed me to turn left onto a road called Lacy Peak View. The road narrowed as I drove along, and eventually ended in a wide, gravel-paved turnaround that held two half-length, rusted blue buses with LACY PEAK SHUTTLE painted along the sides—barely legible beneath the dust and mud splashed up to the darkened windows.
The dead kid, Leo, had mentioned them taking a shuttle into the mountains. This must’ve been the plan.
“There’s the trail.” Sadie pointed across the turnaround to a packed-dirt path that headed up at a steep angle between rock walls. Small trees and scraggly bushes growing from natural shelves along the sides hung over the corridor, painting black shadows in the moonlight, and a pair of massive evergreens stood on either side of the entrance like silent sentries.
I rolled the van to the start of the path and stopped. “You know those horror movies where a bunch of people get lost in some remote location, and then a crazy slasher chases them through the woods for an hour?” I said. “This looks exactly like that.”
“We’ll be fine,” Sadie said. “Just go.”
“If you say so,” I mumbled, glancing in the rear view mirror. No crazy slashers—but I saw the wash of a pair of headlights slowing down as a vehicle rolled past the turnoff from the main road. Maybe it was the sheriff, still on the prowl for mysterious black vans.
If it was, I really hoped she didn’t come down here. Sadie had said we were going to someplace called Run Hill Road, and this definitely wasn’t the right way there. I still didn’t think Sheriff Gormann had completely bought our story—and all she had to do was check with the Laurents, whoever they were.
I had my foot on the brake, ready to shift into gear, when a bright flash of light exploded from the path, momentarily erasing shadows and blazing through the pine branches like white fire.
“Oh my God,” Sadie half-whispered. “The moonstaff. They wouldn’t—”
Something howled. The long, hungry sound shivered down my spine.
Sadie grabbed for the door handle. “Stay here. I’ll handle them,” she said angrily, popping the door to jump out and slam it shut before Taeral or I could protest.
That was when I noticed the silent column of shapes pouring out of the path. Tall and loping and furry, moving impossibly fast. One of the shapes launched itself from the ground and sailed through the air.
And a werewolf landed on my hood.
 
 



CHAPTER 15

 
Metal crunched and buckled with the impact of the werewolf’s leap. It crouched in front of the windshield, gold eyes glittering and muzzle wrinkled in a silent snarl to show long ivory fangs.
“Uh, Taeral—”
It was all I got out before the werewolf threw a fist at the windshield, and shattered it.
“Shit!” I scrambled over the seat. The wolf’s growl chased me as it crawled through the broken glass, over the steering wheel. 
In the back, I found Taeral dumping one of the bags we’d brought on the floor. “Where are the weapons?” he shouted.
“No time! We’ve got company, now.”
He cut a glance at the front and swept an arm out. “À dionadth,” he said.
The air behind the seats rippled like a desert mirage, seconds before the werewolf lunged. The snarling beast smashed into nothing with a startled yelp. Shaking its head, it roared and reared back to slash at the unseen barrier.
“What the hell is that?” I said, remembering I’d seen him do it once before at Milus Dei headquarters in New York. I didn’t have time to ask about it then.
“A shield. Help me find the guns.”
I grabbed the nearest bag, shaking my head. “They’re werewolves,” I said as I yanked the zipper open. “Bullets don’t stop them. Unless they’re silver.”
“They’ll slow them down.”
“Shouldn’t we let Sadie—”
Something smashed into the side of the van, hard enough to dent the wall and rock it up on two wheels.
“Right,” I said. “Slowing them down is good.”
A long beat of silence made me look back. The glass-smashing werewolf was gone. I really wished I could believe that was a good sign.
Before I could dump the bag I held, there was a tortured shriek of metal from the back of the van as one of the doors was ripped off the hinges. A massive paw battered the other door, folding it like an accordion.
Two wolves jumped in, grabbed Taeral and dragged him out.
Okay, I wasn’t going to find the guns in time. Change of plans. I half-turned, headed for the front where the fangs and claws weren’t—only to collide abruptly with the invisible shield I’d managed to forget about.
When I turned back, I was face to face with the werewolf who’d landed on the van.
I hadn’t even heard it coming.
It grinned and grabbed my throat. The grip was like steel, choking the breath from me. I grabbed the arm with both hands and tried to force it away, but it was like pushing on cement.
My blades. I had two of them in my jacket—and I knew werewolves could bleed.
The wolf dragged me toward outside, and I thrust a hand in my pocket. My vision dimmed with the lack of air, and dizziness threatened to spin me unconscious. My fingers brushed a handle.
As I gripped the curved dagger Taeral had given me, the wolf jumped out of the van and lifted me by the throat. Its lips curled in a wicked, toothy smile.
I pulled the knife and plunged the blade through its forearm.
The wolf let out a pained roar. Its grip relaxed, and I dropped to the ground. As I scrambled to my feet, gasping for breath, I saw three of them batting Taeral’s limp body around like a volleyball.
Two more of them were hauling an unconscious Sadie up the mountain path, into the shadows.
Then a dark shape knocked me to the ground, pinning my shoulders with massive paws. 
A growling face loomed inches from mine. Teeth snapped a whisper from my throat. The second werewolf pulled back, grinning—and made a rumbling, liquid sound that was almost a laugh.
The one I’d stabbed crouched next to me, the dagger still in its arm. Grinning like its pack buddy. It grabbed the knife handle, pulled the blade free with a snarl and stared at the runes carved into the metal.
Its gold eyes narrowed on me. “Fae,” it rumbled, glancing at the wolf who still pinned me down. Then it pitched the knife away and straightened. “Kill it.”
“Whoa, wait a minute!” I tried to buck free, but the second werewolf didn’t budge. “We’re Sadie’s friends,” I said breathlessly. “We came to help.”
The first werewolf glared down at me. “Hurt it. Then kill it.”
Before I could say anything else, the second werewolf hauled me up and threw me.
I smashed into the side of the van at about mach two. Pain filled the world, forming a dazzling curtain across my vision. It cleared just in time to see a furred hand grab my shirt and yank me forward—and to feel claws rake burning gashes across my gut.
Then I was airborne again.
I crashed to the ground hard. Despite the fresh infusion of agony, I scrambled up as fast as I could, searching my pockets for the other knife. The wolf was a blur rushing toward me. I jumped aside, and it barreled past.
Something behind me grabbed my arm and twisted back and up. I let out a breathless shout as I was forced to my knees.
As the other werewolf whirled and came back toward me, sirens wailed through the air, and the night turned blue and red.
So that car had been the sheriff.
Another long howl rose from the mountain path. In response, the wolves trying to kill me snarled in disappointment. I was shoved to the ground, and they took off running.
Great. No way in hell could I explain this to the cops.
Somehow I managed to stand and take a single, stumbling step toward the silent heap that was Taeral, ten feet or so away from me. I knew we had to get out of here. At the same time, I knew that wasn’t going to happen. 
Part of me was trying to decide whether to try the van or just drag Taeral and head for cover, even as I sank to the ground and hit my knees hard. I was still planning to grab him and run when I doubled over and coughed up a lot more blood than I’d ever seen coming out of a mouth.
The last thing I heard was tires crunching on gravel, squealing brakes, and slamming doors. Then blackness closed over me.
 
 



CHAPTER 16

 
Consciousness was reluctant to come back. Whatever waited beyond the haze, it wasn’t going to feel good—but something told me the potential pain wasn’t the worst of it. All I could remember was that things had gone horribly wrong.
And there had been werewolves involved.
That pulled me awake. Pain and dizziness surged through me when I opened my eyes, and I had to squeeze them shut again until breathing stopped hurting. I managed to figure out that I was lying on my back, and the firm, cold surface beneath me wasn’t the ground. Unfortunately, being inside didn’t seem like a good change.
This time I opened my eyes slowly. The bright blur above me gradually resolved into ceiling tiles done in industrial ugly. Just to the left, bars ran down from a metal beam bolted into the tiles. I was in a prison cell.
I tried to sit up. But I’d only managed a few inches when my left arm wrenched and I slammed back on the floor.  Snarling in pain, I turned my head carefully to find my wrist cuffed to one of the bars.
Okay. This was bad.
I looked the other way. Across the small, bare cell, the bars on the opposite side formed the wall of the next cell. Taeral lay on the floor of it, his normal hand cuffed to the bars. He was bloody and bruised and not moving at all.
And Sadie’s pack had…kidnapped her?
That didn’t make any goddamned sense.
I gritted my teeth and started inching myself upright, sliding the cuff up the bar as I moved. Everything in me felt like brittle twigs, ready to snap with the slightest motion. The bloody furrows carved across my gut throbbed almost as bad as my head. Once I was sitting, I reached back gingerly with my free hand and touched the worst spot.
My fingers came back smeared red.
“Taeral.” Speaking made my throat clench and my eyes water. I took a slow, fortifying breath and tried again. “Taeral, wake up. Don’t be dead.”
Nothing.
“Taeral!” The shout spiked pain behind my eyes, and I winced hard. He had to be alive. Werewolves couldn’t kill Fae…could they? And besides, the sheriff wouldn’t have handcuffed a dead body inside a cell. “Taeral, please,” I said as loud as I dared. “We have a problem.”
“Just one?” he murmured without opening his eyes.
“Jesus Christ,” I breathed. “Next time, answer me when I ask if you’re dead.”
“Technically, you did not ask.” He shifted slightly and hissed. “Do you know where we are?”
“Looks like the sheriff’s station.” I turned my attention to the rest of the place. Four of these box-like empty cells, really more like cages, along the back wall of a large room. The rest of the space contained two desks, a table littered with folders and loose paper, and a bunch of filing cabinets. The single door had a frosted glass window with the word HOLDING printed on it, backwards from this side.
A schoolroom-style clock on the wall read quarter to ten. So we’d been out for at least five hours. With no windows in this room, I couldn’t tell if it was a.m. or p.m.—but I really hoped we hadn’t lost most of a day.
One corner of Taeral’s blood-lined mouth lifted slightly. “Perhaps we should have killed her when we had the opportunity.”
“No. She’s just doing her job,” I said. “Besides, she probably saved our lives showing up when she did. Those wolves were going to kill us.”
He grunted. “They’d have tried.”
“Well, it sure as hell seemed like they were succeeding.”
Just then the door to the holding room opened. Sheriff Gormann walked in and strode toward the cells, one hand resting lightly on her gun. “If you need medical attention, you’ll have to wait,” she said. “I know your friend wasn’t Michelle Laurent, and I know what she is. Are you one of them?”
I decided to play dumb on the off chance she meant some other family. As a rule, people didn’t generally believe in werewolves. “One of who?”
She pulled the gun. “This is loaded with silver bullets. Don’t think I won’t use it.”
Okay, so Sheriff Gormann was the exception. “No, I’m not one of them. Neither is he.” I sighed and shifted so I wasn’t leaning on the bars. “Look, Sheriff. We’ve obviously been assaulted. Usually the law locks up the violent criminals, not the victims. What’s the deal?”
“The deal, Mr. Black, is that I searched your van. And what I found was a lot of weapons and a couple of beds. One of them with restraints. This leads me to believe that you may be involved with the disappearances.”
Her tone suggested that by ‘may be involved,’ she meant ‘you’re definitely the perps.’
I decided it wouldn’t be a good idea to explain that the bed with restraints was for dead people. “All of that is legal,” I said—which was mostly the truth, except for the guns. “I’m a contractor for the NYPD. Get in touch with Captain Abraham Strauss out of the twenty-first precinct. He’ll verify it.” At least, I hoped he would. Abe usually went along with my crazy schemes, but this might be a little too much for him.
“Really,” she said. “And I suppose the bloody knife I found at the scene was police issue? I’m pretty sure the NYPD doesn’t hand out big, curved daggers.”
That got Taeral’s attention. He struggled to haul himself up, gasping with every motion. “Where is the weapon?” he grated.
“So it’s yours, then,” she said. “Please don’t bother trying to tell me you’re a police contractor.”
I gritted my teeth and thought really hard at Taeral to stay out of this. He was making it worse. “He’s my brother,” I said, and kept right on talking over her skeptical glare. “Look, just call Abe. He’ll vouch for us. I’d give you the number, but you probably have my phone. It was in the van.”
The sheriff shook her head. “I’m sorry, but I just don’t believe you,” she said. “You have no paperwork, nothing to even suggest that your story is true—and you’ve already lied to me. If you want someone to contact your alleged superior, you can take it up with the FBI agent.”
“FBI agent?” That did not sound good.
“Yes. Agent Reese has been around for a week or so, helping with the missing persons cases,” she said. “He’s here at the station now. Showed up a few hours after we brought you in, and he’s been waiting to talk to you people, so I’m going to let him know you’re awake.” She shook her head. “Now him, I believe.”
“Sheriff, wait.” I tried to face her fully, but the handcuffs snapped me short. No way was I buying the FBI thing. I’d worked with Abe long enough to know the Feds didn’t actually operate the way they were shown in movies. “Did you call this guy, or did he really just show up after we did?”
“No, I didn’t call him,” she said. “Why does it matter?”
“Don’t you think that’s a little suspicious? He just knows you have new suspects? Which, by the way, you’re wrong about. We didn’t kidnap anyone.” I sure as hell found it questionable. In fact, I was willing to bet this so-called agent had never set foot in a Federal Bureau of Investigations office, and had an interesting tattoo somewhere on him. A blue ankh and sword.
They didn’t have time to infiltrate the local police, but I suspected Milus Dei would have no problem impersonating the feds.
Sheriff Gormann frowned severely. For a few seconds it looked like she might be considering, but then she said, “Look, it’s a small town. Word spreads fast. Besides, Agent Reese checks out—and I highly suggest you cooperate with him. I want my people back.”
Damn. I couldn’t blame her for what she was doing. Just like Abe, she was one of the good guys. I knew she was mostly pissed off about letting us go the first time, when the evidence she had now strongly pointed to guilty. But she wasn’t working with all the facts. “All right,” I said. “Do me a favor, though. Ask Agent Reese if he has any tattoos.”
Her mouth firmed. “Why would I do that?”
“To see how he reacts,” I said. “Humor me.”
Something in her expression shifted, and I thought maybe she’d try it. But then her features hardened. “I don’t have time for this,” she said, spinning on a heel to stalk toward the door. She opened it, stepped through and slammed it shut.
“Fantastic,” Taeral said when the sheriff was gone. “Now what?”
I closed my eyes for a few seconds. “Now…I guess we do things the hard way.”
 



CHAPTER 17

 
So all we had to do was break out of the cells before the sheriff came back with Agent What-a-Coincidence Reese, escape the police station unnoticed, and somehow find a secret werewolf bunker that was somewhere on a mountain, with no transportation and no gear. Oh, and hope that Sadie had convinced her family not to kill us.
No problem.
I’d just take things one step at a time. Step one, get out of the cuffs.
I didn’t have a spare set of handcuff keys on me. But I remembered when we got Daoin out of Milus Dei headquarters, Taeral had used some kind of spell to unlock his chains. I couldn’t recall the exact word, but a few times I’d been able to sort of translate words or phrases into Fae, if I didn’t think about it too hard.
I’d just have to hope I had some magic. Still wasn’t sure how it all worked.
I curled my fingers around the cuffs, thought about unlocking them, and spoke the word that floated into my mind. “Oscaihl.”
The handcuffs clicked.
Taeral twisted to look at me. “Going somewhere, brother?”
“Yeah. The hell out of here.” I wrenched my wrist free and used the bars to pull myself to my feet—then I had to lean on them to catch my breath. Damn. I was in a lot worse shape than I’d thought. “Be there in a second,” I called to Taeral. “Feel free to unlock those cuffs any time.”
He laughed. It was not a happy sound. “After the werewolves, I’ve no spark left,” he said. “Though I should not have bothered using magic against them.”
“Why not?”
“Werewolves draw their abilities from the moon as well,” he said. “Fae magic cannot directly affect a fully transformed were.”
I frowned. “Well, that shield thing worked.”
“Aye. The shield affects the air. Not the wolf.”
“I guess that’s good to know,” I said. “But spark or not, we still need to get out of here. And we have to move fast.”
Taeral grimaced. “I’m not certain I can move at all, let alone fast.”
“Fine. I’ll drag you out, then.” I took another minute to hope my legs would stop shaking, and then started across the cell toward him. “It’s a small town. They can’t have that many people working full-time here,” I said. “Should be able to avoid them. I’ll just keep unlocking things until we find the exit.”
He was already shaking his head. “You’ll not make it, if you try to bring me.”
“Like I’m going to leave you here. You know this agent guy is probably Milus Dei, right?”
“Aye,” he said. “And that is why you must go alone. They cannot take you.”
“Don’t even—”
The door opened, cutting off my angry rant and reducing our options to bad, or worse.
“You’re loose.” The man who walked in wore an expensive suit that was way above government agent pay grade. He stopped facing us between the two cells, and casually moved his jacket aside to show off his gun. “Interesting. You’ll tell me how you did that eventually. Meanwhile, I have a few questions for you,” he said. “Answer them right, and you’re free to go.”
“Yeah, right. Do I win a new car and a trip to Cancun, too?”
After a brief pause, he said, “I can tell you’re going to need incentive. Unfortunately, the FBI doesn’t bargain with—”
“Cut the crap,” I said, trying to shuffle closer to Taeral. Maybe I could spring his cuffs, at least. I’d figure out the rest from there. “If you’re an FBI agent, then I’m the goddamned President.”
The man gave a chilling smile. “Fine. We’ll skip the pleasantries and get down to business,” he said. “First, I’ll just mention that I know what you two are. We were only expecting the werewolf…but a couple of Fae? Quite the bonus.”
I stared at him. “What do you mean, expecting?”
“I’ll ask the questions, Fae.” He unholstered the gun with a quick motion. “And you’ll answer. Or your friend here dies.”
He pulled the trigger.
The report thundered through the room. Taeral jerked and cried out, slumping against the bars as a wet stain spread rapidly from the center of his black shirt.
“Son of a bitch!” I snarled, dropping beside him to put a hand on the cuffs. His arm had twisted unnaturally when he fell, and his attempts to shift his position were failing. “Oscaihl,” I said.
There was a click, and I pulled the handcuff loose from the bar.
“So that’s how you did it. Nice trick,” the man who wasn’t an agent said. “But it’s not going to save your friend. That bullet is cold iron, treated with a little something extra.”
I shivered. “What…”
“Mandrake,” Taeral gasped sharply, curling in on himself.
“Your friend knows his poisons.” Not-Agent Reese gestured with the gun. “I’ve got four more full clips of those. You don’t talk, I’ll keep shooting. We’ll find out how many it takes to kill him,” he said. “Let’s start with this. What were you doing with the werewolf?”
My jaw felt like it hit the floor. He should’ve known damned well what we were doing with Sadie. “You are Milus Dei, aren’t you?”
“Do you think I’m kidding?” he shouted. “I will kill him. Answer the question.”
Before I could, the holding room door burst open and six feet of angry sheriff bolted through, weapon drawn. Her rush slowed as she took in the situation. “What the hell happened?” she said. “I heard gunfire—”
Her eyes widened when they landed on Taeral and the spreading pool of blood beneath him. “Agent Reese, did you shoot my prisoner?”
“This is a federal investigation now,” the man said tightly.
She glared at him. “The hell it is. If they’re abducting my townspeople, it’s my business,” she spat. “I want you out of here, while I contact the Bureau and get someone in here to treat that man. If he’s not dead.” She turned and headed for one of the desks.
“I don’t have time for this,” Reese muttered under his breath. And aimed his gun at the sheriff.
“Sheriff, look out!” I shouted.
To her credit, she didn’t even glance back. She dove under the desk, just in time for the bullet to whiz through the space she’d been seconds ago. But as she shimmied toward the other side, Reese crouched for a low shot.
He wouldn’t miss this time.
I grabbed the door of the cell with both hands and whispered, “Oscaihl.” There was a click, and as the bars swung outward, I lunged for Reese and knocked him flat on the floor just when he pulled the trigger.
The bullet sheared off a wooden desk leg, and the sheriff swore loudly. The desk tilted and crashed.
I tried for the gun, but Reese threw me off and scrambled up, kicking me back down before I could do the same. Another report split the air.
That one came from the sheriff.
Reese let out a garbled shout. His gun clattered to the floor, and he clutched his bloodied hand to his stomach.
“Don’t move,” the sheriff breathed from behind the ruined desk. She started to get up.
And Reese moved, whirling on a heel to bolt for the door.
“Goddamn it!” Sheriff Gormann fired a parting shot that punched a hole through the lower wooden panel of the door before Reese shoved it open and darted through. She grabbed a walkie from her belt and spoke into it. “Unit two, unit five, we have a runner. Take him down. Use necessary force. And get an ambulance here.”
I coughed loudly. “Sheriff…”
She turned a heated stare on me. “Thanks. It looks like you saved my life,” she said—and then raised her gun at me. “Now explain what the hell’s going on, or I’ll shoot you myself.”
 
 



CHAPTER 18

 
I let out a breath. “What’s that saying about no good deed?” I muttered.
Sheriff Gormann didn’t waver. “Good guys don’t know how to pick locks. Especially handcuff and cell door locks.”
Well, at least she didn’t say I was magic. “That’s kind of a long story,” I said. “Can we—”
“I’ve got time.”
“Yeah, well my brother doesn’t!”
“Shit. He’s alive?” Her face paled, and she grabbed for the CB again. “All units, I need that ambulance. Now.”
The walkie crackled. “Called ’em, Sheriff,” a male voice said. “But your runner…did you mean that FBI guy?”
“He’s not FBI, Walt.”
“Oh.” The CB fell silent.
“He got away, didn’t he?” the sheriff said.
“Uh…yeah.”
“Sheriff!” I said. “We don’t have time for an ambulance. The son of a bitch shot him with a poisoned bullet.”
Her mouth parted slightly. Without a word, she headed for the far wall and the oversized first aid kit hanging on it.
I made myself stand. This wasn’t going to be easy to explain, either. Once she got a look at Taeral, she’d know he shouldn’t have survived the shot. And I doubted they had surgical tweezers around here—so I’d have to cut him to get the bullet out. Which he definitely shouldn’t be able to survive, if he was human.
“Need towels,” the sheriff said as she came back to drop the kit in front of the cell. “Should be some in that hall closet. Maybe I can staunch the bleeding. I don’t know what to do about poison, though—”
“Sheriff, please listen to me.”
She stopped and stared, like she’d just remembered I was there.
“I have to get the bullet out,” I said. “If I don’t, it’s going to kill him.”
“No. I can’t let you do that. We’ll have to wait for the ambulance.”
“I’m a paramedic. Not currently practicing, but my license is still valid.” I glanced at the cell. Taeral hadn’t moved, but he was visibly shaking. That wasn’t a good sign. “Please,” I said. “Open the door, and let me help him. I’m the only one who can.”
After a long pause, she shook her head and grabbed the keys from her belt. “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” she muttered, unlocking the cell door. “What, you can’t get this open yourself?”
“I could have. But I’d rather you did,” I said as I walked to the entrance. “Thank you. Listen, do you have a set of tweezers? If you don’t, I’m going to need a knife.”
“No…and no. I’m not giving you a weapon.”
I pointed to the discarded gun Reese had left on the floor, right next to where I’d been. “If I wanted to hurt you, or anyone else, I’d have done it by now,” I said. “I can’t dig this out by hand.”
She frowned at the gun. Finally, she went to one of the desks, opened a drawer and pulled out an evidence bag with my bloodied knife in it. “The smaller one’s locked up with your van,” she said, coming around to toss the bag to me. “I guess that’ll have to do. I’ll…go get some towels.”
Mumbling to herself, she picked up Reese’s gun and left the room.
I grabbed the first aid kit, went into the cell and knelt beside Taeral. “Hey. You still awake?” I said.
“Unfortunately,” he whispered weakly.
“Well, the good news is, I got the dagger back.” I opened the kit and grabbed a bottle of rubbing alcohol. Had to clean the werewolf blood off before I did this. “Bad news is, I have to use it to get the bullet out.”
He opened his eyes. They were bright with pain. “Must you?”
“Um. I don’t have anything else.”
“It is…enchanted,” he rasped. “To cause greater damage.”
Damn. I’d completely forgotten about that—and I couldn’t hurt him any more than I had to. Things were already bad enough. I didn’t even know what mandrake did, but it clearly wasn’t helping. “I’ll find something,” I said. “This is a police station. They’ve got to have a knife somewhere.”
“Wait. Shut down.”
“Huh?”
“The spell…Reun used. On Grygg.”
“Oh, right. Hang on.” I took the dagger out of the plastic bag and tried not to think about the words too much. “Dhuunad sios’na.”
The runes carved into the blade glowed briefly, a muddy crimson light through the dried blood, and then winked out.
“What the hell was that?”
I winced. Didn’t hear the sheriff come in while I was focused on not thinking. “Er, magic?” I said as lightly as possible, hoping she’d take it as a joke.
“I guess you’re really not one of them. You’re something else. Great.” She sighed and came into the cell, carrying three folded towels. “Is he…”
“He’s going to make it.” Jaw set, I cleaned the dagger with the rubbing alcohol and set it aside. “Taeral, I have to move you,” I said. “I’m sorry.”
He nodded faintly. “Do it.”
I took his shoulder, alarmed at how much his trembling increased when I touched him. He hissed and stiffened as I rolled him slowly onto his back. The entire front of his shirt was sodden with blood.
When I cut the shirt away so I could work, the sheriff gasped. It was impossible to miss the huge, gaping wound in the center of his chest—or the wisps of smoke that rose from it as the cold iron burned into him.
She backed up a step, and the towels fell from her arm. “He should be dead,” she said hoarsely. “That’s not possible.”
I glanced up at her. “Neither are werewolves.”
The word seemed to act like a splash of cold water, galvanizing her into action. She gathered the towels, walked over and crouched at Taeral’s left side. “How can I help?” she said as she looked over the situation. “You’re really doing this without anesthesia? Do you…er, want to squeeze my hand or something?”
Taeral managed a tiny smirk. “I’d not recommend that,” he whispered, closing the fingers of his metal hand into a fist. “But I thank you.”
“If you can have a towel or two ready for when I get this out, that would be great,” I said. “Oh, and any chance you can call off the ambulance? They’re wasting their time, coming here.”
She blinked. “He’s lost so much blood. Shouldn’t he go to a hospital?”
“No. He shouldn’t.”
“All right.” She grabbed her walkie and conveyed the information to Walt.
I tuned her out so I could concentrate on Taeral. At least with cold iron, I didn’t have to do a lot of guesswork to find the bullet—just go in where the smoke was. After a deep breath to calm my shaking hands, I lowered the blade and made a shallow cut from the edge of the smoking hole.
Taeral jerked and snarled through clenched teeth, banging his metal fist hard on the floor.
A simple cut shouldn’t have hurt that much. He’d taken bullets with less reaction.
“Jesus. Did it not work?” I meant the shutdown spell. Hopefully he knew what I was talking about, because I still didn’t want to actually admit to using magic. Sheriff Gormann seemed about two straws from gibbering panic already.
“Not the dagger,” he gasped. “The mandrake.”
“Can we do anything about that?”
He shook his head once. “Just be quick.”
“All right.”
I worked as fast as I could. The bullet had lodged deep, burrowing itself into his flesh as it burned, and it took longer than I wanted. The fresh blood pooling around the blade didn’t help.
He only screamed once, when I had to reach in and pinch the bullet with my fingers to draw it out.
I’d never seen a bullet like this one. The long metal jacket must’ve been cold iron, but it had hardly flattened on impact. The ends were curled up and away from a small, clear tube at the core of the thing that had obviously held liquid. Mandrake oil.
I remembered Taeral mentioning the stuff, and Reun being horrified by the idea of using it.
The second I got clear, Sheriff Gormann laid a folded towel over the wound and pressed down. She was pale, her eyes a touch too wide, but still holding it together. “You’re sure he’s going to make it,” she murmured. “I mean…holy mother of God. I’ve never seen so much blood.”
“Feel better already,” Taeral scraped out.
I cleaned the blade and replaced it in my jacket. That was too goddamned close—and we still weren’t anywhere near safe. They knew what we were, and they’d keep coming after us. We couldn’t be here if Reese, or whoever he was, decided to come back with reinforcements. “Listen, Sheriff,” I said. “You have to let us go.”
“Go?” she echoed. “Have you seen your…brother?”
“We’ll manage.”
She opened her mouth, and then closed it. “I’m sorry, but I can’t ignore the evidence,” she said. “You’re still suspects. I have to follow the rules.”
Okay, it was getting a little harder to be understanding now. She’d just seen beyond a doubt that Agent Reese wasn’t who he said, and she was still clinging to the you-drive-a-black-van-full-of-guns, therefore-guilty theory. But with Taeral in this state, we couldn’t just leave by force. “Fine,” I said. “The rules say you can let us go if we’re cleared, right? So call Abe. Please.”
She hesitated, and then let out a short breath. “NYPD, twenty-first precinct. Right?”
“Yes. Captain Abraham Strauss.”
“All right. I really shouldn’t do this, but…” With a slight frown, she eased off the pressure on Taeral and absently placed another towel over the blood-soaked one, then straightened and headed for the toppled desk.
Taeral looked at me with a question in his eyes, and I shrugged. I had no idea what he’d make of this, but Abe would figure out something to tell her.
I hoped.
 
 



CHAPTER 19

 
I packed up the first-aid kit and set it aside, half listening to the occasional snatch of conversation from the sheriff. From the sounds of it, she wasn’t quite convinced yet—but I knew Abe would get there.
Taeral had closed his eyes again, his features pale and drawn. This mandrake stuff was seriously affecting him, whatever it did. “You are actually going to make it, right?” I said in low tones.
“Aye. I’ll live,” he murmured.
“Think you can sit up?”
He snorted. “No. But I’ve not much choice, do I?”
As he struggled to rise, I slid an arm around him for support. He stiffened in protest, but still let me help him.
That wasn’t a good sign. Most of the time, he’d rather push himself until he passed out than allow anyone to help.
Before I could ask him exactly what mandrake did to the Fae, Sheriff Gorman approached with a cordless phone in hand. “Captain Strauss wants a word with you,” she said, and handed me the phone.
Damn. He was probably furious. I tried to keep my expression neutral as I took it and held it to my ear. “Hey, Captain,” I said, trying to sound casual. “What’s the word?”
“How the hell did you manage to get arrested in Bumfuck, Pennsylvania?”
“Er.” Yeah, furious was an understatement. I tried to think of something to say that wouldn’t sound suspicious with the sheriff standing right there, watching me expectantly. “That’s right. We’ll be out here a few more days, though. My van needs some repairs.”
Abe sighed loudly. “She’s standing right there, isn’t she?”
“You got it.”
“All right, fine. That woman is…something else,” he said. “So I told her you’re investigating a lead on a suspect here, and I threw in something about tattoos. That was when she decided you were okay.”
“That’s perfect.” I knew he’d come up with something. Even if it was an accident.
“Jesus H. Christ, I was just bullshitting her, Gideon. Don’t tell me you’re actually caught up with those guys again.”
“Okay,” I said. “I won’t tell you.”
“What in God’s name are they doing out there?”
“Don’t know. Yet.” I glanced at the sheriff. “Sorry for wasting your time, Captain,” I said, mostly for her benefit. “Apparently, I don’t have enough credentials.”
Sheriff Gormann shook her head. “A badge,” she said. “Just carry a badge. We could have avoided this.”
I couldn’t help grinning. “Hey, Abe. Sheriff Gormann says you should get me a badge.”
“Yeah, right. Soon as the NYPD gets the budget for that new Weird Shit department,” he said, and heaved a breath. “Look, kid, you watch yourself out there. And you come back in one piece. Got it?”
“Will do,” I said. “Thanks, Abe.”
“Uh-huh. You owe me,” he said. “A little heads-up would be nice next time. I don’t dare hope you’ll never pull something like this again. Why do I put up with this shit?”
“Because you love me.”
“Lucky for you.”
“Don’t I know it.”
We said goodbye, and I handed the phone back to the sheriff. She took it with a sigh. “It looks like you check out, after all,” she said. “And I am sorry about Agent Reese. Well, I suppose he’s not an agent. Is he your suspect?”
“Not exactly. But I’m sure he’s connected,” I said. “Out of curiosity, did you happen to ask him if he has any tattoos?”
“I did, actually. I wasn’t going to, but…well, I did. He was unreasonably angry.”
“And that didn’t make you suspicious either.”
“It should have,” she admitted. “I can’t believe I didn’t see through it. But he was so convincing.” She stared at nothing in particular. “Showed up a few days after Bill Ryerson took a search party up the mountain, looking for the bunch who’d already disappeared. They never came back, and I didn’t know what to do. Honestly, it was a relief having the FBI involved.”
My brow furrowed. “So you knew where some of your missing people went, and you didn’t try to find them?”
She gave me a look I couldn’t read. “Mr. Black, the people in this town do not go up there. Everyone knows it. Bill knew it, too. It’s been that way since before I was born, before my parents were born.”
“Well, we have to go up there,” I said, getting slowly to my feet. “That guy who’s not an FBI agent? He has friends, and they’re going to come looking for us. So if they show up here, just tell them we escaped.”
“Who are these men with tattoos, anyway?” the sheriff said.
I smirked. “They’re the bad guys.”
“Are they the ones taking my people?”
“Honestly? I don’t know.” Kidnapping humans didn’t fit the Milus Dei profile—but then, something about Reese didn’t add up. Like how he didn’t know who we were, even though Taeral, at least, was extremely recognizable. And how he’d been expecting Sadie. “But I think we can figure it out,” I said. “The thing is, we have to find…them. Do you know where they are?”
I could tell she knew who they were by the way she shuddered. “I’ll be honest with you,” she said. “As sheriff, there are some things I just have to accept. Even if they’re impossible. But that doesn’t mean I get involved—ever. I only know what I have to know.” She gave me that look again. “What I don’t have to know, and shouldn’t know, is where they are. If I knew that, I’d have to do something about it. Understand?”
Unfortunately, I did understand. But that didn’t help me. We had to find Sadie, before Milus Dei could. And they obviously already knew the location of the werewolf bunker. “You don’t have any idea?” I said.
“I don’t want an idea.” She sighed and leaned against the open door of the cell. “But I can point you to someone who probably does.”
“Who?”
“Chester Rigby.” A frown tightened her mouth, as if just saying the name was bad news. “He’s…well, frankly, he’s nuts. Comes from a long line of local crazies, tinfoil hat conspiracy types. But he’s not always wrong, and he’s been all over the King.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Elvis?”
A startled laugh escaped her. “Forgot who I was talking to for a minute,” she said. “King Whistler Mountain, the one that path you were trying to use leads up. Queen Whistler’s on the other side of town. Chester’s about the only one in town who’s gone up the mountain and come back down.”
Well, a crazy conspiracy nut who may or may not know something was better than nothing. “Thank you,” I said. “Can you tell us how to find him?”
“I’ll give you his address. Just don’t tell him I sent you, or he won’t talk to you.”
“Got it.” I closed my eyes briefly. “So I know I’m probably pushing my luck here, but I don’t suppose you’ve got a few extra men’s shirts? And…a spare vehicle?”
The sheriff scrubbed a hand down her face. “I must be as crazy as Chester,” she murmured. “You can take the station Jeep, I guess. We just use it for banging around the back roads, so it’s not in great shape. But you have to promise you’ll find out what happened to the missing people.”
Taeral coughed deliberately and shot me a warning look. I knew what he was trying to say—promises were dangerous things. I wasn’t sure if the same rules applied to me, since I was only half Fae, but I knew there’d be some kind of consequence if I didn’t keep it.
Unfortunately, this was the only option.
“All right,” I said. “I promise.”
 
 



CHAPTER 20

 
Chester Rigby lived at the far end of Elk Heights, on a road that was identified as Access Road B-7. Sheriff Gormann would only explain that no one else lived on the road, and that we couldn’t miss the place. Especially in broad daylight.
At least we hadn’t been unconscious all day. But any time we lost now was too much.
It was a little after noon when we set out to find the town nutcase. As warned, the Jeep was not in great shape. Cramped open cab with no roof, dead shocks, and steering with the responsiveness of a boulder. The badly maintained roads didn’t help, especially when they stopped being paved and went to gravel, and then dirt. Access Road B-7 was little more than an overgrown four-wheeler path.
Taeral rode with his eyes closed, hitching a sharp breath every time the clattering vehicle caught a bump or a pothole.
“So, what’s the deal with mandrake?” I said. “Is it the same as cold iron?”
He winced. “It is more of a drug,” he said slowly. “Some Fae use it deliberately, in very small amounts.”
“For what?”
“To…enhance.”
“Er.” That kind of sounded like a sex thing. “Do I want to know what it enhances?”
One corner of his mouth lifted. “Unfortunately, that as well,” he said, like he knew what I was thinking. He had said before that he was a little bit psychic. “A single drop of mandrake oil intensifies all sensation. Every sight, sound and taste, every touch. Pleasure…and pain.”
“Jesus Christ,” I rasped. “And you got dosed with a lot more than a drop.”
“Aye.”
I gave an involuntary shudder. Now I really didn’t blame him for hating Reun. I’d seen how he reacted to the smallest cut with mandrake in his system, and I’d been extremely careful getting the bullet out. I couldn’t even imagine how more serious injuries would feel—like the ones that left those scars on his back.
“You can heal from this stuff, right?” I said. “I mean, not to be an alarmist or anything, but you really don’t seem like you’re getting better.”
“I’ll improve, once the moon rises.”
“I hope so.” I slowed the Jeep to a crawl and babied it over a series of deep ruts, gritting my teeth against the jostling. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be much longer until we found the nutcase. This was agony for Taeral, and I was still feeling the effects of the werewolf beating. They were damned strong—and it made me glad I’d never actually fought Sadie. I had a feeling she’d win. “How does that work, anyway?” I said. “The moon thing. I get werewolves and the moon, I guess…but what does it have to do with the Fae?”
A distant expression crossed Taeral’s face. “In Arcadia, the moon is far brighter than its reflection in this realm,” he said. “And it is eternal.”
“Um. Eternal how?”
“There is no sun in Arcadia. Only the moon, always.”
“So it’s permanent night there.”
“It is. But never as dark and dreary as the nights in this human shade of existence.” He closed his eyes again. “The Fae spark is tied to the moon, and so in our realm, magic is also eternal,” he said. “But here, there are limitations. That is the advantage of the moonstone… it allows you to access magic, even when the moon is not present to restore your spark.”
That made sense, at least. I knew the pendant acted like a moonlight-powered battery, storing a charge I could use any time. But I had a spark, a limit to how much magic I could use, just like Taeral. And if that ran out, the moonstone wouldn’t do me any good.
It didn’t create magic. Just enhanced it.
I was about to pester Taeral with more questions about magic and Arcadia, when I rounded a curve in the access road and found Chester Rigby’s place.
The sheriff was right. It was impossible to miss.
At first glance, it looked like a junkyard. The dirt path ended ahead, petering out to a sprawling spread of rusted vehicles and assorted machinery—from vacuum cleaners and kitchen appliances to TVs, monitors, and computer components. Something that looked like an entire studio soundboard leaned against the shell of an El Camino. A refrigerator propped open with a cement block contained a stack of stereo speakers. There was a compact car resting on its roof, tires pointing to the sky, with what looked like a layer of CDs glued shiny-side-up to the undercarriage. A few roughly built sheds sprang up here and there among the junk, and a two-story barn stood at the back of the property, in the shadow of the King.
But the centerpiece of the place was a vehicle I hated instinctively—a silver Airstream camper.
At least it didn’t look much like Orville and Reba Valentine’s traveling house of misery. If I wasn’t familiar with the model, I wouldn’t have recognized the Airstream under the reinforced steel siding, the metal plates bolted over the windows, and the hardware bristling from the roof. I counted ten satellite dishes and at least twenty-five antennae of varying shapes and sizes.
I pulled off the access road at an angle, pointing the nose of the Jeep toward the camper. With a place like this, I would’ve expected a truckload of posted notices and No Trespassing signs, but I hadn’t seen any.
I realized why when a hinged hatch in the middle of the camper door lifted, and a double-barreled shotgun poked out.
 
 



CHAPTER 21

 
“I know what you are,” a voice shouted from behind the shotgun. “And you’re not taking me back to your ship!”
Before I could say what ship, the gun went off.
The shot plowed the ground a few feet in front of the Jeep, spraying dirt on the windshield and kicking up a cloud of dust. “Go on! Get out of here, aliens!” the voice yelled. “And tell your friends if anybody comes back here, I’ll blow ’em to pieces!”
I nudged Taeral and raised my arms over my head. With a deep frown, he did the same, and I called, “We’re not—”
“Cyborg aliens!” The shotgun drew back inside.
“Great,” I muttered, putting my arms down. “This is going well.”
Taeral shook his head and lowered his arms. “Perhaps we should track them ourselves,” he said. “If we follow the shuttle path—”
The camper door burst open, and…something jumped out.
Chester Rigby wore a bright yellow hazmat suit, complete with hood and glass faceplate. Some kind of pack was strapped to his back. Aluminum accordion-style hoses connected the pack to a long metal tube that he aimed at us as he approached the Jeep.
“One blast with this’ll fry your circuits.” Chester’s voice was muffled by the suit. He reached awkwardly across his body with a gloved hand and flipped a switch on the pack. 
It started humming. Blue-white sparks crackled inside the tube.
“Whoa. We’re not aliens,” I said. “We need your help. Our friend was, uh, kidnapped, and…someone told us you might know where we can find the kidnappers.”
He gestured with the tube. “Who told you that?”
“Um. The voices?”
“If you just came out here to make fun of me, I’m going back for the shotgun.”
“No, that’s not it. I’m sorry.” After a brief internal debate, I decided to go with the truth and hope for the best. “Sheriff Gormann said you could help us find the werewolves.”
Chester didn’t move for a long moment. At last, he lowered the tube, then reached over and turned the switch off. “She would say that,” he mumbled through the suit. “Well, if the werewolves took your friend, I guess you’d better come inside.”
He turned and clomped casually back to the camper. As if people came to ask him about werewolves every day.
“I’m not certain this is a good idea,” Taeral said.
“Tell me about it. But unless you’ve got a better one…”
He sighed. “I suppose I don’t.”
We got out of the Jeep, and followed Chester.

The inside of the camper was just as bizarre as the outside.
Half of it looked normal, more or less. The front end was a small living room with two tattered floral couches, grouped around a scuffed coffee table and facing a big-screen television. Which was hooked to a combo DVD/VCR, a stereo, a cable box, a computer tower, and a police scanner. There was a dining nook behind the living room—just a folding table with two bench seats—then a small kitchen with a sink, stove, dishwasher, three microwaves, and a huge steel safe. The lower cabinets had been replaced with filing cabinets. Loose boards served as countertops.
Everything beyond the kitchen was part security system, part monitoring station, and part mad scientist workshop. Multiple screens, computers and servers, tools and electronic parts and home-built gadgets—and stacks of paper, from standard sheets to newspapers to rolled blueprints.
A heavy black curtain hung across the back of the camper, hiding the last few feet of space. That was where Chester had gone.
Taeral and I sat on the longer of the couches. It wasn’t long before Chester returned, carrying a manila folder in one hand and a black fabric case in the other. Without the hazmat suit, he was a wiry man of average height in black cargo pants and a thermal camouflage shirt. Close to forty, with a buzz cut and a few days’ worth of dark scruff. His skin was tanned leather, the sign of a man who spent a lot of time outdoors.
He dropped the folder on the coffee table. “Take a look at that,” he said as he sat on the other couch. “I know right where they are. Hell, I know who they are. Names and everything. Keep telling the sheriff, but she won’t do anything about it. The last sheriff wouldn’t either.” Shaking his head, he unzipped the case and pulled out a digital camera. “Name’s Chester, by the way. And you are?”
“Uh, Gideon. This is Taeral.”
“Huh.” He said the word like he was expecting different names from the ones I gave. “So, you’ve really seen them?” He glanced around, and then lowered his voice. “In the…er, animal state?”
I flashed a sardonic smile. “Yeah. Up close and personal.”
His eyes widened. “Were you bitten?” he said, leaning forward. “Do you have any unnatural cravings? Any urges to—”
“We are not werewolves.” Taeral sounded extremely insulted.
“All right.” Chester frowned and fiddled with the camera. “You know, you guys seem pretty calm for having a run-in with them. This isn’t your first time, is it?”
“Not even close,” I said. “We just don’t know our way around here. That’s why we need your help.”
“Where you from?”
“New York.”
“The city?”
I nodded.
“Makes sense, you’d find some there.” He stared off into the distance. “No one believes me, you know. Everyone around here—they know what’s happening. Dead cows. People gone missing. They see the signs, hear the howling. No one goes out when the moon’s full. But they still pretend not to notice.”
“Yeah,” I said. “They take the easy way out.”
He brightened. “Exactly! But…” His gaze fell on the folder. “I hate to say this. But if they took your friend, you might not get him back.”
“Her. And we will get her back.”
“Well, you look in there,” he said, nodding at the coffee table. “It might help.”
“Right. Thank you.”
I opened the folder. The first thing in it was a topographical map, roughly circular and completely unlabeled except for the latitude and longitude grid, and a small red X near the lower left of the shape.
“That’s the location of the den.” Chester nodded at the map. “I’ve got photos, too. I’ll hook up the camera so you can see the place.”
I nodded absently, turning the map over to the other side of the folder as Chester got up and headed for the television. The next item was a printed photo looking down into the canyon at the face of the bunker—an image eerily similar to the one Milus Dei had.
Trying not to show that I’d already seen the place, I flipped the image over to the other side of the folder. Beneath it was a short, handwritten list on lined paper: silver, mercury, wolfsbane (monkshood), belladonna, blue vervain (??). The last item, blessed crucifix, was crossed out twice—and scribbled beside it was just pisses them off.
Which suggested that Chester had actually tried using this stuff on werewolves. And somehow survived.
Maybe he wasn’t as crazy as the sheriff thought.
“Surveillance is a little easier now, with the drones.” Chester untangled a cord from the snarl of wires connecting the various devices and plugged it into the camera. “They don’t move much during the day. If you’re going up there, that’s when you should go.”
He pushed a button, and an image of the bunker appeared on the TV screen—the same one as the printout. “Mapped out most of the canyon,” he said, tapping the camera to cycle through shots of the bunker at various angles. Some of them showed a set of steps carved into the stone wall of the canyon, leading down. “There’s a back way in, too. Let me find it.”
As the pictures flashed on the screen, I looked at the next thing in the folder. It was a photo of a man, maybe 50 or so, dressed in what I thought of with lingering disgust as “hunter casual”—worn jeans, flannel shirt, filthy work boots. The camera had caught him glaring at something in the near distance. His hazel eyes were the same color as Sadie’s.
Scribbled at the bottom of the printout was Silas Balfour, leader/alpha.
It wasn’t a stretch to assume this was Sadie’s father.
I turned the photo over, and found a yellowed newspaper article cut out and mounted on a piece of thin cardboard. The headline was Family of Four Dies in Mysterious Blaze; Elk Heights Mourns.
The family name had been Nelson. Among its members was one eighteen-year-old Michael.
Sadie’s fiancé.
“I told them.” Chester was staring at the article, the camera forgotten in his hand. “One look at those bodies, those poor kids, and I knew the werewolves killed them. But Jeff Parsons, he was the sheriff then—well, the Nelsons were family. His cousins. He didn’t want to hear it, so he fired me.”
My brow went up. “You were a cop?”
“Deputy. I’d been in the Army a few years, until…” He trailed off and shook his head. “Anyway, I came back home and joined the sheriff’s department. But they didn’t listen any more than the Army.”
I kind of felt bad for him. He was right, about the Nelsons at least.
Chester turned back to the television. “Where’s that back entrance?” he said, clicking through more images of the canyon. “I swear it was on this camera.”
Suddenly the picture on the screen changed from the bunker, to something completely different. An aerial shot of a compound with two large, flat buildings, four smaller ones that looked like houses, and a circular structure like an arena or amphitheater. Dark blobs that were most likely people dotted the compound.
The image flashed off to another shot of the canyon.
“Wait. Go back,” I said. “What was that?”
Chester pushed a button, and the sprawling compound reappeared. “This?”
“Yes. Is that on the mountain too?”
He nodded. “It’s the alien base,” he said. “Those big buildings are part of their ship. The rest is underground.”
“Aliens?” I glanced at Taeral, who was clearly thinking the same thing—maybe Chester was crazy after all. But I really didn’t like the look of that place, even if there was no way I’d believe they were aliens.
“Hold on. I’ll show you,” Chester said.
Before I could say anything, he put the camera down and went to the back of the camper. He was back fast with more folders—three of them, stuffed thick with papers and photos. “I’ve been monitoring these guys for years,” he said, dropping the stack on the coffee table with a heavy thump. “That’s their symbol.”
On the front of the top folder was the Milus Dei ankh and sword.
 
 



CHAPTER 22

 
Tens of thousands. It wasn’t a myth. There was a lot more to this cult than the group we’d already faced down.
I decided not to say ‘I told you so’ to Taeral. 
Ignoring the stuff about aliens, most of Chester’s information seemed accurate. And terrifying. He had plenty of images of the compound, aerial and ground level, and photos of people with visible Milus Dei tattoos and scrawled notes identifying them as ‘aliens.’ A few of them, labeled training exercises, showed people wearing body armor and grouped in tight, military-style formations—led by Not-Agent Reese.
That was why he hadn’t recognized us. Reese wasn’t from New York.
Some of the documents touched on the history of the cult. There was a printout of an online article I’d seen before, in the links Viv had found for me when she researched Milus Dei. It talked about the Scrolls of Gideon—how they may or may not exist, were supposedly made of human skin and written in blood, and various theories about what they contained. Chester had circled the part about human skin and scribbled alien preservation techniques and create the perfect man.
There was also an old sepia-toned photo of the railroad car machine that Chief Foley had almost killed us with.
Chester had decided that we needed sustenance before we went up against the werewolves. He was currently in the kitchen, cooking something that smelled like rancid entrails with a dash of stale gym locker, while Taeral and I went through the folders.
I turned over a block-printed list of coordinates with no labels or notes, to find a photo of the Pentagon.
“Uh, Chester?” I said slowly. “Do you really think these guys are involved in the government?”
He glanced back from the steaming stove. “They have landing sites all over the world,” he said. “I’m pretty sure one of them’s in D.C. Who else but an alien would design a pentagon-shaped building?”
I frowned. “They’re not aliens. Really.”
“Of course they are. Didn’t you see their symbol? It’s Egyptian.”
“And that proves…what?”
He snorted. “Everyone knows aliens built the pyramids,” he said.
“Right. I forgot, everyone knows that,” I said with a sigh. Obviously, there was no talking Chester out of the alien theory. “But the Pentagon?”
“Look, I know they’ve infiltrated Washington.” Chester lifted a pot lid and stirred something, keeping his back turned. “My CO was one of them,” he said. “He had the mark. I tried to report him to the defense department. Brought them all the evidence. They seized it and court-martialed me. Discharged me for being ‘mentally unfit’.” He shook his head and stared at the ceiling. “I’m not crazy,” he added softly. “This is real. But people either don’t believe it, or they’re covering it up.”
The idea that Milus Dei was involved in the military chilled me. And now I really felt bad for Chester, too. Take away the fifty shades of alien, and he had most of it right—but to the average person, he just sounded like a raving lunatic. “Well, we believe you,” I said. “Right, Taeral?”
“Oh, yes. Certainly, aliens are taking over the world.”
“Taeral.”
He let out a frustrated breath. “Aye. We believe you.”
“Good, because I’ve got plenty more to tell you. But right now you need to eat.” Chester produced a tray and a stack of bowls from an upper cabinet. He ladled the stuff from the pot into the bowls, tossed a few plastic sleeves of saltine crackers on the tray, and brought it out to the coffee table.
The bowls were filled with a lumpy, grayish substance, swimming with chunks of possible meat and a bunch of squiggly white strings. And it still smelled like gym socks and spoiled guts. “Er,” I said. “Hope you don’t mind me asking, but…what is that?”
“Oh, don’t worry. It’s safe,” Chester said. “I never use anything with preservatives. That’s where they slip the drugs in, dull your mind and fatten you up like cattle. The ramen noodles are okay for filler, but I don’t use the seasoning. It’s loaded with MSG. And the squirrel meat’s pretty fresh.”
“Squirrel meat,” I echoed weakly, grabbing a package of crackers. “Think I’ll stick with these.”
Taeral reached out and picked up a bowl. “Don’t be rude, Gideon,” he said. “Our host has prepared us a meal. It is surely safe to eat, as he’s mentioned.”
I glared at him. Couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic, but I suspected. Strongly.
“Go on, dig in,” Chester said, helping himself to a bowl. “You’ll need your strength, if we’re going up against the werewolves.”
I frowned. “We?”
“I’m going with you.” Chester slurped down a spoonful of squirrel stew and failed to gag or drop dead. “You need a guide. I know the King, and I’ve got plenty of anti-werewolf weapons. Without me, you’re as good as dead up there.”
“I hardly think we need help from a—”
“Hold on,” I said before Taeral could say something brilliant like human. “He does know the area. And we’re definitely short on firepower.”
“I’ll not be responsible for him,” Taeral said. “I’ve enough trouble keeping you alive.”
Chester leaned forward, balancing his bowl in one hand, and stared at him. “Listen, son. Do you have any idea what these aliens are doing?” he said. “They’re making super soldiers out of everything they can get their hands on, and it’s not just werewolves. I’ve seen more shit than you’ll ever be able to understand. I can handle a bunch of overgrown dogs, you got that?”
I couldn’t help laughing at Taeral’s stunned expression. “Okay. You’re coming with us.”
“Damn straight I am,” Chester said. “We’ll head up at dawn.”
“No.” Taeral’s features sobered quickly. “We leave at moonrise,” he said. “If Milus Dei is this close, and in such numbers…we may already be too late. We must find her.”
Chester’s eyes widened. “I thought I was the crazy one. You know they’re stronger in the moonlight, right?”
“Aye, they are.” Taeral flashed a grim smile. “But so are we.”
 
 



CHAPTER 23

 
I’d forgotten what it felt like to be outside under the moon, miles from civilization.
This was what I’d grown up with—untamed environments and open space. Lands rarely disturbed by people, where the most violent acts were those of natural survival. At least until the Valentines arrived on the scene.
I’d never minded the surroundings. It was the company that bothered me.
It was a warm night for November. The winding, partially wooded trail Chester led us up was obviously not used regularly. Exposed roots and overgrowth choked long sections of it, and in some places erosion had formed jagged pits that were almost big enough to park cars in.
We were armed with high-powered flashlights and Chester’s idea of an anti-werewolf arsenal. He and Taeral both carried shotguns, and I had a compact .45, all of them loaded with homemade wolfsbane-laced bullets. We also had pocket knives with silver coated blades, dart guns with darts tipped in belladonna, and pouches of powdered stuff that was supposed to blind them. If you could manage to open a pouch and throw a handful of dust into the eyes of an attacking werewolf.
Chester wore a bandolier stocked with glass tubes—scent bombs, he called them, to cover our tracks. Every once in a while he’d smash one against a tree or a rock.
The stench was so strong, it seemed like it would attract every werewolf within a hundred miles. But apparently they’d worked for him so far.
At least the moonlight was working its magic. Taeral already looked better, and I felt almost normal again. The clawed gashes across my stomach were down to scratches. I’d left the pendant outside my shirt to recharge, but I still hoped I wouldn’t need it. Maybe Sadie had talked her pack out of using us as chew toys by now.
Unfortunately, with the way that werewolf I’d stabbed had acted, I doubted it.
Ahead of us, a huge, moss-covered fallen tree lay partially across the path. Chester had almost reached it when the beam of his flashlight swept past a hollow beneath the log—and I happened to glimpse something I hadn’t seen in years.
Something Chester was about to step on.
“Chester, freeze!” I half-shouted, moving in front of Taeral.
Thankfully, he did. When he looked back with a questioning expression, I pointed my light at the hollow and the thick, white-banded, brown and black coils of snake stuffed inside. “Timber rattler,” I said. The snakes weren’t usually lethal, but they were highly venomous. And they had a very long strike range.
Chester took the right steps—slowly backwards, away from the snake. “Damned good eye you’ve got,” he said, looking at me with surprise. “Don’t see many of those, this late in the year.”
“Well, it’s warm tonight. Could be a den under there, too,” I said. “We’d better go over and around this thing.”
“I’m impressed.” Chester raised an eyebrow. “You don’t strike me as the wilderness type. Boy Scouts?”
I smirked. “Not exactly. Let’s keep moving,” I said, glancing back at Taeral.
He wasn’t moving.
“Taeral?” I said. “What’s wrong?”
“That. Is a snake.” His frozen gaze didn’t leave the dark coils.
“Yeah. So?”
“I despise snakes.”
I had to bite my tongue to keep from laughing. I’d seen Taeral face down voodoo clans, scores of armed men, Fae a hundred times stronger than him, and packs of werewolves without hesitation—but a single snake apparently scared him shitless. “He won’t hurt you,” I said. “Come on. All we have to do is steer clear.”
“Of the snake.”
“Yes. We won’t go near the snake,” I said, hoping I sounded calm and soothing.
“What if there are more?”
I fought a smirk. “We won’t go near them, either.”
He shuddered, breaking free of his paralysis. “I despise snakes.”
“Yeah, you said that.” I nodded at the fallen tree. “We’ll just climb over this end. Away from the snake,” I said. “Okay?”
“If we must.”
“Yes, we must. Sorry.”
He frowned. “Fine. But for the record, I’ll not enjoy it.”
“Duly noted.”
Chester was already on the other side of the massive log. I let Taeral go ahead of me. When I climbed over, he was already ten feet back from the path, standing in knee-deep underbrush and glaring with dark mistrust at the tree.
“What’s his problem?” Chester said as I hit the ground.
I shrugged. “Guess he doesn’t like snakes.”
“Oh. Think we should tell him there’s probably a lot more out where he’s standing?”
“Nah,” I said with a grin. “If there are, they’re grass snakes. I’d love to see him react to one of those.”
Chester laughed. “No Boy Scout in that boy, huh?”
“Not a drop.”
We kept going. Eventually Taeral made his way back to the path to join us, with no further snake sightings. The temptation to make fun of him remained, but I resisted. For now. I was definitely going to bring it up later, though.
After a while, the vegetation thinned and we came to a gently sloping field of rock. “That’s the back way into the canyon,” Chester said, pointing to a wide crevice about halfway up. “Once we get to the den, we can draw ’em outside and mount a frontal assault. Smoke canisters, scent bombs, cover fire. Then you go in and get your friend.”
Belatedly, I realized that an all-out attack would hurt Sadie too, if she was actually with her family instead of being held by them. “Er, maybe we should try to be subtle,” I said.
Chester shook his head. “What, you want to try sneaking up on a bunch of werewolves? Not going to work. You get too close, and they’re all over you.”
“We will attempt to use the entrance, and speak to them,” Taeral said. “Perhaps they’ll listen now.”
At least Taeral was thinking along the same lines as me. 
But Chester didn’t know that the friend we wanted to rescue was one of them. “You’re going to reason with werewolves,” he said. “And they call me crazy.”
“It might work,” I said.
“No, it won’t.” Chester sighed. “Look, I’ll hang back and try to cover you. But I can’t promise anything, if you’re really going to go through with this.”
“We are,” Taeral said.
“Fine. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
The crevice led to a short tunnel that emptied into the canyon—or at least, a canyon. For a minute I thought we were in the wrong place, until I saw the bend ahead and to the right. I figured the bunker was around the curve, out of sight. So far, so quiet. There’d been no sign of the pack.
Until we rounded the corner and were met by four angry-looking people with guns.
 
 



CHAPTER 24

 
“It’s them,” Chester hissed, grabbing for the shotgun strapped to his back. “Open fire!”
The one at the front of the group, a male in his early twenties with bright red hair and a matching goatee, aimed a handgun the size of a small cannon at Chester’s head. “Try it, and I’ll vaporize your brain,” he said, glancing over his shoulder at a figure half-hidden behind him. “You recognize any of these guys?”
“No. I don’t think they’re from that place,” a female voice said uncertainly. The figure shifted into the light, and my breath caught.
She was much younger…but she bore a striking resemblance to Sadie.
“Elara?” I said.
Her eyes widened, and she took a startled step back. “He knows my name,” she whispered. “He must be one of them.”
The redhead glared. “Take them down,” he growled.
“Whoa! We’re not Milus Dei.” I elbowed Chester as he went for the shotgun again. I could tell this group was different from the ones who’d attacked us at the path. They were all younger, and they almost seemed scared. Probably because it sounded like Elara had managed to escape—she must’ve had more in common with her big sister than just looks. “We’re Sadie’s friends,” I said. “We were just looking for her.”
“And she had better not be harmed,” Taeral added in threatening tones.
The redhead’s expression went from angry to stunned. But Elara pushed past him and stalked toward me with fire in her eyes. “You don’t know my sister,” she spat. “If you did, you wouldn’t be looking for her here. She’s been gone a long time.”
“Um, Elara,” the redhead stammered. “About Sadie…”
She whirled on him. “What about her?”
“Sister?” Chester blurted. “Your friend’s a werewolf?”
One of the others, a brown-haired male, swung a rifle at Chester. “They know what we are,” he said almost frantically. “We have to kill them! Uncle Silas said any human—”
“Everybody, shut the hell up!”
Suddenly all eyes were on me. I held up the hand that wasn’t holding a flashlight, aware the calm wouldn’t last long. “First of all, we’re not humans,” I said. “We’re Fae. So you can shoot us all you want, but it won’t do any good.”
“Hey,” Chester whispered loudly. “I’m not—”
“You are, or you’re dead,” I told him under my breath.
He cleared his throat. “Uh, right,” he said. “I am also a fairy. Just like my friends, who are definitely fairies and not humans. Or werewolves.”
“Okay. They get it,” I said dryly.
“You’re not really…”
“Don’t worry about that now.” I faced Elara. “You got away from them, didn’t you?”
She gave a tentative nod. “What’s going on?” she said. “How do you know Sadie…where is she?”
“That’s what I was trying to tell you,” the redhead said. “She was at the bunker, when they captured the elders. They got her, too.”
Taeral and I exchanged alarmed glances. We were too late—but they didn’t kill their captives. There was still a chance.
And maybe, we’d just found some help.
“All right,” I said. “I think you’d better tell us what happened. Is there someplace we can talk?”
The redhead looked around uneasily, and finally lowered his weapon. “This way.”
We followed them further into the canyon, under the silent gaze of the moon.

The bunker showed what might be considered signs of a struggle. And by struggle, I meant flat-out war.
Black scorches marked the metal door, which had been blasted off its hinges. There were bullet holes in the walls, and blood splashed on the stone floor of the canyon. Part of the flat roof had been caved in.
The inside was worse. The entrance led to a large main area full of jumbled, splintered furniture that used to be some kind of living room, complete with two large, flat-panel TVs. One bore a smashed screen painted with blood, and the other was a bent heap of shattered plastic and twisted metal, and more blood. Like they’d been used as weapons. The whole room reeked of spent fire with an ominous metallic undercurrent.
My brain decided to focus on being surprised that werewolves sat around watching television.
We were led to a side room that seemed relatively untouched, except for a few overturned chairs around the conference-style table that dominated the room. Most of us sat down, and quick introductions were made. The redhead was Tate, his brother Luther was the instinctive anti-human, and a girl with long braids and a high-powered crossbow was Mars.
“They took most of the elders. Silas, Oscar, Dionne. Marlon and Willow. A few more.” Tate, who seemed to be the unspoken leader of the group, paced slowly at the head of the table, running a hand through his red hair. “We were out hunting with Dad, and we heard gunfire. Explosions. When we got back…”
“You already told me this stuff,” Elara said.
“Yeah, but they don’t know.”
“What about Sadie?”
He sighed and refused to look at her. “I don’t know why she was here,” he murmured. “Marlon brought her in last night. She was in bad shape…he wouldn’t say what happened. And he wouldn’t let anyone talk to her, either. He locked her in the sanctuary. But the door’s busted open and she’s gone.”
“I know why she came.”
All the werewolves looked at me. “Marlon is your brother, right?” I said to Elara.
“Unfortunately,” she spat.
Okay, so no brotherly love there. And he’d apparently led the attack on us, so I kind of shared the sentiment. “He contacted Sadie when you went missing,” I said. “She’s gone up against these guys before—we all have. So we came to help get you back.”
“Marlon called Sadie?” Elara’s anger drained, and she crossed her arms with a shudder. “She came for me. And they took her,” she whispered. “Oh, Sadie…”
Something clicked in my mind as she spoke, and I put it together with Reese at the station. Saying they’d been expecting the werewolf. “Jesus Christ,” I said roughly. “They never wanted you. They wanted her.”
Taeral straightened in the seat beside me. “What?”
“They wanted Sadie. They took Elara to lure her out here.” My blood ran cold at the thought, but I knew it was right. Even Leo, the dead kid, had confirmed it—I just didn’t understand at the time. He’d said they want to get the girl. The werewolf. Sadie assumed he meant Elara, but the kid didn’t know any names.
I met Elara’s stricken gaze. “You’re the only one she cares about,” I said. “She wouldn’t have come back for anyone else. This was a trap for Sadie.”
“Bastards,” Taeral growled. “Why her?”
“I don’t know, but we need to find out.” I looked around at the rest of them. “When Milus Dei attacked this place, did you kill any of them?” I said. “Are there any bodies still here?”
Tate frowned. “Why do you want a dead body?”
“Good question,” Chester said. “What the hell’s going on here?”
“I killed one.”
Mars, the girl with the crossbow, spoke for the first time, straightening from the wall she’d been leaning against. “Found him in the cellar, trying to break into the archives,” she said. “He’s still down there.”
“Good. Do you think you can bring him up?”
The girl nodded. “Come on, Luther. You can help me,” she said as she headed out of the room.
Luther shot me a suspicious look, but he followed her out.
“Maybe you didn’t hear me the first time,” Tate said. “Why do you want a dead body?”
I gave a grim smile. “So I can ask him what they’re doing with Sadie.”
 
 



CHAPTER 25

 
“Oh my God,” Elara said. “You’re the DeathSpeaker.”
Before I could respond to that, Chester pushed back from the table and stood. “Excuse us for a minute,” he said too loudly. “I have to talk to my…fairy friends in private. Right now.” He glared at me and jerked his head toward the door.
Damn. I probably should’ve tried to explain a little more of this to him before we came up here. I guessed he had a right to be pissed off, and I owed him at least some of the truth. “Er, okay,” I said. “We’ll be right back. Come on, Taeral.”
The three of us left the room, and Chester closed the door when we were in the hallway outside it. “All right. I don’t know how, but your little ruse worked,” he said. “Now let’s get the hell out of here before they decide it’s dinner time. I remember the way back to the door.”
I frowned. “We can’t leave.”
“What?” He gaped at me. “Look, you just told them you’re going to talk to a dead guy. Maybe they bought the fairy thing, but there’s no way—”
“Chester…it’s true.”
He made a strange sound and paled under his tan. “What’s true?”
“All of it,” I said. “We are Fae—well, I’m half. And I can talk to the dead.”
Chester’s mouth moved silently for a moment. Finally, he said, “Seelie or Unseelie?”
I was too surprised he knew that much about the Fae to answer. But Taeral replied right away. “Unseelie.”
He took a rapid step back and pulled out a strange-looking gun I hadn’t seen him pack, with an oversized tube-fed barrel and a muzzle split into a Y. “I knew there was something off about you,” he said. “All that stuff about being stronger in the moonlight. You’re mind-controlling me, aren’t you?”
“No!” I said. “We can’t even do that. Uh, can we?”
“Not you.” Chester pointed the gun thing at Taeral. “Him.”
Taeral sneered. “You’ve nothing worth controlling, human.”
“Come on, Taeral.” Sometimes I forgot how much he hated humans, until he reminded me at very inconvenient times. Like this one. “Look, Chester, we’re not doing anything to you. We’re the nice kind of Unseelie.”
“Right. I’m not buying it,” he said. “You come to my place, pretending you’re human, telling me what I want to hear. That’s how the evil fairies get you. If you’re so nice, why didn’t you just tell me what you were?”
“Because of this!” Taeral shouted, snatching the gun so fast that I barely saw him move. “Humans. You shoot first, and then you shoot some more. Anything you fail to understand, you try to kill.”
Chester blinked and lowered his empty hand slowly. “Not all humans are like that,” he said. “I’m not…”
“Really. Were you not, just now, threatening to shoot me? Merely because I am Unseelie?” Taeral shook his head, and one corner of his mouth lifted slightly. “Not all Fae are alike, either,” he said.
“I guess not.” Chester managed a tentative smirk. “Sorry, son. I swear I’m not like that, most of the time,” he said. “Hell, a mermaid saved my life once, when I was stationed in Hawaii.”
I raised an eyebrow. “A mermaid?”
“Told you I’ve seen things. And just so you know, mermaids are not pretty.” He cleared his throat and nodded at Taeral. “Can I have that back? If, you know, I promise not to shoot you,” he said.
Taeral handed the gun back. “What is this…thing, anyway?” he said.
“Uh. Silver darts, elderberry infusion. Double shot in case of glamour.”
“Well,” Taeral said. “You’ve one of them right, at least.”
Chester frowned. “Which one?”
“As if I’d tell you.”
“Guys, we should get back in there,” I said before the argument could continue. “We’ll have to move on them soon, if we’re going to get Sadie and the rest of them out.”
Chester stared at me. “You’re going after the aliens?”
“Yeah. They have our friend. Again,” I muttered. “Look, I know you didn’t sign on for this. I’ll understand if you’d rather not come. Actually, you probably shouldn’t. These guys won’t hesitate to kill you.”
“Are you kidding? You need me more than ever,” he said.
“We’ll be okay,” I said. I really didn’t want him to get killed. “We’ve gone up against them before.”
“Do you know the least guarded way into the compound?”
“No, but—”
“Know which building they do their experiments in?”
“Not exactly…”
“Can you hack a security system?”
“Uh, no.”
“You need me,” Chester said. “So let’s do this.”
I smirked. “Right. I guess we’re all in.”

When Mars and Luther returned, they laid the body out on the conference table. The guy was a blond with a face like a swollen weasel, wearing the SWAT-style body armor Milus Dei favored for their torture-victim raid parties. One arrow shaft protruded from his throat, and another from just beneath his left arm, entering at a downward angle that had probably pierced his heart.
Mars was a damned good shot.
I’d given them a brief explanation of the DeathSpeaker stuff, including that the dead people spoke in my head, they had to tell the truth—and I couldn’t do it for long without bleeding and passing out. “Before we get started,” I said. “Is there anything specific I should ask him, besides what they want with Sadie?”
“Ask him what they’re doing to Rennie. Our little sister,” Luther said tightly. “They took her, too.”
The kid sounded sick with concern. “I can’t,” I said with real regret. “He won’t know anything that’s happening after he died.”
Elara took a step toward the table. “Ask him why they kidnapped the people from the village,” she said, her voice oddly strained. “I saw them there, at least a dozen. I heard them…screaming.”
My gut twisted. Capturing and torturing humans was not standard operation for Milus Dei—well, not for the ones from New York. “I’ll find out,” I said. At least now I could keep my promise to Sheriff Gormann, and hopefully even bring them back alive.
“All right,” I said, staring down at the body. “Here we go.”
I pressed a hand to the dead man’s armored chest.
Within seconds, a tugging sensation filled my head, and a voice spoke. Our New York brothers said they’d found you, DeathSpeaker. We didn’t believe them.
“Guess you do now,” I said. “What’s your name?”
There was a brief pause that strained my brain before he said, Hector! Damn, it’s true!
I winced a little at the stabbing words. “Afraid so, Hector,” I said. “You have to answer me. And you’re not going to like my questions.”
You’re a monster, Hector snarled. My brothers will do what the Quaestio branch has failed to. We’ll capture you, torment you, and cleanse the world of your filth.
“Yeah. Haven’t heard that one before,” I muttered, closing my eyes until the pinpricks subsided. “What do you want with Sadie?”
Who?
“Sadie. The werewolf from New York. Subject two-six-two, you son of a bitch.”
The tugging grew harder. Her blood contains Compound 23, he said. Those Quaestio idiots destroyed the rest with their headquarters.
I knew what he must have meant. The stuff they injected Sadie with to suppress her human side. At least I wouldn’t have to suffer through an answer to that question. “Why do you want Compound 23?”
To stabilize L39.
“What the hell is L39?”
The dead guy practically yanked my brains out through my ears before he replied in angry, grinding tones that drilled into my head. Temporary lycanthropy. It gives humans the strength, speed, and senses of a werewolf, until it wears off.
“Jesus Christ,” I rasped. “You’re weaponizing lycanthropy?”
I ignored the shocked sounds from the others in the room. Yes, Hector said. With their abilities, our soldiers can take down any non-human.
My head throbbed badly, and not just from the pain. “So what will this compound in Sadie’s blood do?” I said.
L39 has an unfortunate side effect. It drives people insane. In the right amounts, Compound 23 will shield the human from the virus while it’s active.
The long explanation felt like knives in my brain, and started my nose bleeding. I had to ask about the rest while I still could. “Why did you kidnap a bunch of people from the town?” I said.
Hector laughed. The sound grated in my head like sandpaper. We need test subjects.
“What, your soldiers aren’t good enough to test this stuff on?”
My brothers are highly trained. Far too valuable to risk insanity, or death.
“You son of a bitch,” I gasped as the blood went from trickle to gush. “You’re killing them?”
Eventually. And with our enhanced soldiers, we’ll have no trouble capturing you. DeathSpeaker.
“That’s not going to happen, Hector,” I ground out. “Enhanced or not, your soldiers are going down.”
I pulled away from him, with the cold sound of his laughter still echoing through my aching head.
A hand on my shoulder made me flinch. It was Elara, offering something that looked like a handkerchief. “Here,” she said. “For your nose.”
“Thanks.” I wiped the blood away and held the material in place for a few seconds, knowing it wouldn’t stop bleeding right away. But I didn’t have time to worry about that now. “We need to get to that compound,” I said. “Before they figure out how to turn themselves into werewolves on demand.”
 
 



CHAPTER 26

 
Four young werewolves, one and a half Fae, and one crazy human against a hundred-plus highly trained soldiers who may or may not be able to go wolf whenever they wanted.
This was really going to suck.
While Chester led the way toward the compound, I explained as best I could what the dead guy had told me. How they were using Sadie’s blood to try and infect people with lycanthropy without driving them insane, and testing the stuff on the people they’d kidnapped from Elk Heights.
Hector was right about one thing. A pack of werewolf-enhanced humans could probably take down anything.
“I don’t understand,” Tate said. “The stuff they want is in Sadie’s blood, right? So why did they take the elders?”
Taeral’s jaw clenched. “They need no reason. They’ve always captured and tortured Others, simply because they can.”
“Yeah, but it still doesn’t make sense,” I said. “That base has been there for years, on the same mountain as a whole pack of werewolves. If they just wanted to grab them and take them apart, they would’ve done it before now. Wouldn’t they?”
“I suppose,” Taeral said.
“Dead Hector called them the Quaestio branch. The assholes from New York, I mean. So maybe these guys are doing something different out here.”
“I already told you,” Chester said over his shoulder. “They’re building an alien army. Didn’t I say they were making super soldiers?”
Elara and Tate both looked at me. “Aliens?” Elara mouthed.
“Uh, yeah. Some of us aren’t convinced on the alien thing,” I muttered.
“I heard that.”
“But he’s right about everything else,” I said louder. “Anyway. Whatever they took your family for, it’s not going to be good. We’ll have to figure it out after we go in and get them, and the people from town.”
“Yeah, and what then?” The heavy voice came from Luther. “They already got whatever they needed from Sadie. And they have an army. What are we supposed to do when they come after us again?”
I let out a breath. “I wish I knew, kid.”
The only thing I did know was I couldn’t think about massive numbers, global sites, and cult members in the Pentagon right now. All of that was happening somewhere else.
The odds were already impossible from here.

We’d been picking our way across rough terrain for nearly an hour when Chester led us through a thick, steep stretch of trees and onto a well-worn path. “Douse your lights and keep an eye out,” he said, making an adjustment to his own flashlight that reduced the bright glow to a pale, focused beam. “I doubt anyone would be up here this time of night, but you never know.”
“Where’s here?” I said.
“Hiking trail. They train on this sometimes, but mostly they just use it for walking.” He looked back over the group. “I’d have a weapon ready.”
I grabbed the .45, and a small burst of rustling and clicking erupted around me as everyone armed themselves.
At least it was relatively easy going, except for the tension of trying to watch everywhere at once for signs of Milus Dei. I focused on catching my breath. It’d been a long time since my last trek through the wilds, on a mountain a lot like this one. The only time I’d ever traveled the wilderness alone.
When I finally escaped the Valentines, and ended my sixteen-year sentence in hell.
I’d been planning the night I left for just over a year. They never would’ve let me leave—the Valentines were poachers, illegal big-game hunters with a long list of crimes under their belts from petty theft to outright murder. I’d witnessed it all, and they knew I hated them, wouldn’t hesitate to turn on them if I got the chance. My only way out was dead. So that’s what I intended to make them think.
Unfortunately, I got caught.
The family was camped in the northern Pennsylvania Appalachians, hunting down black bears. I’d planned to take off in the middle of the night while the rest of them were passed out in drunken stupors, and leave a staged ‘animal attack’ behind. I had three days’ worth of food and water, a few bottles of fresh blood from the day’s kills for stage dressing, and a hunting knife I’d finally managed to steal from one of my brothers.
Part of the plan involved cutting off some of my own skin and hair, just to make it convincing. It would’ve been worth it. 
But Orville, the man I thought was my father for most of my life, happened to stumble out of the Airstream he shared with Mama Reba to heed the call of nature—just before I’d hit the safety of the tree line bordering the camp. He somehow managed to figure out my plan, despite the handicap of having a brain entirely fueled by meanness and whiskey.
He beat the hell out of me. Broke my left arm and a few ribs, blacked one eye shut, and battered me hard enough I was pissing blood for a week. Lucky for me, he was too tired to finish killing me—so he chained me down in the bed of his pickup and promised to finish the job in the morning. Said I was officially useless dead weight, and he was going to make me the ultimate hunting trophy.
Orville went into detail about how he was going to skin me alive and carry the skin around with him, mount it up in the Airstream and charge his twisted poacher friends ten bucks a pop to look at my dead husk.
I believed he would.
That was the night I learned about the power of sheer desperation and my incredible will to save my own ass. At the time I had no idea I was half-Fae, but I did have the moonstone pendant. It must’ve helped me open the padlock Orville used to secure the chains, when I thought it had somehow popped from me pulling it with my teeth, shoving a splinter of metal into the lock and fumbling around, and finally begging it to just open.
Looking back, I figured my non-human status had been the only thing keeping me alive all those years while Hodge and Morris used me for target practice. They’d shot me so many times, I should’ve died from the shock alone.
But the Fae healed fast, even when they didn’t know they were Fae. And it probably didn’t hurt that the Valentines were most active at night, so I spent a lot of time in the moonlight.
After I slipped the chains and ran, I spent four days wandering the mountain in a delirium of pain and fear. Jumping at every noise, thinking they’d found me. Knowing that every minute I stayed away, they’d make my death that much slower and more painful. I’d eventually made my way to a paved road, where a man headed to New York gave me a lift.
He was too drunk to notice I was half-dead. The cop who pulled him over when he crossed into the city wasn’t.
From there I was shuffled into the system, but I made sure I disappeared from that system as soon as possible. I could never let the Valentines find me. By now, they probably figured they owed me a painful death stretched out over ten years or so.
“Um. Gideon?”
Elara’s soft voice beside me scattered the memories. I looked over, and realized I could see much better than I expected without the flashlight. At least while the moon was up. Her face, so much like Sadie’s, was pinched with worry.
“Can I ask you something?” she said.
“Go for it.”
She drew a shaking breath. “Did Sadie really come back…just for me?”
“Yeah. She did,” I admitted.
“So it is my fault, then,” she whispered.
“It is absolutely not your fault.” I tried for a reassuring smile. “You know, you’re a lot like her,” I said. “She tried to blame herself for something Milus Dei did too. But it wasn’t her fault—and this isn’t yours. Okay?”
“I guess.” Her expression said she wasn’t convinced. “You think I’m like her?”
I nodded. “That’s a good thing, by the way.”
“Yeah. But some of the others, they don’t think so.” She sighed and stared ahead at nothing. “Dad’s always been so mad that Sadie keeps going against family traditions. He thinks she doesn’t belong, and says her running off just proves it.”
I couldn’t help a short laugh. “Have to take Sadie’s side here,” I said. “Just because it’s tradition, doesn’t mean it’s right.”
“Tell me about it.” Elara’s features darkened. “And Marlon…well, he’s an asshat. He’s the one who drove her away. Dad was only going to—” She stopped suddenly and looked at me. “Do you know why she left?”
“She told us about Michael,” I said.
“Oh. She must really like you, then.” The corners of her mouth twitched down. “It was all Marlon’s idea,” she said. “Dad wanted to forbid her from seeing him, but Marlon talked him and the elders into…what they did. To make an example, he said.” Anger burned from her eyes, glinting in the moonlight. “He told me about it once. How he killed Michael, how he begged for his life. Marlon said he was weak. And he was laughing.”
I shuddered inwardly. This Marlon sounded like a real winner, and I wasn’t looking forward to rescuing him. Especially if he was the one I’d stabbed when they took Sadie—which seemed likely, since he’d been giving orders.
But Sadie was the important thing here. We had to get her back.
Ahead of us, Chester slowed his pace, and then stopped. “Okay, it’s right around this bend,” he said. “I just have to hack into their security system and disable the alarms, and we’re in.”
“Right,” I muttered, hoping Chester really wasn’t as crazy as he seemed—because otherwise, we were officially screwed.
 
 



CHAPTER 27

 
Chester was full of surprises. One of them was a gadget that plugged into the electronic lock at the gate leading from the compound to the trail, and started finding the combination that opened it.
The gate was set into a chain link fence, around eight feet high and topped with another three feet of razor wire, that enclosed the compound. Just beyond it was one of the two large single-story buildings—the one Chester said was their recreation facility. From our vantage point, it was the only building visible, and there didn’t seem to be any activity.
There was a strange noise coming from somewhere inside the compound, though. A kind of low hum, a muttering whisper, and something that sounded like distant rain, with a single steady tone running through it. The blend of barely audible noise was ominous, almost threatening.
I was pretty sure I didn’t like that sound.
It wasn’t long before Chester’s gadget did its work. There was a soft beep, and the red light below the lock’s number pad flashed green. He pushed the gate open and gestured for us to follow.
I thought he’d head for the building entrance, but he brought us to a service ladder and onto the roof. The sound was a little louder up here, and there was a lot of light coming from the ground at the far end of the building. That seemed wrong, too. 
Once we were gathered on the flat, broad expanse of cement, Chester deemed it safe to whisper. “We can see the whole place from up here,” he said. “Find out where they have guards posted, plan entry into the research building. That’s the next one over—”
“What is that?” Taeral whispered harshly, looking toward the light. “That sound.”
I glanced at him. “You hear it, too?”
He frowned and strode across the roof, in the direction of the glow. Everyone followed.
The light came from the circular stadium building I’d seen on Chester’s aerial photos. Four bright, blue-white floodlight panels mounted on poles rose behind the ring of bleacher seats, illuminating a field that was separated from the seats by more chain link fence and razor wire. A long section of fence with a sliding gate in the center split the field in half. The muttering hum sound came from the light panels.
I suspected I knew what it was. Something Sadie had mentioned after Milus Dei captured her the first time—artificial moonlight. More than enough to simulate a full moon.
“Get down!” Elara hissed suddenly.
Seconds after the seven of us flattened along the edge of the roof, I heard what she must’ve picked up first with her wolf hearing—footsteps. A lot of them, coming from the four smaller buildings to the left of the stadium.
Then black-clad Milus Dei soldiers started swarming into the place and filling the bleachers.
“Shit,” I whispered. “Think we should go now, while they’re busy?”
“We can’t,” another voice said softly. Mars, the girl with the crossbow, was at the end of the line with a clear view of the research building. “Got twenty or so over here, standing by some kind of passage.”
I strained carefully to look. There was a walkway leading between the research building and the arena, bordered by what looked like wrought-iron fences. Rows of soldiers armed with cattle prods took positions along the outside of the fences.
There was no way to get off the roof unnoticed. We’d have to wait until the show they planned to put on was over…and I had a sinking feeling that none of us were going to enjoy the entertainment lineup.
“Listen,” I said as loud as I dared. “Whatever happens out there, nobody move. Even if it’s happening to someone you know. Got it?”
“What do you mean, someone we know?” Tate whispered frantically. “What are they doing?”
“I’m not sure, but I think I just figured out why they took your elders.” A dull weight settled in my gut. “Real werewolves, to fight their enhanced humans. To see which one wins. But if we try to stop them…we’ll all lose.”
No one responded to that.
Unfortunately, it wasn’t long before the bastards proved me right.

The woman they shoved into the arena first, on the left side of the split circle, was hooded and bound and pleading loudly for her life.
I watched with helpless fury as three soldiers marched in after her. Two of them held her, while the third injected something into her arm. They retreated quickly when she stopped struggling and started to growl.
I’d seen Sadie turn wolf, but this was different. The woman fell to the ground, writhing and snarling. She arched her back and let out a scream. Her arms strained and snapped the ropes binding them together, and she snatched the hood away with a clawed hand—revealing crazed features and a distended jaw full of fangs.
She didn’t get taller or grow body hair, like Sadie did, but she seemed to bulk up as she lay panting on her side. Her claws scratched at the packed dirt floor of the arena. Suddenly she went completely still—then sprang up and hurled herself at the fence separating the other side.
That was when they pushed her challenger in. A young girl, seventeen or eighteen, with light brown hair and terrified eyes. She threw an arm up to shield her face from the lights, but she was already turning.
The enhanced human snarled and bashed against the fence separating them, over and over, as the girl growled her way toward full wolf.
“Rennie!” Luther, the younger of the brothers, gasped his sister’s name. “Tate, we have to get her out of there.”
“No. We can’t,” Tate whispered miserably. “They won’t let her die…”
“Bullshit they won’t.”
There was a clanking rattle from the stadium as the gate between the sides trundled back. The soldiers in the stands started talking all at once, shouting and whistling as the action began. The human woman rushed to the gap, clawing and biting at the edge of the gate until it was wide enough to slip through. She charged at the fully changed werewolf.
Rennie batted her aside with a wounded roar, and then ran for the gate, into the other side of the arena.
The enhanced human shook herself and charged after her.
“Tate!” Luther half-called over the noise of the crowd. “You know she won’t fight!”
“Luther, don’t—”
A dark shape sailed over the edge of the roof, landing hard on the rocky ground below. Luther had jumped…and he hit the ground running.
“Fuck!” Tate snarled.
And leapt down after his brother.
So much for a quiet rescue.
 
 



CHAPTER 28

 
Luther and Tate raced toward the stadium, guns blazing as the soldiers on the closest side of the passage from the research building gave chase.
They weren’t going to get far. And now we’d have to rescue them, too.
“Goddamn it,” I said. “Come on. We have to get out of here—now, while they’re busy.”
I hated using the boys as a distraction, but we didn’t have a choice. There’d be no one left to break us out if we got caught. We needed a new plan.
And we couldn’t make it from here.
“Stay down. Get back to the ladder.” I turned awkwardly and started crawling across the roof, trying to ignore the shouts and screams and gunfire from the ground. Rushing in here like this had been a mistake. If we didn’t move fast, we were going to pay for it with everything.
Taeral and Elara caught up with me, and Chester and Mars were right behind us. We’d almost reached the far side of the roof when a shadowed figure heaved up the ladder—and then collapsed half on the surface.
“Elara,” the figure groaned, a male voice I didn’t recognize. “Caught your scent…please tell me that’s you.”
Elara lifted up a few inches. “Marlon?”
Great. The last werewolf I wanted to rescue.
“Yeah. Things went crazy down there…got away in the confusion. Thank the spirits you’re all right.” Marlon straightened on the ladder. Now I could see him in the backwash of light from the stadium. Dark hair, rough features, black t-shirt over bulging muscles. Green eyes that narrowed instantly on me. “You’re that Fae,” he snarled. “Get the hell away from my sister.”
“Marlon, they’re friends,” she said. “They’re helping us.” 
“Bullshit!” He tried to lunge, and nearly fell. Grimacing, he grabbed desperately at the ladder to regain his balance. “Those two had Sadie,” he panted. “And that one tried to kill me with a Fae blade.”
“You son of a bitch. You attacked us first,” I said through my teeth. “Sadie’s our friend—”
“Fae and weres are not friends.”
“Stop it! Marlon, we have to get down from here,” Elara said. “Please…for once in your life, trust me. They’re on our side.”
Marlon glared at me for another moment, and finally started down.
The rest of us climbed to the ground, one by one. Marlon was leaning against the building, half bent and breathing hard, and I realized he’d been shot. Blood smeared the arm he held across his stomach and soaked into the top of his jeans.
I tried to feel sorry for him. It wasn’t easy.
Chester shot the injured werewolf a distrustful glance and started for the gate to the trail. “We can go back to my place,” he said. “I’ve got plenty of hardware. We’ll load up—”
“Wait.” Marlon winced and straightened slowly. “I know a way out. Follow me.”
I stared at him. “There’s a way out right there,” I said, pointing to the gate twenty feet away.
“It’s locked.”
“Chester can open it. That’s how we got in.”
Marlon’s lip curled. “Who the hell’s Chester? That human?” he spat. “We should go to the bunker. My way’s faster.”
“Enough. We take the trail.” Taeral stepped forward, looming over Marlon with a menacing glare. “Go where you please, dog. We’ve not come for you, and I’d not hesitate to leave you here,” he said. “In fact, I’ve half a mind to tear you apart right now.”
“Just half?” Marlon intoned.
Taeral leaned closer. “Aye. The other half wants to kill you slowly, and savor your suffering.”
“Okay.” I put a hand on Taeral’s arm and tried not to laugh at the look of terror on Marlon’s face. Much as I agreed with the sentiment, we couldn’t stand around here and avenge Sadie right now. The noise and activity in the compound had died down a bit, and it was only a matter of time before they realized they’d gained two werewolves, but lost another one. “Come on, Taeral, let’s go.”
Chester was already at the gate. “I memorized the combination,” he said, grabbing the chain link with one hand to lean toward the number pad.
There was an immense buzzing sound. Sparks exploded from the gate—and Chester was blasted into the air, flying back five feet to land hard on the ground.
The distant shouting immediately got louder.
“Jesus!” I ran to Chester and dropped beside him. His eyes were rolled back to white, and his mouth parted slightly, lips lined with frothy saliva. The hand that had gripped the fence was scorched black.
I checked for a pulse and found one. Weak and slightly erratic, but there.
A figure strode rapidly past me. Taeral, headed for the gate. Before I could tell him to stop, he bent and grabbed a stone from the ground, and threw it at the fence to the left of the gate—causing another shower of sparks.
Okay, so breaking through the fence was out. The whole thing was electrified. Someone must’ve turned it on when the chaos started.
I straightened and moved toward him. Maybe I could use the shutdown spell. “Dhuunad sios’na,” I said, gesturing at the gate. Then I found a rock and threw it.
More buzzing, more sparks.
“What the hell? Why didn’t it work?”
Taeral frowned. “The power source is too far from here. We’ll find another way.”
“They’re coming!”
The breathless shout came from Mars, who stood behind Chester’s head with bow in hand. The three werewolves had backed partway up the path to the gate. Beside her, Elara held a handgun. Marlon just stood there being useless and angry. As we watched, a pair of soldiers rounded the left corner of the recreation building and headed straight for us.
Mars fired. The arrow took one of them in the throat.
As he fell, his buddy dashed to the right, headed for the cover of the thick bushes that lined the path.
Elara lifted the gun. If she fired it, we’d have a lot more soldiers headed this way.
“Don’t shoot!” I called. “Let Mars—”
Before I could finish the sentence, Marlon snatched the gun from Elara and fired at the bushes. Three times.
“What the hell’s wrong with you?” I shouted. “I said don’t fucking shoot!”
“I don’t take orders from Fae,” Marlon said. “He had a CB. He was trying to use it.”
“Great. You stopped him. And you don’t think the rest of them noticed the gunshots?”
He scowled. “I said, I know a way out.”
“Yeah, well unless it happens to be right here somewhere, we can’t use it,” I said. “You just made sure of that.”
The snap of the crossbow drew my attention. Six more men in black from the right corner, grouped in a tight knot with weapons drawn. A seventh lay on the ground beside the building with an arrow shaft protruding from his throat.
Marlon glared at me. “Now can we shoot?”
“No!” I twisted the gun from his hand and shoved it in my jacket. “Taeral, any ideas here?” I said, glancing back at him.
He had a stick, and was scratching lines into the dirt in front of the gate. “We go under,” he said. “And we run.”
“Yeah. That works.” I knew he could shift a lot of ground quickly. He’d done it to unearth my mother’s coffin. “But what about them?”
Mars had paced ahead a few feet and taken a total of three down. The rest had found cover, and started firing.
I couldn’t tell them not to shoot.
“Goddamn it. Here.” I yanked Elara’s gun out and gave it back to her, then grabbed the anti-werewolf .45 Chester had given me. Hoping I wasn’t making a huge mistake, I handed it to Marlon. “I’m a lousy shot,” I said. “Kill the bastards.”
He looked surprised, but he accepted the gun.
As I moved to drag Chester out of the way, a volley of shots filled the air. I heard running and shouts. Glanced back and saw eight or nine more of them come around the building. The weres couldn’t drop them fast enough.
I got Chester to the fence. He was moaning a bit, starting to stir. Taeral had cleared a hollow beneath the gate around two feet deep, with more dirt piling rapidly beside the deepening trench.
Then I heard Elara cry, “Mars, no!”
I whirled to see Mars charging toward the swarm of soldiers, holding something that looked like a white glow stick—and changing as she ran. Her snarls echoed in the night air. She let out a chilling howl, and the wolf sprang at the closest group of men in black.
At least four of them shot her, almost at the same time. But she didn’t stop.
I sprinted for the other two. “Come on. We’re going, now.” However far Taeral had gotten, it’d have to be enough.
Elara hesitated. “Mars…”
“We’ll come back for her. For everyone,” I said. “I promise.”
She swallowed once, nodded and ran for the gate.
The trench was about four feet deep now. Plenty of clearance for crawling through. I tapped Taeral, felt him flinch before he turned to face me. “We have to move,” I said.
He nodded and yanked the shotgun from his back. “Go.”
“You first.” I pointed to Elara. “Don’t touch the fence.”
“Got it.” 
She dropped and slid neatly under, scrambling clear to stand on the other side. “Can you pull him through?” I said, indicating Chester’s limp form.
“No problem.”
“Hold on,” Marlon said. “Leave the human. He’ll slow us down.”
I decided not to dignify that with a response.
In less than a minute, Elara and I had Chester on the other side. She hauled him clear of the trench, and I made an angry gesture at Marlon. “Go.”
He took a second to glare at me before he crawled through.
“Taeral,” I said. “Your turn.”
“You go on—”
“Don’t argue. They won’t be able to hit me.” Yet, at least. Thanks to my fun-fulled childhood, I’d accidentally developed a glamour that projected in a slightly different place than I actually was. At long range, it was damned hard for bad guys to shoot me.
But the closer they got, the more likely they’d be to get lucky.
Taeral made a frustrated sound and shimmied under the fence, shotgun first. I was right behind him.
When I stood on the other side, I focused on the spell Taeral had cast in the van. The shield. I held a hand out and said, “À dionadth.”
The air rippled and shimmered in front of the fence.
“Nice work,” Taeral grunted as he scooped up Chester. “Now—”
“Yeah, I know. Run.”
 
 



CHAPTER 29

 
We’d been moving for a little over half an hour when I called a halt in a small, wooded clearing well off the main path. For some reason, none of the soldiers had turned up on the trail, even though they probably could’ve caught up. We weren’t going very fast.
I should’ve been relieved, but it worried me.
Taeral settled Chester on the ground and slumped to a seat beside him. Marlon kept going as far as possible away from us across the clearing, and after an apologetic glance, Elara followed him. I couldn’t blame her, really. He might’ve been a bastard, but it was a case of the bastard you know—he was the only one left of her pack right now. And Marlon obviously held some kind of authority in the family. She’d have been used to going along with him, even if she didn’t like it.
Unfortunately, I knew the feeling.
I wedged the flashlight I’d been carrying upright in a patch of brush and crouched at Chester’s opposite side. “Can you heal him?” I said. “Not that I’m saying Marlon is right, but carrying him around isn’t going to improve things much.”
“And there is something that will improve things?” Taeral flashed a tired smirk. “I can heal him. Or you can, if you’d like.”
“Er. I’m not exactly sure how.”
“I’ll show you,” he said. “It’s something you should know.”
The offer surprised me. Taeral was usually indifferent at best when it came to explaining anything about the Fae. If I needed to know something, I’d have to drag it out of him. “All right. Thanks,” I said.
He shifted so he was sitting straighter. “There is much you should know,” he said. “I fear I’ve been a poor teacher, and for that you’ve my apologies.”
I shrugged. “Well, it’s not your job or anything.”
“You are my brother. And since our father is incapable of instructing you in our ways…” He trailed off and stared at some distant point.
“Are you worried about leaving him with Reun?”
Taeral shook himself slightly. “No. Reun’s promise binds him—and even without it, I suspect he would watch over him. Though I fail to understand why the memory of his wife drives him so,” he muttered. “Aeshara was a true lady of the Court.”
I raised an eyebrow. “And that’s a…bad thing?”
“Aye. Unless you consider superiority, jealousy, petty cruelty and underhanded scheming examples of good qualities.”
“Not especially,” I said. “Was Daoin like that?”
Damn. I probably shouldn’t have said that out loud. But Taeral didn’t seem angry or insulted. “He was, to some degree,” he said carefully. “Nobles are expected to act superior, else they’d not be nobles. But he was not cruel or jealous. He’d no need to be.”
“So…what was he like?”
Taeral closed his eyes briefly. “Fierce and proud. A true warrior. Feared by his enemies, loyal to his friends,” he said. “But like Reun, he did have something of an excess of arrogance.”
I couldn’t imagine the frail, cheerfully confused Daoin I knew as a fierce warrior. Or an arrogant noble. “I would’ve liked to meet him,” I said.
“And he’d have been honored to meet you.” Taeral gave a slight smile. “But perhaps we should heal Chester now.”
“Oh. Right.”
“How to explain it, though.” He paused for a moment. “You’ve experienced healing yourself. Are you familiar with the feeling?”
“Yeah,” I said. “It’s like having moonlight inside you.”
“That is…a surprisingly apt description,” Taeral said. “I’d never thought of it that way.”
“Was that a compliment?”
“Perhaps.” One corner of his mouth lifted. “To heal another, you recall the sensation of healing and allow it to flow through you, into them.”
“Um. Okay,” I said slowly. “I’ll try.”
I remembered Daoin healing Reun, and then me, back at the Castle—even though it already felt like that happened forever ago. I put a hand on Chester’s shoulder, the arm he’d used to grab the charged fence, and thought about the moon. The cool, welcoming glow that felt like home.
Blue-white light pulsed around my hand and sunk into Chester.
There was no change in him.
“Er. Maybe I did it wrong,” I said. “Do you want to—”
Suddenly, Chester’s eyes snapped open. He gasped and bolted upright, then scrambled away and stood, pulling one of his modified guns. “Don’t even think about it, alien scum,” he half-slurred as he backed away. “My organs’re staying right where they are.”
“Whoa. Chester, it’s us,” I said. “Not aliens. Remember?”
He blinked once, then lowered the gun and rubbed a temple. “What the hell happened?” he said, looking around slowly. “Where are we?”
“Probably not far enough away from the compound, and you got fried,” I said. “They electrified the fence. Knocked you out when you grabbed it.”
Frowning, he stowed the weapon and patted himself down. “Well, guess I’m all in one piece,” he said. “Head’s a little fuzzy, though. I just…wait a minute. I was knocked out?”
“Stone cold.”
“Then how’d I get here?”
“Long story,” I said. “Short version, we went under the fence and Taeral carried you.”
A strange look spread on his face. He seemed about to say something, but he must’ve changed his mind, because he sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “Anybody else make it out?” he said.
“Elara. And Marlon, unfortunately.”
“So they’ve got those kids now.” Chester staggered a few steps forward and sat on the ground, head bowed. “Shouldn’t have charged in there like that,” he said. “I might as well’ve marched them over and turned ’em in at the front gate.”
“Hey,” I said. “Rushing into it was my idea.”
“Maybe, but I should’ve known better.” He lifted his head, and there was misery in his gaze. “We have to get them back. All of them.”
“We will.”
“How are we going to do that?”
Elara’s voice made my breath catch. I kept forgetting how quiet werewolves could be when they wanted to. “I don’t know yet,” I admitted. “But—”
“We go back to my place, like I said.” Chester rose with a determined expression. “I’ve got grenades, plastic explosives, you name it. They might be aliens, but they die just like people. So we load up and wipe ’em right off the goddamned map. Blow those bastards back across the galaxy.”
“But my family’s in there,” Elara half-whispered. “We can’t just blow everything up.”
“We’ll figure it out,” I said, hoping I sounded more confident than I felt. Because I had no idea how this was going to work. There were just too many of them, and they were too well protected.
But I’d promised to go back.
I stood and grabbed the flashlight. “We should definitely go to Chester’s for now,” I said. “Whatever we do, we’re going to need more tools than we have. I think…” My brow furrowed as I passed the light across the clearing. “Where’s Marlon?”
“He’s over there.” Elara turned and gestured—then froze in mid-point as she realized he wasn’t. “Marlon?” she called, moving quickly across the clearing. “Where are you?”
Something rustled in the trees just ahead of her. Elara paced back rapidly and grabbed for her gun.
Marlon stepped out with a scowl. “Had to take a piss,” he said.
“Whatever. Just warn me next time, will you?” Elara said, slumping with relief.
I expected him to snap back at her, but he just shook his head and moved toward the rest of us. “Oh, good. Your little pet’s awake,” he said. “Think we could move it faster now?”
“You want to dial it back some, tough guy.” I stared at him until he looked away. “By the way, we’re still headed to Chester’s. In case you’re wondering.”
“Yeah, I heard,” he said sullenly. “So let’s go.”
I didn’t show it, but I was surprised he hadn’t argued about our destination, after the fit he pitched at the compound. But I guessed he was probably thinking of something else to complain about.
This was going to be a long damned hike.
 
 



CHAPTER 30

 
It’d taken us about two hours to get from Chester’s to the bunker, and another two from there to the compound. But the route had been up and over, and since Chester knew pretty much every inch of the mountain, he had a more direct way back.
Along the way, we tried and failed to come up with a plan that resembled having any chance of success. Glamour disguises might get us in, but there were so many to rescue, we’d never get them back out—and some of them were humans. Couldn’t risk them freaking out and alerting the bad guys because someone was trying to cast spells on them. Killing the soldiers one at a time was out too, since they obviously moved in groups.
Marlon stayed out of the discussion. That seemed to be fine with everyone.
When the roof of Chester’s barn came into view, the moon had set and the first blush of dawn stained the horizon. “At least we can grab something to eat now,” Chester said. “Clear the mind, so we can focus.”
“Fantastic,” Taeral grunted. “I don’t suppose you have any whiskey?”
Chester laughed. “A man after my own heart,” he said, and then lowered his voice. “By the way…thanks. For getting me out of there. I mean, they were trying to kill you. You could’ve left me behind.”
“Aye, we could. But we’d not have even considered that,” Taeral said. “Well. Most of us would not have.”
“Think I can guess the exception,” Chester muttered, glancing back at Marlon.
“You’d be correct there.”
We got to ground level and started around the barn. Halfway there, Elara caught up to us and grabbed my arm, stopping the whole group. “Wait. Something is…not right,” she said.
“What is it?”
“Do you smell that? No, you wouldn’t. You’re not a were.” She looked over her shoulder. “Marlon, do you?”
His gaze cut away briefly. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“That scent. Could be a person. People, even,” she said. “And I think car exhaust, too.”
Marlon shook his head. “There’s nothing there,” he said, pushing through to the front. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.”
He strode rapidly away, across the junk-strewn property toward the camper.
“Marlon, wait!” Elara ran after him.
Damn. It looked like we were going, too.
We rushed across the yard, dodging rusted vehicle carcasses and random piles of scrap. Marlon had already vanished around the front of the camper, and Elara was close behind.
I heard her sharp intake of breath just before we made it far enough to see the small army of Milus Dei soldiers waiting for us, with a collection of ATVs and Jeeps parked half-hidden from the road.
And Reese was leading them.

There were at least thirty. All armed, dressed in body armor, and standing at attention behind Reese with weapons drawn. In addition to handguns, most of them had handcuffs, Tasers, and nightsticks on their belts. A few carried cattle prods.
I really didn’t feel much better knowing they didn’t plan to kill us.
Elara stood frozen in place just a few steps past the entrance to the camper. But Marlon was still moving—straight toward the soldiers.
When he stopped, Reese grinned at him. “Well done, Marlon,” he said. “You gave us plenty of time to get here. I have to say, shooting yourself was a nice touch. Wish I’d thought of that myself.”
“You son of a bitch,” I spat. “You’re working for them?” Now I knew why he’d stopped trying to redirect us to the bunker—he’d already told Reese where we were headed. It explained a few things back at the compound, too. Why he’d insisted on using ‘his’ way out, and fired on the first of the soldiers. He’d wanted to draw their attention.
And this was how Reese knew we were Fae, and came to the sheriff’s station prepared. Marlon must’ve told him after the attack at the path.
But we still had half a chance. They were only in front of us. If we pulled back now, ran for the mountain, maybe we could lose them. At least Taeral and Chester might make it with me.
Before I could try anything, I heard movement behind me and glanced back to see another two dozen or so armed men forming ranks. Cutting off a retreat.
Then four of them broke loose and immediately seized Chester.
“All of you drop your guns,” Reese said as the soldiers started frisking him, removing weapon after weapon. “Unless, of course, you don’t mind if we kill Mr. Rigby. Maybe you don’t. He is only human, after all.” The grin widened. “You have five seconds to decide whether he lives or dies.”
Taeral snarled an oath and dropped the shotgun he still carried on the ground. I glared at Reese as I produced the dagger and tossed it. “That’s all I got,” I said. “Gave my gun to your boy, here.”
“We’ll see about that.” Reese nodded, and more soldiers split off to search Taeral and me.
“Marlon?” Elara said haltingly. “I don’t understand.”
Marlon ignored her. “She’s not part of the deal, got it?” he said to Reese. “None of the younger ones are. They shouldn’t have even been up there, but these Fae bastards dragged them in.”
“What deal?” Elara’s voice rose as she took a step toward her brother. “Marlon, what deal?”
“Stay back, Elara.” Marlon spoke in flat, deadly tones, then turned back to Reese. “I brought Sadie to you,” he said. “That was supposed to be it. But you took the elders, too.”
Reese shrugged. “Plans changed. We had to neutralize them. They could have killed the Fae…and we have use for them alive.”
“Well, now you have them. So let my pack go.”
This time Reese laughed outright. “You’re not exactly the brains of the family, are you?” he said. “I knew there was a good reason to use you.” He made a sharp gesture, and a column of soldiers behind him marched toward Elara.
“You son of a bitch,” Marlon growled. “If you touch her, I’ll—”
“Oh, for God’s sake. Someone shoot him.”
Several rounds of gunfire erupted from the ranks. Elara screamed and sank to her knees as Marlon went down, riddled with bullets. She didn’t even try to resist the soldiers when they cuffed her and dragged her toward the tangle of vehicles.
“Get him loaded up.” Reese stepped casually over Marlon’s still form and walked toward us. 
I glanced aside and saw they’d already cuffed Chester. Two of them held his arms, and another two kept their weapons trained on the back of his head. He looked just as furious as I felt. There wasn’t a damned thing we could do to stop any of this.
Reese was a hell of a lot smarter than Foley had been.
He stopped in front of me, produced a pair of shackles and handed them off to one of the soldiers guarding Taeral. I assumed they were cold iron. “Put these on tall, dark and angry,” he said. “If he resists, dose him with mandrake. And try not to damage the hardware. I’ll want a look at that arm later.”
My jaw clenched hard. “You know, I’ve been trying to better myself lately and not kill so many assholes,” I said. “But for you, I’m going to make an exception.”
Reese smiled. “Is this the part where I tremble in fear of your awesome power, or should I just skip directly to pissing myself?”
Okay. I really hated this guy.
“Nothing to say?” Reese shook his head. “I suspected the Quaestio branch had you pegged wrong. Now I know they did. You can’t be the DeathSpeaker—you’re far too weak. But I suppose I should thank you for getting rid of Foley,” he said. “The man was insane. We never should have allowed him to run the research branch. He was a hot-headed hunter with delusions of grandeur, and he exposed an operation that went unnoticed for years. Nearly toppled the entire organization.”
I bit back a sharp retort. Focusing on long-term plans was almost impossible when everything in me wanted to tear this smug bastard to shreds, right now—but if they really thought I wasn’t the DeathSpeaker, it could be an advantage. “My pleasure,” I finally said. “Got any other crazy bastards you want me to kill? Maybe you could volunteer yourself, since you’re nuttier than a goddamned fruitcake.”
The smile remained in place. “Oh, I’m going to have a wonderful time with you. I already owe you for getting me shot,” he said, holding up a bandaged right hand. “You might have escaped the first time, but no one gets away from me twice.” He stepped back and looked beyond me. “I want this one unconscious for the trip. Hit him with the maximum setting.”
Before I could think oh good, a cattle prod, something hard rammed my spine, and incredible buzzing pain filled the whole world. Then everything was gone.
 
 



CHAPTER 31

 
This was the second time in as many days that I’d woken up in a cage. I didn’t like it any better than the first time.
Coming around to consciousness hurt like hell. For a minute or two, all I noticed besides the pain was a cold floor that felt like ice beneath me, and wire mesh walls with bars outside them around me. My head took its time clearing. I heard sounds, low mutters and echoing footsteps. A pair of black-clad legs walked past the front of the cage.
I finally realized the floor was so cold because I was wearing pants, and nothing else. No shirt, no shoes…no pendant.
That got me moving. I pushed up to my knees, wincing, and succeeded only in making myself too dizzy to see anything. As I hung my head and waited for the whirling sensation to pass, a voice spoke from somewhere to the left.
“Don’t touch the walls.”
The voice seemed vaguely familiar. When I figured I could move without puking, I lifted my head carefully and looked. A flash of red hair in a separate cage next to me identified the speaker—Tate.
At least he was still alive.
I took my time arranging myself in a seated position, and then said thickly, “I can probably guess, but why shouldn’t I touch the walls?”
“They’re electrified,” Tate said.
“I was right. I could’ve guessed.” I sighed and scrubbed a hand down my face. Beyond Tate, there were more free-standing cages that looked occupied, but I didn’t see much movement. The cages lined one side of a long, narrow room. And there were large screens mounted on the opposite wall, powered down at the moment. I didn’t know what they were for, but the sight of them failed to lift my spirits.
I had to assume they weren’t for showing in-captivity movies.
Reluctantly, I looked to the right. Taeral was in the next cage over—awake and sitting, but not moving. They’d stripped him down to pants, too, and taken his metal arm. There were no more cages past his. Only a gap of about ten feet, and at the end, a windowless, industrial double door with two soldiers stationed in front of it.
I could still hear the footsteps of the soldier who’d passed my cage, moving further down the room.
“If you move around too much, they’ll shoot you with a dart,” Tate said hoarsely. “We get wolfsbane. I don’t know what they shot your friend with.”
My gut twisted. I could guess that one, too.
“You’ve been out for hours.” Taeral spoke with care, and I knew for sure they’d hit him with mandrake again. “It’s nearly moonrise.”
“Great,” I said. “Does anyone know what they’re planning to do with us?”
“Run tests. They haven’t got the formula right yet…that woman last night went nuts.” Tate nodded grimly at the screens across from the cages. “And they’re going to make us watch.”
“Jesus Christ. Are they—”
“Be quiet,” he hissed suddenly.
I decided to listen to him. A moment later, the soldier who’d been walking the hall came into view. He stopped in front of my cage and stared at me for a minute. Then he pulled a walkie from his belt, held a button and spoke into it. “He’s awake.”
The unit crackled, and a voice that sounded like Reese said, “Good. I’ll be down soon.”
I didn’t like the sound of that.
The soldier glanced at Taeral, and then turned to walk the other way, past the rest of the cages. I waited a minute or so and said, “Time for plan B. Anybody have one yet?”
Tate swiveled his head to stare at me. “I didn’t know there was a plan A.”
“Yeah. It was ‘don’t get caught,’ so that’s shot,” I said. “We need to do something else.”
“There is no way out.” Taeral stared straight down, his hair hanging in his face. “We’ve no advantage now, and there are too many of them.”
I frowned. “There has to be something. Is everyone down here, wherever this is?” I said. “Where’s Sadie?”
“No one’s seen her,” Tate said. “The elders aren’t here, either. Or the humans. It’s just us five, and you guys.”
“Five?”
“They brought Marlon in with you.” His voice caught on the name. “He looked dead.”
I decided now wasn’t the time to mention that Marlon was working with the bad guys. Or had been, anyway. It sounded like he didn’t mean for this to happen. Not that it excused him from doing it in the first place, or completely screwing Sadie over…twice now, apparently.
For whatever reason, he’d believed their lies. And now they had a weapon that could make them unstoppable—and a whole werewolf pack to experiment on with it.
“What if we use magic?” I said. “I mean, it should still work. I can unlock this. Even if the shutdown thing doesn’t take, I’d only get shocked once pushing the door open.”
“And then what?” Taeral said dryly. “There are at least six guards in this corridor, watching constantly. Even if you had a weapon, you’d not be able to kill them all.”
I tried to think. “That thing you did to me, when you threw me down the well. I could use that.”
“The sleep spell?”
“Yeah, that. If I knock them all out, take their guns and get everybody out of these things…” I trailed off as the rest of the scenario played out in my head. A handful of gun-toting, half-drugged werewolves, and Taeral and I both missing something important, storming straight into a hundred fully alert, armed soldiers.
Probably not a great plan.
Before I could think of anything else that wouldn’t work, the double doors at the end of the room opened and Reese strolled through. I caught a glimpse of a walkway lined with wrought-iron gates on the other side of the doors just before they closed. At least I knew where we were now—the research building, with convenient and heavily guarded access to the stadium. Terrific.
Reese stopped at my cage, once again grinning broadly. “I hope you’re enjoying the accommodations, Mr. Black,” he said. “Are you rested? Comfortable?”
“Where’s Sadie, you piece of shit?”
“Really. I thought you’d know better than to ask questions I’m not going to answer.” He stepped closer, almost daring me to lunge for him. When I didn’t, he shrugged. “I can make the cage smaller, you know,” he said. “So small that if you move even an inch, you get zapped. But I won’t for now, because I have other plans for you.”
“Let me guess,” I said. “You’re going to shoot me. No, wait—you’re going to beat me up because you got shot, and then shoot me. Am I warm?”
He laughed. “I’m not going to lay a hand on you,” he said. “What I am going to do is find out how our formula performs against a Fae. So congratulations, Mr. Black. You’re the first round of entertainment tonight.”
It took every ounce of control I had not to go for him anyway, even though I knew what would happen if I tried. “I’m not fighting anyone,” I said. “Unless it’s you.”
“Then you’ll be torn to shreds. Personally, I don’t care which choice you make.”
A metallic rattle and a horrible buzzing sound exploded from Taeral’s cage as he rammed himself against the wall. The shock threw him back, and he landed hard on the cement floor. Gasping, he pushed himself up and glared fire at Reese. “If you do this, human, it’ll be your death sentence,” he snarled. “I will rip your beating heart from your chest and gut you while you still live, and your agony will last for an eternity before you die. This I promise you.”
“Eternal agony, huh?” Reese arched an eyebrow and produced a dart gun. “You first.”
He fired. The dart lodged in Taeral’s throat. He pulled it out with a startled cry, then shuddered violently and curled inward, his eyes squeezed shut.
And now I wanted to kill the bastard twice.
“I’m tempted to give you a shot of this before you go out there, just to make sure it really hurts,” Reese said, brandishing the dart gun at me. “But I have other ways of ensuring that. For this round, at least.”
I had to look away from his mad grin. Whatever he’d planned for me, I didn’t have a choice. They’d put me out there, like it or not. But I wasn’t going to hurt anyone.
Unfortunately, that meant someone was about to hurt me. A lot.
 
 



CHAPTER 32

 
No less than six soldiers marched me down the passage and shoved me into the harsh lights of the arena. I could feel it surging through me, stronger than the moon had ever been. The power was almost intoxicating.
But it wasn’t going to turn me into a match for a werewolf. All this power, and I had no idea how to use it.
I was still without shirt or shoes, and furious to be on display like this to the assholes clogging the bleachers. I didn’t even walk around half-dressed in front of people I knew. It was a petty thing to focus on, having all these bastards stare at my scars, but it kept me from trying anything stupid.
At least for the moment.
The other half of the arena was still empty, so I took a closer look at the place while I could. There was a five-foot gap between the circular razor wire fence and the wall at the start of the bleachers. Milus Dei soldiers occupied the gap at regular intervals, armed with a range of incapacitating weapons. So it seemed their intention was to keep the test subjects alive—presumably to fight another time.
There was no razor wire along the top of the fence that split the arena. A really determined, drug-crazed fighter could scale the fence and land intact on the other side, like I’d seen Tate and Luther manage from a greater height.
And there were only two ways out, one on each side. Through the smaller gates in the circular fence, across the manned gap, and then through a locked steel door that led to guarded passageways. Separate entrances from inside the research building.
So basically, there were zero ways out.
The door on the other side opened, and three soldiers dragged a fiercely struggling figure through. A man, bound and hooded like the woman last night had been. But I didn’t need to see his face, because I recognized the dirt-grimed cargo pants and camouflage thermal shirt.
Chester.
Now I knew exactly how Reese planned to hurt me.
“Get your goddamned hands off him!” I shouted, running for the fence. I bashed into it and rattled the chain link. Wouldn’t do a damned bit of good, but I really wanted to damage something. Preferably one of them. “Don’t you dare use that shit on him, you bastards!”
The soldiers didn’t even glance at me, but Chester stopped struggling at the sound of my voice. “Gideon?” he said, the word muffled through the hood. “You’re not dead.”
“No.” It was hard to speak through the lump in my throat. “No, I’m not.”
He made a sound that was close to a laugh. “I think…I’m going to be.”
One of the soldiers stuck a syringe in his arm and pushed the plunger down.
“No!” I rammed a fist into the fence as the soldiers dropped him and retreated, but only managed to cut my knuckles on a twist of wire. I barely noticed the blood. “You’re not going to die, Chester. We’re getting out of this.”
He didn’t respond. He was busy growling.
The change happened about the same as it had with the woman. Chester writhed on the ground, arched sharply and snapped the ropes binding his arms through sheer strength. A hand that sported wicked claws yanked the hood off. Contorted features, widened jaw, mouth bristling with fangs. His wiry frame thickened to muscle.
Finally, he got up. But he didn’t spring at the fence—he just stood there, heaving breath after tortured breath, staring at me with glittering eyes that held nothing of Chester in them anymore.
Waiting for the gate to open. Like he’d learned what to expect from watching the woman before him.
There was a muted buzz, and the gate started rolling back. Jeers and shouts rang out from the crowd in the bleachers. I backed away slowly and tried to think. A shield wouldn’t help. Glamour was pointless. And I was pretty sure I couldn’t shut him down.
But maybe I could put him to sleep.
Before I could focus on the words, Chester slipped through the widening gate and charged me.
I spun and ran, but I hadn’t gotten very far when claws raked my bare back. The pain slowed me down. Then something that felt like boots full of solid steel smashed my spine, driving me flat on the ground with an impact that stopped my breath. The claws sunk deep into my shoulders, lifted and shook.
Even if I could figure out the right words, I didn’t have enough air in my lungs to speak them.
The pressure grinding me down eased suddenly. I managed to snatch a single breath, and then Chester landed in front of me, already half-turned. He grabbed me by the hair and dragged me upright, drawing his free arm back for a slash.
Come on, goddamn it. Go to sleep. How hard is it to say ‘go to sleep’? I swallowed once, and rasped, “Beith na cohdal.”
His grip relaxed instantly. I fell to my knees as Chester’s glittering eyes dulled and rolled back, and he wavered on his feet. At last, he pitched to the ground.
The sudden silence in the arena was broken by another faint buzz. The small gate at the back popped open, and soldiers rushed in to form a circle around me. I noted the cattle prods with a complete lack of surprise.
But I wasn’t expecting the fear.
More than one of these guys seemed terrified of me. Tight jaws, stiff stances, wide eyes that kept glancing at Chester’s crumpled form. If I had to guess, I’d say they knew about magic, had been told it existed, but they’d never actually seen it. And they thought I’d killed him with a few words.
“What the hell is that glowing shit on him?” one of the soldiers muttered.
A jolt went through me. I had no idea what he was talking about.
“Those were tattoos a minute ago,” another one said. “That is some freaky shit.”
“Think he’s gonna try something?”
“I don’t know, man. But nothing glows like that.”
Jesus. Apparently the tats on my back were reacting—maybe to the moonlight, like the pendant did. And I didn’t know why. For Christ’s sake, I had them done at some random shop in Manhattan, long before I knew anything about the Fae or the Others. As far as I knew, they were just regular, normal-people tattoos.
I really wanted to ask the soldiers what they were seeing. But something told me if I opened my mouth for any reason, I’d get fried back to oblivion.
It was a long, tense wait until Reese came through the gate and headed for Chester first. Gun in hand, he rolled him over with a foot, crouched and held the other hand in front of his mouth—which was still brimming with fangs. “He’s alive,” Reese said. “You two, take him back in. The rest of you stand down.”
Somehow they knew which two soldiers he meant, and they hurried toward Chester like they were glad to be assigned a rampaging were-person over me. It took the other four a full thirty seconds to step back.
“You’re just full of tricks, aren’t you?” Reese said. At least the son of a bitch wasn’t smiling anymore. “I guess I’ll have to up the stakes.”
I managed a cold grin. “My offer still stands,” I said. “You want to see me fight? I’ll take you on, right now. You can even shoot yourself up with werewolf juice first.”
“Not tonight, Mr. Black. But before we’re through, I will face you. And I’ll kill you.” He jerked his head, and the soldiers double-stepped toward the exit gate.
I couldn’t help noticing that they failed to drag me out with them.
“I won’t fight anyone,” I said. “I’ll put people to sleep all night. I can keep this up as long as you can.”
The awful smile made a comeback as Reese backed away. “Are you sure about that?” he said. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I’ve heard Fae magic doesn’t work too well against a fully transformed werewolf.”
There was a bang from the other side of the arena as the steel door opened.
I looked just in time to see four soldiers emerge, hauling the limp, battered and barely conscious form of Sadie between them. One at each limb.
“We’ve given her another dose of Compound 23,” Reese called from the safety of the gap behind the fence. “Just to make sure there’s no trace of humanity left when she changes. Oh—and by the way, she’s starving.”
Everything in me froze. Sadie had told me that werewolves shared some of the behaviors of actual wolves. Like the one where they’d attack people when they were hungry, and the only food source around was one that walked on two legs.
The soldiers dropped Sadie on the ground and beat a hasty retreat back through the gate, which they slammed and locked behind them.
She was already starting to change.
 
 



CHAPTER 33

 
I tried the sleep spell anyway. It didn’t work.
“Sadie,” I whispered through the fence as if she’d listen to me, when I knew damned well she couldn’t. She’d gotten to her knees, already covered with auburn fur and rapidly sprouting claws and fangs. Her gold eyes were raging infernos.
I backed away. They’d left the gate open, so I didn’t have much time before she attacked. I couldn’t stop her. But if I could slow her down somehow, maybe I could reach her. I knew she was still in there somewhere.
And then, I understood.
The blazing artificial moonlight, more than I’d ever been exposed to, was changing something in me. For the first time I could truly sense my spark—a cold and roaring flame at my core, power waiting to be unleashed. Power I could control.
It wasn’t exact or complete. What I sensed came through a kind of filter, a dull film, like a cataract over some internal eye. Instinctively I knew the filter was my humanity, preventing me from hammering out raw power without regard for where it landed.
But it would be enough.
Sadie was coming. She’d passed through the gate in complete silence, and now she approached slowly, with menacing promise. But something in her gait suggested a struggle. Every step hesitated a fraction, every breath caught and held a little too long.
She was fighting it.
“Sadie, you can beat this,” I said, knowing she could hear me where the jeering crowd couldn’t. Whether she would listen was something else. “You can. You’re not weak.”
A low growl rose from her throat. Her lips drew back from her fangs. Another heartbeat of hesitation, and she sprang at me.
Moving faster than I thought possible, I sidestepped and spun, then ducked as she made a quick turn and lunged from the other direction. She sailed over me with a frustrated snarl. Her landing was brief—she whirled and dove back toward me in a single motion.
I threw up an arm. “Lahm à dionadth.”
Even though I couldn’t see it, I felt the shape of the barrier around my forearm. Sadie crashed into me, knocking me flat, but the shield held. She roared as her claws scraped across nothing and failed to connect.
I could do more than this. I could stop her, take her down if I wanted to. With faint horror, I realized that I could kill her. But I wouldn’t do any of that. I had to lose this fight convincingly, without dying. Reese thought I was weak—and it was the only advantage I had.
I needed to reach her. Now.
“Sadie, please,” I whispered desperately. “I know you’re in there.”
Her muzzle wrinkled, and she cocked her head.
Then she went for my throat.
“Brahd à dionadth,” I gasped out, just before her teeth snapped. They encountered solid air instead of flesh.
Sadie shuddered. With a sound that was almost a whine, she inched her head down until I could feel her hot breath against my ear.
“Gideon. Play. Dead.”
Every word was a tortured wrench of sound. Trembling all over, she raised up with her pawed hand pressing my arm down. Her gold gaze met mine. Searching, aware.
I nodded once.
She lifted her head and roared at the night sky, drawing an arm back. I let my body go limp. When she batted me aside, I rolled a few times and made a show of struggling to my knees. Then she was on me again.
Her swipes and thrusts barely connected, just enough to draw a little blood, but she made a lot of noise. After a minute or two of savage display, she grabbed my arm and flung me effortlessly toward the center fence.
I caught a glimpse of her eyes just before I crashed into the chain link with bone-rattling force. They said whoops.
I would’ve shrugged it off, even though it hurt like hell. But I was busy playing dead.
As the noise of the crowd settled, I cracked one eye open to a slit. There weren’t many ways this could go now. I figured Reese would come in, order a bunch of soldiers to knock Sadie out, and probably try to get me to fight again. Wasn’t sure how long I could play dead if he decided to break out the cattle prods. Or the dart gun.
Sadie stood where she’d thrown me from, breathing in harsh pants. Her glittering stare locked on the circular fence enclosing the arena and the soldiers standing behind it.
Without warning, she lunged at the chain link.
Sheer panic surged through me, and it took everything I had not to scream at her to stop. Somehow I understood what she was doing. Drawing their attention, reinforcing the illusion that she’d taken me down and wanted a new target. Even though she had to know how it would end.
I closed my eyes fully as multiple shots rang out. Sadie snarled a scream and fell silent.
The stillness lasted forever. Eventually I heard the gate open, booted feet marching on packed earth, the sound of something heavy being dragged away. I smelled blood and spent bullets.
And I sensed someone standing above me, a moment before Reese planted a hard kick in my ribs.
It was impossible to stay silent. I managed to turn a harsh gasp into a faint moan, and let my eyes flutter beneath closed lids.
“Get up,” Reese snarled. “I’m not done with you yet.”
He kicked me twice more, and I almost bit through my tongue. But I didn’t react.
After a long pause, Reese muttered, “Fine. I’ll be patient.” There was a slight shuffling sound, and he spoke near my ear. “I’m afraid the formula still needs a little work,” he said. “Tomorrow night, your Fae friend gets to go first. I might even give him his arm back. As for you…you’ll watch from the lab.” I could feel his grin. “And then it’s your turn.”
Frustration and fury boiled over as I struggled to keep still. I could’ve killed him, right then. But if I did, I had a feeling everyone else would be summarily executed.
I had to wait. And I wasn’t very good at waiting.
“Put him under, and take him to Dr. Romero,” Reese said from further away.
Trying to brace myself didn’t help. The shock of the cattle prod still screamed through every nerve, driving pain to impossible levels before I finally blacked out.
 
 



CHAPTER 34

 
I would’ve been relieved that at least I wasn’t in a cage, if this wasn’t a whole lot worse.
At first I couldn’t make anything out beyond an unrelenting tide of sensation. Lights were too bright, sounds were too loud, even the air was too heavy. Pain that had faded to a dull ache from being battered around the arena, now felt like bowling balls and broken glass shifting inside me.
My eyes watered as I forced them to stay open. Ahead of me was a big room with a lot of glass, chrome, and stainless steel—a mixture of medical equipment and autopsy tools—three or four computer workstations, and two large wall-mounted monitors. My back pressed against a steel table that was upright and angled back slightly. Metal cuffs with short chains fastened my wrists to the edges, and my ankles to the blocks supporting my feet. A locking metal band across my neck kept me from slumping off the table. 
Beside me was an IV pole with a bag of translucent purple liquid, and a tube leading from the bag to a needle stuck in my arm.
A needle that felt like a knife blade.
From the way Taeral had explained how it worked, I guessed the purple stuff was mandrake. Wasn’t hard to see why he’d been practically incapacitated. It felt like someone had plugged reality into an amplifier and turned it all the way up.
“Oh. The subject is awake.”
The mild, unfamiliar voice sounded like a shout to my ears. A stained white blob approached from across the room and eventually became a middle-aged man with a round face, long legs, droopy brown eyes, and brown hair that looked like it was trimmed with a hedge clipper. Dr. Romero, I presumed.
He carried a shallow plastic dish in one gloved hand, and a scalpel in the other.
“Extensive scarring,” he muttered as he stood next to the table, on the side opposite the IV pole. “Tattoos appear…modern. Have to test the ink.” He poked and squeezed my arm for a minute.
I considered asking him to test the ink from one of the back tattoos. Maybe he could find out why the hell they glowed. If I was going to be a lab rat, I might as well get something out of it.
Then without warning, he sliced a strip of skin off with the scalpel.
It hurt too much to scream. My mouth opened without sound, and I felt veins bulge at my neck, blood streak down my arm.
Finally, I managed to gasp, “What the hell are you doing?”
The doctor looked startled. He blinked several times as he laid the severed flesh in the little dish. “Subject speaks English,” he said. “Interesting.”
“Of course I speak English, you asshole!” Without thinking, I tried to lunge at him.
It was a painful mistake.
“Signs of aggression. May have to increase the dosage.” Dr. Romero blinked again and scuttled away with his bloody prize.
I closed my eyes and attempted to breathe. That hurt, too. The pain was extremely slow to fade, and I decided I’d have to move as little as possible until I figured something else out. Something that didn’t involve Doctor Demento there increasing the dosage.
Forcing my eyes open again sucked. When I did, I made out the doctor approaching me—this time with a really big needle. 
I had to fight the instinct to flinch away. That would just hurt more. “What’s that for?” I said, unfortunately not expecting a response.
“Biopsy. Need a liver sample.” He punched the needle into my stomach.
This time, I screamed.
He went away, and a gray haze wavered around the edge of my vision as I tried again to breathe. I scanned the room slowly, found a clock on the wall that read quarter after nine. It wasn’t nighttime, or I’d be subjected to watching Taeral being fed to a were-human on one of those screens right now.
Meaning I still had several hours of sharp objects and drug-enhanced pain to go.
When the doctor returned, pushing a wheeled cart full of implements, I decided to try a different approach. “Look. If you’re going to torture me, you could at least introduce yourself,” I said. “I’m Gideon.”
He froze for an instant in the middle of picking up an empty syringe. “Wesley Romero.”
“Thanks. I’d say it’s nice to meet you, but it isn’t.”
Dr. Romero’s brow furrowed. Then he rolled my arm, stuck the needle in near the inside of the elbow, and filled the syringe with my blood.
“Christ,” I gasped. “Do you have any idea how much that hurts?”
He gave a curt shrug. “Not surprising, considering your species’ reaction to mandrake alkaloids,” he said, and jabbed a fresh needle in.
Okay. So he knew—he just didn’t care.
The doctor twisted my arm back none too gently and stared at the gash where he’d cut my skin off. “Subject displays accelerated healing,” he said. “The rate appears slower than a werewolf—”
“Yeah. Possibly because you’re drugging the shit out of me,” I said. “Take this IV out, and we’ll see how accelerated I can get.”
“Slower than a werewolf,” Dr. Romero said deliberately, glaring at me for an instant. “We’ll compare results to the control tests. Focus burn, knife, gunshot.”
“Why are you doing this?”
Once again, the doctor looked startled. He hesitated, picked up a length of slim rubber hose—and then put it down and stared at me. “To cure cancer.”
“What?”
“Cancer. Parkinson’s. Alzheimer’s. HIV. Every deadly threat to humankind,” he said. “Subjects like you hold the keys to eradicating them all. Other research facilities are still centuries away from cures we may be able to develop within a decade.”
I frowned. From an extremely removed perspective, it sounded incredible. Noble, even. I had a feeling management had withheld the memo about the greater purpose of exterminating all non-humans—but something about this guy suggested that wouldn’t bother him either. “Is that supposed to make me feel better about you torturing me to death?” I said. “Because you might have a cure for some things, maybe in ten years?”
“Feel? No,” he said. “The subject’s feelings are irrelevant. The scientific possibilities are astounding. We’re going to save the world someday.”
“Well, good for you. I bet they’ll give you a medal or something.” I waited until he looked at me again. “Did any of you bastards ever consider asking us if we’d help you?”
More rapid blinking. “Subjects are—”
“I’m not a goddamned subject!” The shouting cost me more pain, but I didn’t care. “People volunteer for medical research all the time. Did it ever cross your mind that maybe we’d want you to save the world? That we’d give you all the samples you want, without the drugs and chains and cages? It’s our world, too.”
The doctor stared at me for a moment. Finally, one corner of his mouth lifted, just a touch. “Not for long,” he said.
I shuddered and forced myself to keep my mouth shut. Obviously, there was no reasoning with this guy, so I’d have to work on more productive things. Like figuring out how to get the hell away from him.
Dr. Romero reached for the middle shelf of the cart and produced a small blowtorch. “First test for subject’s rate of healing. Focus burn, inner thigh,” he said. “By the way…this is probably going to hurt more than the needle.”
 
 



CHAPTER 35

 
I must’ve passed out five or six times while Doctor Don’t-Give-A-Shit stuck me with needles, sliced and diced me, and generally caused as much unnecessary pain as possible. Eventually I woke up to a near-silent lab and no sign of my torturer.
The wall clock read close to ten. I knew it couldn’t be morning, because I’d watched the unending crawl of time for hours while the parade of pain marched on. It wouldn’t be long before they started the night’s entertainment. And Dr. Romero had informed me that he’d be here to make sure I watched.
If I was breaking out, it had to be now.
I’d planned as best I could between bouts of mind-numbing torment. Everything relied on my magic still working. I knew my spark wasn’t exhausted, but I didn’t know if the mandrake would affect it. Taeral hadn’t mentioned that one way or the other.
I hoped it was because there was nothing to mention.
Keeping an eye on the closed door to the lab across the room, I got an awkward grip on the cuff around my left wrist, the one opposite the arm with the IV needle. “Oscaihl,” I whispered.
The click of the lock letting go almost made me cry with relief.
Moving introduced new worlds of pain. I forced through it, reached over and peeled the surgical tape over the needle away so I could pull it out. Not surprisingly, the mandrake failed to stop enhancing all sensations immediately. But I could only afford to give it a few minutes before I kept going.
The implement-laden crash cart was halfway across the room. That was my next goal—a weapon. It took longer than I wanted to unlock the rest of my bonds, and I had to spend another few minutes collapsed on the floor, willing my shaking limbs to support me.
I finally made my way to the cart, leaning on various cabinets and tables for support, and palmed a scalpel.
The rest of what I needed wouldn’t be so easy to get. It was a complicated list—my pendant, Taeral’s metal arm, the locations of all the captives. And Compound 23…the human suppressor. There was a glass cabinet against the right-hand wall with a bunch of tubes and vials, and I figured it was in there somewhere. But nothing had been labeled.
Fortunately, I knew how to find all that out.
I limped my way back to the table. It was possible that I’d started to feel slightly better, but everything hurt so much that I couldn’t really tell. Right now I had to be patient again. I might not be able to take the next step until they’d already forced Taeral into the arena, and that was going to hurt more than anything.
But I didn’t have a choice. Without the right timing, I’d screw us all.
I wasn’t especially thrilled at the prospect of getting back on that table. It was part of the plan, though. The doctor was just as heavily armed as the soldiers. If he came back and I was loose in the room, he’d just shoot me until I dropped. I had to get him close to me without suspicion.
So I refastened all but the left cuff, taped the IV line back into place without inserting the needle, and kept the last restraint loose at my wrist with the scalpel blade pinched between thumb and finger, and the rest hidden behind my arm.
The minutes dragged by. The world lost a few shades of intensity and my body relaxed by fractions, but I was still nowhere near recovered when the lab door opened and Dr. Romero came in. With two soldiers behind him.
Well. This complicated things.
Dr. Romero headed straight for me as one of the soldiers closed the door. “Mr. Reese prefers that you’re somewhat functional for the arena testing,” he said. “I’ll start a saline flush to clear some of the alkaloids from your system. Then you should be able to stand.”
He went to my right side.
I moved the scalpel incrementally to get a better grip as the doctor peeled the tape off. When it came away with the needle attached, he started blinking. “Subject appears to have rejected—”
“My name is Gideon, you sick fuck,” I growled.
And sliced the scalpel across his throat.
Knowing the soldiers would go for their weapons, I gestured sharply at them and shouted, “Beith na cohdal.” They dropped quickly, and I turned my attention back to the doctor.
True shock registered in his bulging eyes. He’d clamped a hand to his throat, but blood gushed between his fingers and poured down the front of his lab coat. He staggered back, crashed into the IV pole and thudded abruptly to the floor. There was a long, gurgling sound, and then still silence.
I unlocked the restraints and shuffled over to the body. Time for a question-and-answer session with the recently deceased Dr. Wesley Romero.
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The dead doctor reacted remarkably fast when I laid a hand on him. I didn’t feel any struggle from him. Just a sterile sense of intrigue as he said, You are the one. The DeathSpeaker. How fascinating.
That was when I discovered an unexpected benefit to torture. I hardly felt the pain in my head, compared to the pain in the rest of me.
I’d still rather not have been in a position to learn that.
“Yeah, I am,” I said. “You found me. Good job. Where is my pendant?”
In the XRF. Subject seems to generate a compulsive response pattern. It may be possible to resist—
“What the hell’s an XRF?” I said, trying to ignore the rest of the blathering. The bastard was dead and still trying to take me apart.
X-ray florescence analyzer. It looks like a black toaster oven. False answers can’t be verbalized. Wait. That word is incorrect, because verbalization is not occurring. Perhaps some type of sound wave or resonance manipulation.
Christ, he was never going to shut up. “Where is Taeral’s arm?”
Taeral’s arm. I’m not familiar with this. The compulsion to respond is not present when subject asks a question that can’t be answered.
“Taeral. The other Fae. He had a metal arm, and Reese took it. Where is it?”
I don’t know. Interesting. Questions unknown to the respondent allow for freedom of expression, including speculation that can be assumed false. It’s on the moon. Mr. Reese is using it as a sexual enhancement tool to sodomize himself.
I would’ve been happy going my entire life without that image. “Okay, moving on,” I said. “Where are the rest of the captives, the subjects? All of them.”
The test subjects from Elk Heights are in Wing A. The young werewolves and the second Fae are in Wing B. The mature werewolves and Subject Two Six Two are in the sublevel containment unit. Responses can be conveyed without sufficient detail, provided they are factually correct.
Now I was starting to feel the pain of his long-winded babbling, the needles in my head. And I needed those details he’d left out. The wings I could find, but not the rest of it. “Where is the sublevel containment unit? How do I get there?”
The stairs between the wings lead to the sublevel. The containment unit is behind the door at the end of the hall. When subject poses two questions, they can be answered in any order. There is a potential to exploit this situation.
“Duly noted, you son of a bitch,” I said. “Which one of those little bottles of stuff in your cabinet is Compound 23?”
This time, he struggled. A lot. The pressure in my head spiked until it felt like someone had poured quick-drying concrete in my skull. Blood poured from my nose and trickled from my ears.
Finally, he said, Clear liquid. Glass vials…red caps. Label on bottom. Resistance to compulsive response produces an increasingly unpleasant sensation. Response formation is not controllable, and only the release of response can be resisted. I cannot tell a lie. Gideon, you’re going to die.
The last two sentences were delivered in a chilling singsong. “Why did you say that I’m going to die?”
Because it rhymed. And it’s true…everyone dies. I can’t lie.
Crazed laughter exploded in my head. I snatched my hand away before the fishhooks could tear my brain apart, and stared at the corpse of Dr. Romero like he might get up and start talking again.
Being dead must’ve flipped his logic switch at the end, there.
My condition still hadn’t improved much, and the brand new headache negated the small steps I’d taken toward healing. But I didn’t have time to wait for the mandrake to wear off. I had to get moving, now.
Just as I thought that, the CB unit on the doctor’s belt squawked. “Romero, I want a report.” It was Reese, his voice drifting from the speaker like a tin shadow. “Is our guest prepped for viewing tonight’s test?”
Damn. If no one answered, he’d know something wasn’t right. I still needed more time. I grabbed the handheld, trying to decide what the clinical bastard might say in response. I’d have to hope the poor quality sound kept him from being suspicious about Romero’s ’voice.’
Or maybe I wouldn’t. I’d used a glamour to mimic Nigel Foley and get into the New York branch of Milus Dei—his appearance and his voice. This time my appearance wouldn’t even have to pass.
I thought about the doctor, about being him. The idea made me shudder with revulsion.
“Romero? What’s going on down there?”
“Affirmative,” I said out loud to make sure I sounded right. Close enough. I pushed the unit call button and said, “Affirmative. Subject is prepared.”
The pause was long enough to worry me. Finally, Reese said, “You still need to work on your response times, Doctor. I expect answers quickly. And make sure he’s conscious and mobile, because the test is worthless if he’s not functional.”
My lip curled as I pressed the button. “The subject will be ready.”
A hell of a lot more ready than he expected.
I waited another minute, but Reese seemed to be done talking. I’d take the CB unit with me just in case.
Freedom was still a long way from here.
 
 



CHAPTER 37

 
One of the sleeping soldiers had been roughly my size. I left the lab dressed in SWAT gear and wearing glamour that looked like him. I’d stuffed the belt and pockets with all of their weapons, two scalpels, some empty syringes, and five vials of Compound 23. It wasn’t time to use that yet. The moonstone was once again safely around my neck, tucked beneath the body armor.
Just before I’d headed out, the two monitors had flashed to life with images of the arena, one side on each screen. My heart sank when I watched them shove Taeral into view on the right-hand screen, looking sick and furious.
At least I didn’t have to worry about finding his arm. Reese had followed through on giving it back to him.
It was probably important for the test, or some bullshit like that.
I wanted to bust out the people first. If I could get them out of here, make them safe, everything else would be a little easier. They were at the most risk for becoming collateral damage. Hopefully, Chester could lead them down the mountain and back to the town.
I’d mostly avoided thinking too hard about everyone else. I had to, or I’d never have been able to get through what Romero did to me. Now I couldn’t help wondering what they’d been subjected to all this time. If they’d left them alone, or came up with more cruel ‘tests.’ Whether Sadie had recovered from the fire she’d taken in the arena.
Whether the not-right-yet L39 they injected Chester with had screwed him forever.
Finding Wing A was easier than I expected. I took the stairs up at the end of the lab hallway, since Reese had said ‘down there’ when he thought he was talking to Romero. The floor they led to had windows that looked out on level ground and the lighted perimeter fence around the compound. Which meant I was at the back of the research building. From here, Wing A would be forward and left, since Wing B had emptied into the right of the stadium.
I passed two or three soldiers on the way through the building. None of them looked twice at me.
The doors to Wing A were closed. There were no guards on this side, but I assumed there would be on the other. I’d have to move fast when I got in. As I stood there for a moment deciding how to proceed, something stirred inside me. A vague, cool sensation seeping into my blood and clearing my head. Somehow, I knew what it was.
The moon was rising. I could feel it, even through the building.
I drew a long breath, moved forward and knocked on the double doors. After a minute, one of them cracked open and the puzzled face of a soldier appeared. “Howard?” he said. “I didn’t think you were posted here.”
“I’m looking for Kevin,” I said, tossing out the first name that came to mind.
“Who?”
“Kevin. He’s supposed to meet me here.” As I talked, I pushed the door open further and sidled past the frowning soldier. A quick look showed one more guard at this end, standing in front of the other door—looking just as confused as his buddy.
When the door closed, the first soldier reached for his CB. “Maybe I’d better call Reese,” he said.
“Oh, don’t bother. Kevin probably just forgot,” I said. “You know, you guys have been working too hard. You should take a nap.”
“Wha—”
“Beith na cohdal.”
Both soldiers’ eyes fluttered rapidly closed, and they slumped to the floor.
I palmed one of the scalpels—wanted to avoid gunshots for as long as possible—and made a closer assessment of the place. It was a long, narrow room like the other wing, but the layout was flipped around. And instead of individual cages, there were two large cells with a handful of exhausted, terrified people in each one. A few leaned on the bars, so they weren’t electrified. I could see two more guards on the far side of the cells.
They must’ve figured regular people didn’t need a lot of security measures.
I headed for the other end of the room, looking at the monitors as I passed. Taeral was still out there. They’d thrown a full werewolf against him. I could only tell that it wasn’t Sadie, and it either didn’t have or didn’t want any control—because it kept going after him hard. Taeral was bloodied, staggering, barely defending himself from the attacks.
Bile surged into my throat. Whoever it was, he didn’t want to hurt them. And he was paying a steep price for that.
When I got past the cells, one of the two guards turned to look at me. Mild expectation turned to confusion. “You’re supposed to be in the lab,” he said, moving toward me. “What happened?”
I shrugged. “Change of plans.”
“We didn’t hear anything about that.”
“You didn’t? Well, that’s probably because I’m the one who changed them,” I said—and opened his throat, cringing as I did. Doing that wasn’t my preference. It wasn’t a pleasant way to die—but it was quiet. And unfortunately, I figured I’d need some questions answered fast if I wanted to get these people out. Which required at least one dead guy.
Besides, I had a lot less sympathy for these bastards after my session with Romero. I’d only been using the sleep spell because I had to keep things quiet. For now. 
That was going to change soon.
The other soldier turned. He started to speak, and I put him to sleep before he could get a word out.
I headed for the closest cell and used magic to unlock the door. Didn’t have time to search for keys. I slid the bars aside and stepped through, scanning the people inside. Six altogether—three men, three women. “Where’s Chester?” I said.
One of them, a man in his thirties, pointed to the other cell. “In there,” he said, his voice shaking slightly. “Go ahead. Take him.”
I would’ve been pissed, except I realized the guy was trying to protect the other people in his cell. He stood in front of them, shielding them with his arms as they huddled on the floor. They looked half-dead.
“Thanks,” I said, and headed to unlock the next one. “By the way, get ready to move if you can. I’m not with these assholes.”
No one moved.
They were probably in shock. I’d get Chester first, and then I’d worry about motivating them. 
The next cell also had six people. When I unlocked the door and took a closer look, I counted four men and two women, all of them staring at me with bated breath. Hoping they weren’t next to go out there. But Chester wasn’t among them.
I finally spotted the lone figure huddled in the corner. He lifted his head to look as I approached—and then shot to his feet, his vacant eyes wide with terror.
My gut wrenched. “Chester, it’s me,” I said without much hope.
“Yeah? And who the hell are you?”
I frowned slightly. He didn’t sound insane. 
Finally, I remembered that I was wearing one of the soldiers’ faces. 
“Damn,” I said, dropping the glamour. “Sorry about that. I mean, it’s me.”
The wide-eyed stare went on for a few more seconds, and then he squinted. “Gideon?” he said. “How…”
“Long story. You okay?”
He shook himself. “Pretty pissed off, but yeah. I think so.”
“Good. I was worried that liquid werewolf stuff got to you.”
“And drove me insane?” He smirked. “Hey, I was already crazy. Didn’t change a damned thing.”
I actually managed to laugh, but it wore off quickly. “You have to get out of here, fast. All of you,” I said, turning to look at the rest of the captives. “Chester’s going to lead you back to town. He knows the way.”
“I am?”
I glanced back to see Chester frowning. “What is it?” I said.
He looked at me like I’d just asked him to jump over the Grand Canyon on a bicycle. “Oh, nothing much,” he said. “Just a hundred or so armed soldiers, a high-voltage fence, and the only weapon I have is a shoelace.”
I decided not to ask why he only had one shoelace, or how it was a weapon. “I’ve got at least two of those covered,” I said, unloading the extra guns and Tasers I’d brought.
“Right. So which one isn’t covered?”
“The fence. But I can fix that.”
Chester grabbed two guns and followed me out of the cell, toward the back of the room. “How did you fix the other hundred soldiers?” he said.
“They’re going to be busy while you’re leaving.” I knelt beside the guard with the slit throat and grabbed his shoulder. “Hey. Got a question for you.”
What the—
“How do we shut off the perimeter fence?”
Main security building. Why did I say that? Who are you?
“Never mind. Is there any other way to do it?”
Terminal in the back corner. But it’s for emergencies.
“What a coincidence,” I said. “This is an emergency.”
What’s going on? You’re not authorized…to…who are you, anyway?
I ignored him and looked around until I spotted a screen and keyboard on a stand across the room. “There,” I said, looking at Chester. “Can you break into that?” I didn’t want to cast a shutdown spell if I could help it, since it’d probably shut down more than just the fence and alert the rest of them that something was wrong.
“Don’t know.” He rushed over and tapped a key. The monitor flashed to life and displayed a password box. “Think you can get this from…er, the dead guy?”
I nodded. “What’s the password?” I said to the soldier.
Nine-five-five-two-zero-six-eight-what the FUCK. His struggles bashed around in my head.
I repeated the numbers to Chester. “Is what the fuck part of the password?” I said.
No! Goddamn it, let go of me, this hurts!
“I will when I’m done. Shut up.”
Chester tapped on the keyboard. The password box flashed off, and the screen filled with white text on a black background. “All right, I’ve got it from here. Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “They come a million miles through space with advanced technology, and here they are, running Linux.”
I smothered a laugh as I relieved the dead soldier of his weapons. Nothing and no one would convince Chester these assholes were just people.
While he worked at the terminal, I collected the rest of the guns and brought them over to the cells. The captives hadn’t left their prisons. They stared at me, shrank back when I approached.
One woman screamed and pointed at the weapons. “They’re going to make us shoot each other!”
Before I could explain once again that I wasn’t one of them, the man who’d protected his cellmates stepped forward. “No. It’s him,” he said. “The guy who wouldn’t fight last night. Aren’t you?”
“Yeah. Listen, you all have to get out of here, right now,” I said. “Chester’s going to lead you—”
“Chester Rigby?”
The angry voice was behind me. The other group had drifted out of their cell, following the lead of a big man who held one of the guns and had stuffed two Tasers in his waistband. “The guy’s a crackpot,” the big man said. “Goddamn certifiable. We’re not going anywhere with him.”
Mutters of terrified agreement came from behind him.
I stepped up to the loudmouth. “Really,” I said. “He’s crazy for telling you there’s a bunch of werewolves on the mountain.”
“Well…yeah.”
“And what’s that?” I said, pointing to the big, impossible-to-miss monitors, even while I made a point not to look directly at them. If I caught sight of Taeral out there, I’d do something really stupid. Like try to kill every one of those Milus Dei bastards at once.
The big guy sputtered. “It’s a trick. He’s nuts, I’m telling you—”
“Shut the hell up, Jesse.” The protector came up next to me and pinned him with a steady stare. “Can you get down the King and back to town in the dark?” he said. “Do you even know where you are?”
He closed his mouth and backed down.
“Chester was right the whole time,” the man said. “We’re going with him. Unless any of you want to stay here and get torn apart, like they did to Polly Novak.”
Apparently, no one wanted to do that. There were no further arguments.
“Thanks,” I said. “I’m Gideon, by the way.”
He extended a hand. “Bill Ryerson.”
“Holy shit,” I said as I shook. The sheriff had mentioned this guy’s name. “You’re the search party.”
Bill blinked. “How did you know that?”
“Sheriff Gormann.”
“Oh,” he said heavily. “Regina warned me not to come up here. Guess I should’ve listened. But…”
“Look, try not to think about that now,” I said. “You need to focus on getting these people out. I can tell you’re trying to take care of them.” I flashed a grim smirk. “Trust me, there’s always time to beat yourself up later. I do it all the time.”
He shook himself and managed to look steadier. “Right,” he said. “In that case, I’ll take one of those guns, if you don’t mind.”
I handed him all of them. “Pass them out. I’ve got what I need.”
Bill gave me a strange look, and then headed back to distribute the guns.
I left them and met Chester on the way back from the terminal. “All set?” I said.
“Well, the fence is down. I don’t know how set we are, though.” He glanced past me at the town people. “Not sure I like leaving you here,” he said. “What about the rest of them? Those kids, and your friends.”
“We’re taking a different way out,” I said.
“Do I want to know about it?”
“Not really.”
“All right.” Chester nodded and checked the guns he’d stuck in his pockets. “I’ll get them to the sheriff. When you’re clear, you stop at my place and let me know you made it—or I’ll come looking for you. Deal?”
I grinned. “Deal. But don’t worry…we’ll be there,” I said. “Move fast. Kill anyone in your way.”
“That won’t be a problem,” Chester said grimly.
I went to the double doors first and checked to make sure the coast was clear, then waited while they filed out. My next stop was the sublevel containment unit—where hopefully, I could pick up an army of my own.
 
 



CHAPTER 38

 
By the time I got the door to the containment unit open, I was feeling almost normal again. If normal meant considerable pain instead of extreme anguish, and a heightened sense of everything. Including how fast time was running out.
I was anticipating more guards behind the door, but apparently they weren’t needed here. This area was maximum security. Laid out like the solitary wing of a prison, with rows of cells on either side. Metal door, metal bars, metal walls and floors, and I was guessing at least some of it was silver.
All the occupants were shackled to ringbolts in the center of the cell floors. They glared at me as I passed by, looking for Sadie. One of them I recognized from Chester’s photos as Silas, the alpha of the pack. He was badly wounded, bruised and bloodied—but he still looked like he’d tear me apart if he could get to me.
I really hoped they’d hold off on attacking once they knew who I wasn’t.
Sadie was in the last cell on the right. Lying on the floor with her back to the bars, dressed in bloodstained scrubs and breathing shallowly. They must’ve dressed her in those after they took her out of the arena. Werewolves tended to lose their clothes when they transformed.
I stopped in front of her. “Sadie…”
She stiffened for an instant, then went limp again and didn’t move.
“Sadie, wake up. It’s time to go.”
A visible shudder moved through her. “Gideon?” she rasped.
“Yeah. I’m here.” I grabbed the cell door, whispered the unlock spell and went in, moving around to her front. She was trying to sit up.
I knelt and helped her, unlocked her shackles. “You okay?”
“No,” she said faintly—and threw her arms around me. “I thought they killed you,” she murmured in rough tones. “Oh, God. How did you get away?”
I hugged her back and willed my limbs not to shake. “Tell you later,” I said. “We don’t have much time.”
“Where’s Taeral?”
I drew back. “You don’t want to know.”
She blanched and said nothing.
“We’re getting him out,” I said, straightening to help Sadie to her feet. “We’ll get everyone out. But I have to tell you…your brother’s the reason you’re all here.”
“I know,” she spat.
“You do?”
“Yeah. After they brought me to the bunker, Marlon said he was locking me in the sanctuary until I calmed down,” she said. “But he never did—he brought me here. Said he’d made some kind of deal with their leader that if he turned me over, they’d leave the rest of the pack alone. He wouldn’t listen when I told him they were lying.”
I rubbed her shoulder. “For what it’s worth, he tried to save Elara and the other younger ones. Then Reese pumped him full of lead.”
“Is that the leader’s name?” Her features twisted. “He’s a sick fuck.”
“Unfortunately, he’s also smart. Come on.” I grabbed her hand and led her out to the corridor between the cell blocks. “I can get these guys out, but I’d rather they don’t try to kill me when I do,” I said.
Sadie nodded and walked up to the middle of the unit, gesturing for me to follow. The cell she stopped in front of contained her father. “This is Gideon,” she said, raising her voice slightly. “He’s a friend, and he’s going to help us. Don’t even think about hurting him, understand?”
“He smells like Fae,” Silas growled. “And human.”
“That’s because he is, Dad.”
“Is he the one who killed my wife? I know it was someone in the city.”
Sadie shivered. “No. It wasn’t him.”
“Then who was it?” he rasped. “No human could’ve done it. Fae are the enemy. You know that, girl. And you call him friend?”
“I swear to God—”
“Oh. You’re swearing to God, now?”
“Dad! This is not the time!” Sadie loosed an exasperated sigh and looked at me. “It’s fine. They won’t do anything.”
“Er. Yeah.” I glanced around again. Six fully shacked werewolves behind cell doors was a total of thirty locks. Opening them one by one would take more time than we could probably afford to use. But I thought, if I pumped enough power into the spell, I might be able to get them all at once. “You might want to stand back,” I murmured to Sadie.
Her brow lifted, and she backed away slowly.
I closed my eyes and held my hands out to the sides. My spark wasn’t the bright fire it had been while I was under all that simulated moonlight, because I’d been using it almost constantly since I escaped the lab—but I knew how to sense it now. How to wield it, instead of just use it. I channeled the magic through my arms and pushed it out in all directions.
“Oscaihl!”
A flurry of clicking sounded out. Chains shivered and clanked on metal floors.
When I opened my eyes, Sadie’s pack was emerging from their cells, staring at me with something like awe. Or terror.
I decided to skip the introductions for now. “Okay, here’s the plan,” I said. “You guys all go wolf and tear through as many of these assholes as you can. We get the rest of your family out, and then get the hell out of this compound.”
Silas snorted. “There are too many of them. Besides, the full moon isn’t until tomorrow night, and they took the moonstaff.”
I assumed that was the thing they’d used to change at the mountain path. “I’ve got the moon thing covered,” I said. “And don’t worry about—”
Before I could finish my statement, the lights dimmed suddenly…and came back flashing red. A short, buzzing sound repeated over and over from the hall outside the containment unit.
Time was up. They knew.
I grabbed one of the vials from the pocket of the SWAT jacket and started filling a syringe. Really wasn’t looking forward to this. But Silas was right—even with all of them in full werewolf mode, we were hopelessly outnumbered. 
I could even the odds. I’d felt the answer in the arena.
All I had to do was suppress my human side, and let my Fae half take control.
Sadie grabbed my wrist, staring at me with a horrified expression. “What are you doing?” she gasped.
I drew a shaking breath, then pried her hand away and shoved the jacket off my shoulder. “I’m removing the filter,” I said.
And plunged the needle into my arm.
 
 



CHAPTER 39

 
It took less than a minute for Compound 23 to take effect. When it did, my world changed.
I could see better. Hear better. I sensed the presence of the werewolves in the room, knew where they were without looking. Something instinctive, almost primal, made me view them with vague contempt. The feeling was close to arrogance without the smug, self-satisfied overtones. I finally realized it was confidence—the simple, cold knowledge that I was more powerful than them.
Jesus Christ. Taeral had to feel like this all the time.
I had no idea how long this stuff would last, and no time to get used to it. I turned to the werewolves, pulling the moonstone free, and held it up. “The stairs at the end of this hall lead to the ground level,” I said, even as something in me recoiled at the hollow, threatening boom my voice had become. “Take them out. De’àrsahd.”
Light poured from the pendant, stronger than I’d ever seen it. Growls and snarls filled the blinding white haze as the werewolves transformed.
I extinguished the stone and blasted the steel door to the containment unit open with a thought. Furred shapes streaked past me into the hallway, headed for the stairs.
When I stepped out and followed them, I could hear faint sounds from the level above. Shouted orders, marching feet. The dry crack of gunfire. I took the stairs quickly and headed for Wing B, passing a few scuffles along the way. Most of them involved angry werewolves and dead or nearly-dead soldiers.
Just as I spotted the double doors leading to the rest of the weres, a unit of four soldiers emerged into the hallway, fifty feet or so beyond the doors. They immediately spread out and started firing.
Bullets whizzed past me. One grazed my arm, but I barely noticed the pain through my instinctive and powerful contempt for the humans. Compared even to the lesser werewolves, they were insects. Annoyances.
They were nothing.
“I don’t think so,” I said, sweeping an arm out. “Mahrú à dionadth.”
A shield of solid air blasted toward them, crashed into them. And drove the soldiers back, crushing them into the far wall at the end of the corridor. Spatters of blood decorated the shimmering translucence of the shield for a moment before it winked out and left a heap of crumpled bodies in its wake.
I started to laugh.
Somewhere inside, a tiny sliver of me was horrified by my actions. I’d just murdered four people at once. Crushed them like the bugs I perceived them as, without a single second of hesitation. But that small awareness was drowned out by the overwhelming rush of power thundering through me.
This was what Sadie had fought—and lost against, the first time they injected her.
I was losing, too. Badly.
Still laughing with a helpless kind of desperation, I turned to the doors of Wing B and blew them open. One of them slammed back hard enough to crack the wall. The other teetered briefly on its hinges and crashed to the floor.
Two armed soldiers took aim at me from inside the wing. I rushed them, grabbing one to smash him into the other while I took his gun. Then I shot each of them in the head.
I felt nothing. No remorse. And it terrified the small, cowering part that was still me.
I walked down the long room, opening cage doors as I passed, taking little notice of their occupants’ reactions. Another soldier tried to shoot me when I reached the far end.
I broke his arm, and then his neck.
As expected, there was a small terminal past the cages, similar to the one in Wing A. I grabbed it with both hands. “Dhuunad sios’na.”
There was a vast, winding hum as all the power in the compound went out.
Apparently they had a generator somewhere, because a handful of emergency lights turned on to soften the complete darkness. I wouldn’t bother looking for it. Obviously, it didn’t generate enough to run everything, and I didn’t want to waste time.
I moved back through the room, toward the group of captives who’d climbed out of their cages and huddled together to stare at me in silent fear. “Where is Taeral?” I said.
Tate stepped forward cautiously. “They never brought him back in,” he grated. “Gideon…what’s wrong with you?”
“Nothing.” I held the moonstone up. “Change. Kill them.”
“Wait—”
“De’àrsahd.”
A brilliant glow smothered the room. The werewolves turned.
When I deactivated the pendant, they ran from me.
The small, protesting part of me let out a horrified scream. I’d just forced them all to change without asking if they wanted to, if they were even in any kind of shape to fight. And I felt nothing but a cold sense of determination. In terms of sheer logic, it was the right thing to do—but it was wrong in every other sense. And I couldn’t stop.
Grimly resigned, I went to find my brother.
 
 



CHAPTER 40

 
The moonlight hit me like a jolt from a cattle prod, spiking the power that flowed through me to new levels.
I’d followed the sounds of fighting to the arena. The large panel lights that simulated the moon were dark, except for small emergency bulbs at the corners of each one. But the actual moon, one night from full, shone brightly above. The cold brilliance of it surged through my veins.
There was something else, too. A sense of building pressure, like the power was a physical thing threatening to burst its container.
That container being me.
Most of the fighting seemed to be concentrated here. Soldiers and werewolves ranged all over the bleachers and the field—firing and taking cover, attacking and falling back. Whole sections of the circular fence had been torn down or crushed aside, and parts of the wall in front of the bleachers were torn to splinters, leaving ragged gaps.
There were bodies strewn across the ground. Blood soaked into the hard-packed dirt, enough of it to create patches of thick, disturbingly dark mud. Boots and paws tramped through the patches and spread the bloody mess.
A few of the werewolves were down, reverted to their human forms and not moving.
I searched the place for Taeral. Didn’t see him, but I spotted a group of around a dozen soldiers moving toward me from the side with weapons drawn. I whirled on them and grinned.
A large part of me thrilled as they recoiled.
In the seconds it took them to rally again, I cast a handful of glamour spells that changed the appearance of about half of them to very surprised werewolves. The group immediately broke apart and started firing at each other.
Through the chaos, I spotted Sadie.
She was on the opposite side of the arena, past the center fence that split the field. She’d turned back to human form and was staggering naked along the wall at the bottom of the bleachers, one bloodstained hand holding her stomach. Headed for the body of a fallen soldier—probably to take his weapon.
Two soldiers above her in the stands took notice and started toward her, moving at a crouch. They paused, stowed their guns in holsters and drew different guns from their jackets.
I had to assume the second guns were loaded with silver bullets.
“Sadie!” I called, running toward her. She couldn’t hear me over the distance and noise. I pushed past skirmishes, knocked away lone soldiers. Snatched weapons and fired at will, going for anything that moved.
When I passed through the twisted open gate of the center fence, a tight knot of Milus Dei barreled toward me, raining a hail of bullets, and I lost sight of her.
It pissed me off.
I gestured at them and shouted a phrase I’d never used before, the shape of my thoughts when I blasted the steel door open. “Ahmac àn beahlac!”
The soldiers scattered like bowling pins. And the pressure inside me ramped up another notch.
I ran in Sadie’s direction. The soldiers in the stands were almost on her, but I was still too far away. They’d fire before I could stop them. And if they were using silver bullets, they would probably kill her.
Just then, a shape streaked from the opposite direction, headed straight for Sadie. It collided with her, knocked her back several feet to crash into the fence. And the soldiers emptied their guns into her savior.
Marlon.
I reached the fence seconds too late. Furious, I smashed through the chain link and threw a shield spell at the two humans. It crushed them against the bleachers. Snapped them almost in half.
Sadie had managed to crawl to her fallen brother. I hung back to give them space as she pulled him up and turned him over gently. He was in human form. Naked and covered with bleeding wounds, the edges of the skin black around the gaping holes. Alive, but barely.
“Marlon?” Sadie’s voice trembled. “What…”
“Silver.” His voice was a wisp of sound. “Dying.”
“No! We’ll save you.” She sent a panicked glance over her shoulder at me. “Gideon can take the bullets out. You’ll be okay.”
He gave a wet cough. Blood ran from his mouth and streaked down the sides of his face. “Sadie…forgive me. Please. I thought…”
“Don’t talk. I know,” she said softly. “You were trying to protect the pack, and I wasn’t part of it anymore. You idiot.” There was an edge to the last word that was almost affection. “I forgive you.”
He shuddered and stilled.
Sadie allowed herself another moment, and then struggled to her feet. She looked from me to the broken, lifeless bodies on the bleachers. “You did that?” she ground out.
I didn’t have time for an ethical debate. The pressure in me was still building, and I knew something very bad was going to happen when it burst. If we didn’t win before then, we never would. “Where’s Taeral?” I said.
“I don’t know. Gideon—”
“Find somewhere safe. And stay there.”
She glared at me. “You sound like your brother.”
“Yeah. I know.” I’m sorry, I wanted to add, but it wouldn’t come out.
Finally, I sensed a flash of magic and knew it had to be him. I spotted him across the arena on this side of the middle fence, defending two forms huddled against the bleachers behind him from a small wave of soldiers. Elara and Mars.
“Sadie, get to safety. Please,” I said, shocked at my reluctance to say that last word.
She hesitated, seemed about to say something. But at last, she went.
I plunged back into the fray and made my way across the bloody field.
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Reese got to Taeral first.
By the time I saw him rising from the bleachers just behind the group, he’d already taken aim and fired twice. Both bullets hit Taeral in the back. He wavered and fell to his knees, and his eyes met mine, filling with shock as I pushed my way through the remaining soldiers.
“Gideon…what have you done?” he rasped.
“What I had to.” I turned a furious gaze to Reese. “You, I’m not going to feel bad about killing,” I said. “Every part of me is on board with that idea. What did you shoot him with, you son of a bitch?”
Incredibly, Reese grinned. “I suppose you’ll have to guess.”
“How about I kill you, and then ask you again?”
“You’re not the DeathSpeaker,” Reese said. “I don’t know how you managed all this, but I will find out. And then I’ll destroy you.”
My jaw clenched. Before I could think of a response, the door to the right leading into the stadium from the research building crashed open. Column after column of soldiers marched out and formed ranks between me and Reese. They stood with one hand on the shoulder of the man next to them, and the other extended and holding a gun.
I sent a blast of glamour at them, turning random soldiers to werewolves. The effort cost me. It felt like something cracked inside me, and I staggered with the force of it. A thin stream of blood ran from one nostril.
But none of the soldiers moved.
“Do you really think we don’t know how to deal with Fae glamour?” Reese called over the silent sea of men in black. “They’ve been trained for this. You can make them look like their own dead mothers, and they’ll know it’s an illusion. Seeing is not believing when you ground yourself with what you can touch, Mr. Black.” He stepped to a lower bleacher. “Take him down. Standard ammo—I want him alive.”
At least forty guns went off at once.
I felt multiple bullets hit me. Just as quickly, my body began to heal. As I staggered back, the columns advanced in lockstep, firing again and again. Even as they blew fresh holes in me, the buildup of power inside and the bathing rays of the moon kept healing the wounds, an endless loop of pain and relief—but the pressure had nearly reached the breaking point.
I laughed. Harsh, wild, and completely uncontrolled.
Blood ran from my nose and ears. Something hot and wet streaked from my eyes, too thick for tears. I swiped at it and found more blood.
If I was going down, these bastards were coming with me.
“Mahrú à dionadth!” I pushed a hand at them, forming a shield that swiped a cluster of soldiers from the corner of the formation and crushed them against the chain link fence. 
The remaining group froze, and I pumped another spell at them. “Ahmac àn beahlac.”
They scattered. Some flew into the air, others dropped, and still more scrambled back, trying to avoid the impact of their falling brothers.
More than a few took off running.
I advanced on them and cast another shield, mangling three of them beneath it. My steps faltered as I released the spell. There were still quite a few holes in me, and the automatic healing had stopped.
Only a handful of soldiers stood their ground. I managed to remain on my feet, but I was draining fast. I’d almost completely exhausted my spark…and the injection was wearing off, the weight of what I’d done attempting to crush me.
I still had one trick left, though.
“De’àrsahd,” I whispered to the moonstone, and it pulsed with a comforting glow. It wouldn’t give me more magic, but it would enhance my spark. What was left of it. I held my hands toward the remaining soldiers and gasped out, “Beith na cohdal.”
They fell over, asleep.
With my spark completely extinguished, I dropped to my knees on the blood-soaked ground and waited for Reese to kill me.
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Taeral hadn’t moved since he’d been shot in the back. Elara and Mars stayed with him, huddled in a frightened clutch over his motionless body as Reese descended from the stands.
But he didn’t even look at them. He was headed for me.
I had nothing left. No magic, no strength, not even a sarcastic remark. I could only watch his approach, and hope he was angry enough to make this fast.
He stopped five feet in front of me. And started clapping.
“Well done, Mr. Black.” The clapping slowed, and then stopped as he crouched level with me. “You aren’t as weak as I thought. You’ve done some real damage here. Unfortunately, I think you might have gotten a few of your friends killed in the process,” he said. “But if it makes you feel any better, you have set me back by at least a month or two.”
“Yeah. That was the plan,” I managed. “To set you back.”
He shook his head slowly. “How did you do this? I really must know.”
One corner of my mouth lifted. “I suppose you’ll have to guess.”
“Fine. I can live with that.”
He straightened and took something out of his pocket. A loaded, capped syringe. “Since I’d planned to test you in the arena tonight, I decided to advance the timetable,” he said, sliding the cap from the syringe. “The new batch of L39. I tested it on one of my own men, and it worked just fine. In fact, he was even able to think and speak in enhanced form.”
“So what, you’re going to stick me with that?” I panted.
“Oh, no. This is for me.” He pushed a sleeve up and rubbed his thumb on his upper arm. “I said I’d face you before we were through, and I’d kill you. So now I’m going to rip you apart. Piece by piece.”
He popped the needle in, and pushed the plunger.
Damn. This was really going to hurt.
I hadn’t seen the transformation up close until now. His skin pulled taut, and the muscles beneath rippled and swelled. His nails thickened and lengthened into talons with sharp points. The jaw dislocated and stretched wide as more pointed teeth than could ever fit in a human mouth emerged.
His eyes went a solid, glittering black.
“I can smell your fear,” the Reese-wolf said, in a voice like a blender full of gravel. “Haven’t tried it myself, but I’ll bet it makes you taste better.” He grinned and crouched to spring.
“À dionadth!”
The shout was Taeral. As he spoke, the air shimmered in front of me. Reese crashed into nothing and sprawled on the ground with a frustrated snarl.
Taeral stood about ten feet back, his normal arm outstretched. At least, normal for a Fae. His glamour was gone, leaving him with sky-blue skin, pointed ears jutting from thick tangles of black hair, and needle-sharp teeth bared in fury. Pale flames of light danced along the outlines of his body—a sign that he was well and truly pissed.
But I sensed that he hadn’t dropped his glamour because his spark was gone. Power crackled from him in waves, stronger than I’d ever felt it.
He wanted Reese to see him like this. Probably because he was scary as hell…and he knew it.
Taeral advanced as Reese got to his feet. “I made you a promise, human,” he thundered. “And now I intend to keep it.”
Reese laughed. The low, wicked sound shivered down my spine. “The werewolves are stronger. Faster. And you’re even weaker than your pathetic friend,” he said. “I wanted to keep one of you alive, but I don’t mind killing you both. The Fae are nothing.”
In a blink, Taeral was in front of him. He grabbed Reese’s throat with his normal hand and lifted him off the ground. “I am an Unseelie warrior, the son of the Queen’s favored noble,” he said. “And you are threatening my brother.”
Runes of blue fire traced themselves into being along his metal arm. He stabbed his hand into Reese’s chest like a dagger, through skin and bone—and pulled out his beating heart.
Reese screamed.
Pale blue light flowed from Taeral’s normal hand into Reese. Healing him. Keeping him alive as he dropped the bloodied chunk of flesh and sliced his stomach open with the thorny nails of his metal hand, spilling his guts.
Exactly the way he’d promised to kill the bastard.
Taeral pulled him close as he shivered and twitched, unable to scream any more. “You’re dying,” he rasped near Reese’s ear. “For humans, the moment of death can last an eternity. I’ve something to keep you company while you wait—the eight months of torture I suffered at the hands of your so-called brothers.”
Reese’s body jolted stiff, his eyes wide and frozen in horror. At last, he slumped boneless in Taeral’s grip.
Taeral dropped the body with a sneer of contempt and rushed over to me. I still couldn’t get up, so he knelt in front of me, his worried eyes searching my face. “Gideon. Are you…yourself?”
“Yeah,” I rasped. “Pretty much.”
“What in the name of the gods happened?”
I shuddered. “Shot myself up with that human suppressing stuff,” I said. “Went full Fae for a while.”
His jaw went slack. “Why?”
“Because there was no other way out.”
“Foolish, impulsive child! You might have destroyed yourself. Do you have any idea—”
“Taeral. I might have, but I didn’t.” I spoke as firmly as I could. “It’s over now. And trust me, I’m never doing that again. I don’t know how you can stand it.”
“Stand what?”
“Being Fae, with all these…humans around.”
He gaped at me, and then smiled. “It does require some adjustment. Particularly when you happen to care for at least one of them.”
“Half of one, anyway.” I smirked and glanced past him at the remains of Reese. “You have to show me that heart-ripping trick sometime,” I said. “How the hell did you do that?”
He shook his head. “You’ll not learn that one. It involves swearing a gealdht to protect the life of another, and watching that life threatened.”
Great. Now I felt worse—at this point, I didn’t think that was possible. “So it’s because of your promise,” I said.
“Aye. But in this case, it is an advantage,” he said. “If your safety is threatened, I can access my full power. Besides, I did promise that bastard I’d kill him for what he did. I was merely ensuring my continued survival.”
“Right,” I said. “And you didn’t enjoy that at all.”
“Well. Perhaps a bit.”
“Guys, please tell me you’re both back to normal now.”
I jumped a little when Sadie spoke beside me. “Will you stop sneaking up on me?” I said. “It’s kind of hurting my pride.”
“Okay. You’re normal.” She flashed an exhausted smile. She’d helped herself to some soldier’s clothes, and I looked around and saw the rest of her pack doing the same. “So,” she said. “I don’t suppose either of you knows what they did with our stuff.”
“Any stuff in particular?” I said.
“They took my spirit bag and luna-ball. A few of the others had spirit bags. And I guess my father’s moonstaff—though I’m not sure I want him to have that back, after the shit they pulled at the path.” She sighed and looked across the field. “But I guess they need it. He claims he didn’t know…that Marlon took it.”
I couldn’t even imagine what she was feeling right now. To have hated someone so much, and then have them die to save you. It must’ve been hell.
But this wasn’t the time to worry about emotions. “I don’t know, but I can find out,” I said, looking to Reese’s mangled corpse. “Because I’ll bet he does.”
Taeral shook his head. “You’ve nothing left, brother. Your spark is exhausted.”
“Yeah, I know. But I don’t think I need my spark for this.”
“Has your mind been as damaged as the rest of you? Of course you need your spark.”
“I’m not sure about that,” I said slowly. “Something…happened to me. All that moonlight. I sort of felt how things were supposed to work—for a few minutes, anyway. And I think the DeathSpeaker stuff comes from somewhere else.”
“Now I’m certain of it,” Taeral said. “Your mind’s been damaged.”
“Just let me try.”
He shrugged and shuffled aside, and I half-crawled toward Reese. At first I felt nothing when I put a hand on his shoulder. And I thought maybe I was wrong.
Then I felt a tug in my mind. Faint at first, and then increasing to an all-out struggle that seemed frantic, almost terrified.
No! Reese’s voice exploded in my head. You CAN’T be. It’s not true!
Christ, that hurt like a son of a bitch. But I had to grin in spite of the pain. “I did warn you,” I said. “Go ahead and keep believing I’m not, though. Maybe it’ll work for you.”
I swear, I’m going to tear your limbs off and shove them down your throat! You and your pathetic brother!
Damn. I didn’t need my spark to do this, but apparently having it helped tone down the pain. Every word tore at my mind, and the blood was already flowing freely from my nose. “I can’t stay and play with you, Reese,” I said. “So I’m just going to ask my question, and then leave you to rot in whatever hell they have for heartless, sadistic bastards like you.”
I’ll never answer! You can’t—
“Where is everything you took from the werewolves?”
The tugging was so violent, I thought he’d manage to rip my brain in half somehow. Finally, he screamed, THE SAFE IN THE LAB, goddamn you! Back wall behind the sliding panel! Zero-four-zero-one-seven, you disgusting freak of nature!
My brow went up. I could feel the absolute fear behind every word—it must’ve driven him to answer with more than just what he had to, like most of them did.
There, I told you! Now let go of me!
I really had to. The pain was so intense, it’d nearly drowned out the rest of the world. I couldn’t afford to pass out. But there was one more thing I wanted to ask, to clarify something he said. An exact phrase that I’d heard from more than one dead person. Let go of me.
If they were dead, how could they possibly know I was touching them?
I looked down at Reese’s body. “What are you seeing right now?”
He didn’t try to fight this time. I see you! Holding me! Put me down, you son of a bitch…let GO, let GO, let GO! A strong tug in my head came with every shouted word.
And my vision started blurring.
I snatched my hand away and focused on breathing for a minute. When I knew I’d stay conscious, I looked at Sadie. “The safe in the lab,” I said. “Back wall, sliding panel. Zero-four-zero-one-seven—I think that’s the combination. Do you know where the lab is?”
“Not exactly.”
I told her. She looked surprised that I knew, but she didn’t ask.
“I’ll get someone to go down there. And Gideon…I really want to know what the hell happened. All of it,” she said. “But first, I think we should get out of here as soon as possible. Grab and go. Can you guys make it to the bunker?”
Taeral nodded. “Of course.”
“I don’t know if I can, but I will.” I made myself take a final look around at the death and destruction I’d caused. To remember…and to make sure it never happened again. “Right now, this is the last place I want to be.”
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All of the werewolves had survived, except Marlon.
On the long hike back, two of the elders carried his body wrapped in a canvas tarp they’d found somewhere in the research building—a structure that had been reduced to a pile of ash by now. Silas and his brother Oscar set the place burning, after it was collectively decided that Compound 23 and L39 should never fall into anyone’s hands.
Especially mine, I thought. But I hadn’t said it.
Willow, Marlon’s widow, walked beside the body. The two carrying him, Butch and Jenny, were the parents of Tate, Luther, and Rennie. Dionne was Mars’ mother. Counting Sadie and Elara, there were twelve werewolves left in the pack.
No one mentioned Marlon’s betrayal. Word had spread about the way he’d saved Sadie’s life—his debt was paid.
It took almost three hours to reach the trashed bunker. Silas told everyone to wait outside. He went in, and returned a few minutes later with a large pile of folded blankets. “We’ll sleep in the canyon tonight, under the stars,” he said. “The spirits will protect us. In the morning, we’ll begin to rebuild.”
I wasn’t sure if Taeral and I were welcome to sleep under the stars. But no one told us to leave.
Eventually everyone found a spot and settled down. Sadie shared a blanket with Taeral, and I laid one out next to it. She seemed relieved that we were mostly okay, but I couldn’t tell if she was just tired, or furious with me.
I could still see the look on her face when she realized I’d crushed the soldiers to death.
While I was trying to decide whether to talk to her, Elara came over with a blanket. “Do you mind if I sit with you guys?” she said.
“You’d better.” Sadie jumped up suddenly and hugged her. For a second Elara looked startled, but then she embraced her back tightly. “Thank God you’re all right,” Sadie murmured, stroking her sister’s hair. “I was so worried. I thought they’d…”
She failed to finish the sentence.
They finally eased away, and Elara sniffled once. “You came back for me,” she said in a choked voice. “Even after you said you never would.”
“Damn right I did.” Sadie smiled. “You’re my sister. I’d never let anyone hurt you.”
She settled beside Taeral again, and Elara spread her blanket out in front and sat down. The younger werewolf looked from Sadie to Taeral, and then smirked. “You guys are together, aren’t you?” she said.
“No!” Sadie blushed fiercely and cleared her throat. “Why does everyone think that?” she muttered.
“Told you,” I said, ignoring Taeral’s hot glare.
“You are. I knew it.” Elara let out a tiny, almost happy sigh, and turned to me. “Thank you,” she said.
“For what?”
“You did it. You saved my family.” She shuddered and crossed her arms. “If you hadn’t shown up when you did…we were going after them ourselves. Tate thought we could do it, beat them and get the elders back. But he was wrong.”
Yeah, I was a real hero. At least I hadn’t slaughtered every last one of the soldiers—some of them had run, and a handful were still under the sleep spell when we left. A few of the werewolves had grudgingly moved them out of range of the fire. But I still didn’t feel too great about being thanked for murdering a bunch of people without a second thought. “Well, it wasn’t just me,” I finally said. “Wouldn’t have made it without Taeral and…shit. Chester!”
Elara’s brow lifted. “What about him?”
“He said he’d come looking for us if we didn’t stop at his place,” I said. “He’ll do it. There’s a bunch of soldiers still up there, and if he goes back—”
“Can you call him?” she said.
I shook my head. “If he’s got a phone, it’s definitely not a listed number. He’s a bit on the paranoid side,” I said. “Maybe I could check with the sheriff, see if he made it there and if she has a way to contact him. But I’m pretty sure she still has my phone. She kind of confiscated it when she arrested us.”
“You got arrested?” Elara said. “Cool.”
“Elara. Being arrested is not cool,” Sadie said bluntly. “Don’t even think about it.”
She rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”
Just like her big sister.
“Anyway,” Elara said. “I’ve got a phone. You can use it to call the sheriff.”
As she stood, Sadie stared at her. “You have a phone? Dad never let anyone have a phone,” she said. “He says they’re too human for us.”
“Dad doesn’t know.” Elara flashed a sly smile. “Be right back!” she called over her shoulder as she jogged toward the bunker.
Sadie gave an exasperated sigh. “Teenagers,” she muttered.
Silence settled in, and once again I considered bringing up the whole violent murder issue with Sadie. But before I could make up my mind, Elara came back to plop down on her blanket and hand me a smartphone in a sparkly pink case. “There’s actually a cell tower pretty close to here,” she said. “And I installed a signal booster, so it works fine most of the time.”
“Thanks,” I said, trying not to laugh at Sadie’s I-don’t-believe-this expression.
After a few swipes and taps, I found the keypad, dialed directory assistance, and asked to be connected to the Elk Heights sheriff’s department. The phone rang four times, and a voice I recognized as Walt from the CB unit answered with, “Sheriff’s office.”
“Hey, Walt,” I said. “Can I speak to Sheriff Gormann?”
There was a pause, and Walt said, “Do I know you, son?”
“No, you don’t. Sorry,” I said. “But I have to talk to the sheriff.”
“Sheriff’s busy right now. If you’ve got an emergency—”
“Look, just tell her it’s Mr. Black.”
Another pause. “This ain’t one of them prank calls, is it?” Walt said. “Mr. Black, like that movie Swimming Dogs or whatnot, with all them Mr. Pink and Orange guys?”
I bit back a laugh. “It’s not a prank. Please, tell her I’m calling.”
“All right. Hang on.”
There was a clunk as Walt put down an actual phone. Two minutes later, Sheriff Gormann came on and said, “Mr. Black. I’m glad you’re alive.”
“Yeah, me too.” I closed my eyes briefly. “So you got your people back, then?”
“All but one. Thanks to you, I hear,” she said. “Listen, I’m really sorry about Chester.”
My blood ran cold. “What happened to him?”
“Nothing.” The sheriff sounded startled. “I just meant…well, what I said about him being crazy. I was wrong,” she said. “We all were.”
I was glad for him. Maybe things would get easier, now that they didn’t see him as the town nutcase. And he was crazy—but not in a bad way. “Yeah, he’s a good guy,” I said. “We’d never have found the place without him. And speaking of Chester, you don’t happen to have a way to contact him, do you?”
“As a matter of fact, I do,” she said slowly. “He gave me a…burn phone? Which is apparently programmed to only call him, and doesn’t receive calls. Said something about identifying information and aliens using Linux.”
I laughed. “That makes total sense in Chester-world. Could you get in touch with him, and ask him to call me? I’ll give you the number I’m using.”
“I have it.”
“You do?”
“Caller ID, Mr. Black. We do have that out here in the sticks.” I could just about hear her smirking. “I’ll give him a call,” she said. “Thanks again for all your help. I…don’t think I want to know what happened up there.”
“You’re right. You don’t.” I was sure Milus Dei would quietly clean up the mess, like they’d done in New York—what was left of them. But I didn’t want to think about the cult right now, or the new problems we faced knowing there were probably more branches. Maybe a lot more. “One more thing, Sheriff,” I said. “I know it’s trashed, but I’d like my van back. And maybe my phone?”
“Sure, but you’ll have to take that up with Chester,” she said. “He took them. Said he was going to…er, fix things up.”
“Great.” With all of Chester’s gadgets and modifications, I could hardly wait to see his idea of fixing things. “Thank you,” I said. “I’ll wait for his call.”
We said goodbye and hung up, and I smiled to myself.
It was nice to have nothing going wrong for a few minutes.
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After I hung up with the sheriff, Elara started asking questions about Taeral’s arm and the Fae in general. I was shocked when he got up grudgingly, moved over to her blanket, and actually answered a few of them.
Which unfortunately left me free to talk to Sadie.
I still didn’t know where to start. But after a few awkward moments of glancing at her and looking away, she solved the problem by scooting closer and patting my leg. “Are you okay?” she said softly.
“Yeah. I’m great.” Sarcasm wasn’t exactly what I had in mind to lead out with. I frowned and tried to start again. “Okay, not really,” I said. “What happened up there—”
“Wasn’t your fault.”
I stared at her. “Did you pick up mind-reading and not tell me about it?”
“No. It’s just kind of obvious what you’re thinking. To me, at least.”
“So you’re just trying to humor me, then,” I said. “After what I did, the way you looked at me…Christ, I don’t blame you for being pissed.”
“I’m not mad at you, Gideon.”
“Well, I’m mad at me,” I muttered.
“And that’s why I’m not.”
She took my hand, and my breath caught. “Don’t you think I know what you felt like…what you’re feeling now?” she said. “You killed some bad guys. Yeah, it was a little extreme, but it was basically self-defense. I killed my mother.” Her eyes searched mine. “If I couldn’t stop that, what makes you think you should’ve been able to stop going after people who were actively trying to kill you?”
I looked away. “It wasn’t your fault.”
“Yeah, and I didn’t listen to you, or Taeral, when you said that the first time. Because it had to be my fault,” she said. “Just like you’re thinking right now that it had to be your fault.”
“Sadie…” I managed to lift my gaze to hers. “They shot you up with that crap. They forced you into it,” I said. “I chose to use it. I injected myself, even though I knew what it did to you. It’s. My. Fault.”
“And what other choice did you have?” she said with heated force. “If you hadn’t done that, we’d all still be there right now, killing each other in that damned arena.”
“My daughter is right.”
Sadie snatched her hand away at the sound of the deep voice. “Dad,” she said, looking up at the solid, towering figure of Silas. “We were just…talking.”
“So I heard.” His glowering expression fell on me. “Gideon, is it?”
“Er, yeah. That’s me.”
“And you’re some sort of…human Fae?”
I blinked. “Something like that.”
“You’re not what I expected,” he said gruffly. “You and your…partner?”
“My brother. Taeral,” I said. “It’s complicated.”
“Whatever.”
I couldn’t help smirking. Now I knew where Sadie got it from.
“I have to say, I don’t approve of Fae. Or humans,” Silas said. “But—”
“Dad, stop it.” Sadie stood and walked to him, trembling with anger. “They’re my friends. And they just saved all of our lives,” she said. “I can’t believe you’re still stuck on all this humans are inferior, the Fae are the enemy stuff.”
Silas held a hand out. “But, if you’ll let me finish my sentence…you may have changed my mind.” His features softened as he looked down at her. “I’m just glad you’re all right, Sadie. I’ve worried about you for years now.”
“You have?” she whispered.
“Yes. But I was too stubborn to admit that I was wrong. Your brother…” he trailed off with a grimace. “I don’t think we need to discuss that. Let’s just say that some of us do learn from our mistakes—and I hope someday, you’ll believe I have.”
Sadie shivered. “Dad. About Mom…”
His expression turned cautious. “What of her?”
“I know who killed her,” she whispered.
Silas bared his teeth in a fierce snarl, and Sadie shrank back. “Who was it?” he roared. “Who murdered my life mate? I swear to the spirits, if it was one of your Fae friends, I’ll tear them to ribbons here and now.”
“I already told you, it wasn’t them,” she said. “It was…me.”
Silas flinched and froze. “You?”
“Yes.” Twin tears tracked from her eyes, but she held her ground. “She’d been coming to New York to see me. She wanted me to come back, so she could make me stronger. But the last time she came out…Milus Dei caught her.”
“I don’t understand. She’d been to see you?” he said hoarsely. “She said…” His eyes narrowed abruptly. “You were working for those people, like your brother!” he shouted. “That’s why he died for you. I should put you in the ground with him, traitor!”
Taeral made a low, furious sound and started to get up, but Sadie waved him away. Surprisingly, he actually backed down—but he remained tense, ready to spring any second. “Dad, let me finish,” Sadie said in an unsteady voice. “Then you can do whatever you want to me.”
“Fine,” he said flatly. “Finish.”
The look on Taeral’s face said he didn’t give a damn what Silas wanted. If it came to that, I’d back him up—family or not, this alpha-hole wasn’t laying a hand on her.
Sadie drew a shuddering breath. “I don’t know what got into Marlon,” she said. “Maybe he grew a conscience. But I’ve never worked for those bastards. They captured me too, and used me to test that compound. The human-erasing one. Gave me a triple dose, and locked me in with the ‘other werewolf.’ They didn’t even know she was my mother…” She trailed off and stared at the ground. “I tried so hard to fight it,” she rasped. “But I couldn’t. I was too weak…just like Mom always said I was.”
For a long moment, Silas stayed rigid and silent. Finally, he reached out—and gently lifted her chin until she looked up at him. “Your mother was wrong,” he said.
“What?” she whispered.
“You’re not weak, Sadie. You never have been.” His eyes were haunted. “What we did when you left…that was wrong. We were wrong. We never should have listened to Marlon.”
“What do you mean, listened to Marlon?”
“Killing the humans was his idea,” Silas said. “I let him persuade me, because I was so angry that you wouldn’t listen. That you wouldn’t follow our traditions. But that’s why you’re strong—you had principles, and you stuck to them. Even when it meant leaving your family…those who tried to keep you from living your own truths. I admired you for that, though I’ve been too stubborn to say it.” 
She blinked rapidly. “Really?”
“Yes.” He gave a sad smile. “Your mother wouldn’t see it. She just wanted you home. But this isn’t the place for you…and not because you don’t fit in. Because you are your own person, and it’s someone you can’t be here.”
“Dad…I’m so sorry about Mom.”
He let his arms fall. “It wasn’t your fault, Sadie,” he said. “Don’t ever think that it was.”
She sobbed and fell into him, and he held her.
I glanced at Taeral, who looked as awkward as I felt. Next to him, Elara watched her father and sister with a watery smile and wiped her eyes a little.
But before I could figure out what to do next, Elara’s phone buzzed in my hand.
I got up and walked away a good distance before I answered. “Chester?”
“Gideon. You made it out,” Chester said. “Knew you would.”
“Yeah. We’re out.” With a damned big price for freedom, but I wouldn’t mention that now. “Thanks for taking those people home,” I said. “I’m pretty sure they’d be dead now if they stayed much longer.”
“You’re not kidding. That bunch had all the survival sense of a cat on a highway,” he muttered. “Except Bill. He’s all right. Where are you?”
“At the bunker. Recovering.”
There was a heavy pause. “Those kids okay?”
“They’re here, and they’re fine,” I said. “Relatively speaking.”
“Good. So you’ll stop by my place?”
I smirked. “Well, the sheriff says you have my van. So yeah. I think we’ll rest up for a while first, though.”
“Right. We’d better get off the line. Never know who’s listening,” he said. “We’ll talk when you get here.”
I started to say goodbye, then realized he’d already hung up.
Shaking my head, I started back to the rest of them. It looked like the emotional moment was over. The four of them stood in a loose group—Sadie next to Taeral, Silas staring at them suspiciously, and Elara wearing a smug little smile.
Everyone knew it but them.
Taeral gave me a questioning look when I reached them. “Chester?”
I nodded. “The one-man search party is cancelled,” I said. “When we head out, we’ll stop by his place. He’s…fixing my van.”
“Fantastic,” Taeral said dryly. “That should prove interesting.”
Sadie frowned. “Who’s Chester?”
“Oh, that’s right. You haven’t met him yet.” I grinned. “You’ll like him.”
“Chester’s awesome,” Elara chimed in.
Silas groaned. “Not you, too.”
“Dad, seriously? He’s ancient. Like, forty-something.”
“Really. And what does that make me?”
She snorted. “You’re practically a mummy.”
I coughed to cover a laugh and started to hand the phone back to Elara. When Silas watched me with narrowed eyes, I remembered she wasn’t supposed to have one, and hastily pulled it back.
Silas frowned at the sparkly pink-encased phone. “Is that yours?”
“Uh, yeah,” I said. “Pink is the new black?”
“I don’t understand you young people,” he grunted. “Anyway, you’re welcome to stay and rest before your journey to…Chester’s. As long as you’re not resting too close to my daughters.” With final glares at me and Taeral, he turned and walked away.
I slipped Elara the phone.
“Thanks,” she whispered. “You’re the best.”
Sadie elbowed me. “Don’t encourage her,” she muttered with a crooked smile. “Come on. Let’s try to sleep a little before we go drudging through the woods again.”
That sounded like a great idea to me.
 
 



CHAPTER 45

 
Chester was waiting for us at the barn.
We’d slept around two hours under the moonlight. It was enough to restore my spark, and I’d healed at least somewhat. Hadn’t taken a bullet—let alone more than one—in a long time, but I’d never forgotten how much it hurt. And it was just as bad as I remembered.
It’d be great if I could go another ten years without being shot. Unfortunately, I doubted that was going to happen.
I grinned as we approached Chester. “Tell me you haven’t been standing here all this time waiting for us,” I said.
“Nah. Perimeter sensors. I saw you coming a mile away.” He returned the grin, nodded to Taeral, and then looked at Sadie. “This must be your friend,” he said. “Your little sister looks just like you.”
She smiled. “Thanks.”
“Sadie, this is Chester. And vice versa,” I said.
Chester held a hand out, and Sadie shook. “Nice to meet you,” he said, glancing sideways at Taeral. “So she’s yours, huh?”
“No,” Taeral growled.
“Right. Ex with benefits.”
This time I decided not to say I told you so.
“Well, come on out front,” Chester said, turning to walk in that direction. “I’ll show you around your new van. Oh, here’s your phone.” He pulled it from a pocket and handed it back to me. “Put my number in your contact list. Encoded, of course.”
As I walked, I swiped to the contacts and scrolled through. Didn’t see Chester’s name anywhere—but there was a new entry. “Harmony’s House of Hummus?” I said.
“That’s the one. Aliens hate hummus.”
“Right.” I smirked and tucked the phone away.
Sadie nudged me. “Aliens?” she whispered.
“Tell you later,” I muttered.
I wasn’t sure what to expect as we rounded the camper. Something a little out there, probably cobbled together, with maybe a few gadgets to ward off aliens or catch mermaids.
I didn’t expect to see Bill Ryerson, standing in front of my better-than-restored van.
There was a gleaming new windshield, and the destroyed back doors had been replaced. The hood was dent-free. All the tires were brand new. Armored siding was installed on both sides, neatly trimmed and bolted in place. The metal antenna had been replaced with a pair of modern, slim plastic stubs, and there was a small satellite dish mounted on the roof.
“Gideon.” Bill walked toward me with a hand outstretched, and I tried to reel my jaw back in as I shook. “Sheriff Gormann explained what happened to your van,” he said. “When Chester said he was going to fix it, I volunteered to help. Being the town mechanic and all.” He smiled. “Some of the others donated parts. Even Jesse kicked in.”
I remembered Jesse. The big angry guy who’d called Chester a crackpot and tried to rally the others against him. “Thank you,” I managed, and introduced Bill around. When I’d collected myself a little more, I said, “You didn’t have to do all this.”
“The hell we didn’t. You saved our lives,” Bill said. “Hell, you probably saved the whole town. I doubt those people, whoever they were, would’ve kept things small-scale for long.” He walked over next to Chester and gestured at the van. “Go ahead and check it out.”
“The glass is bulletproof, by the way,” Chester said. “Werewolf-proof, too. No offense, Sadie.”
“Um. None taken.”
“Have a look inside.” Chester moved to the van and opened the passenger side door.
I looked. There was a flat screen mounted on the center of the dashboard, and a bunch of new ports installed next to the radio. Standard power, USB, even an AC socket. All the broken glass and plastic shards had been cleaned out, and there was a bench seat installed parallel to the fold-down bed, on the opposite side. A file folder-sized cardboard box rested on the seat.
“Touchscreen GPS and navigation,” he said. “And I copied all my files on the aliens for you. They’re in that box, there.”
I turned to stare at Chester and Bill. “Have you guys even slept since you got back?”
“Not really,” Bill laughed.
Chester shrugged. “Hell, I don’t sleep much anyway. Never have.”
“Well, I…don’t know what to say. Thank you,” I said. “This is incredible.”
“You just call me the next time you go up against them,” Chester said. “I’m pretty sure you could use my help.”
I smiled. “Yeah. I think you’re right.”
Now the only problem I’d have would be driving around Manhattan in a suspicious-looking armored van. Good thing I had a friend in the NYPD.
Abe was probably going to hate me for this.

Chester sent us off with meals. I decided not to ask what was in them—it was better that way. If I had to eat squirrel, I didn’t want to know it.
Sadie opted to stretch out on the new back seat, so I had Taeral up front with me on the way home. We’d spent half an hour in exhausted silence, when Taeral suddenly said, “Are you not going to rub it in?”
“What, that you’re afraid of snakes?” I said. “Don’t think I forgot.”
He sighed. “You were right. About Milus Dei.”
“Oh. That.” I still didn’t want to think about it, but I guessed we had to. “Honestly, I don’t know what to do,” I said. “If Chester’s right, and I’m afraid he is…this thing is huge. Even if we don’t do anything, they’re going to come after us again.”
“Aye. That is why you must learn to control your abilities,” he said. “Not just as a Fae, but also as the DeathSpeaker. A subject I obviously know nothing about.”
I grimaced. “How am I going to do that?” I said. “Nobody knows anything about it, right? I mean, correct me if I’m wrong, but I thought I was the only one.”
“You are. But there have been others before you.”
“There have?” I said, mildly stunned. “Any of them still around?”
He shook his head. “The last DeathSpeaker has been gone for a century or more, and the previous at least as long before him. Only those who’ve known them still live,” he said, staring grimly out the window. “And to reach them, we must travel to Arcadia.”
The sound of that word stirred my blood, every time I heard it. “The Fae realm?” I said. “You want me to go to Arcadia.”
“You cannot go alone. The Unseelie territory is a deadly place, even to those who belong there. And you’ll likely need to pass through Seelie lands, perhaps the Autumn Highlands as well. Then there are the Mists and the Eternal Springs to contend with. You’d not survive an hour, brother.” His faint smile faded. “I’ll have to accompany you…I’ll have to return home.”
His voice caught on the last word, and I could feel the pain in it. “Maybe there’s another way,” I said. “Couldn’t one of them come here, or something?”
“Not likely. Few Fae enjoy being in the human realm,” he said. “Most here have been banished, for one reason or another.”
“Except you,” I said.
“Aye, but I may has well have been. The Winter Court will not look favorably on my return.” He let out a shuddering breath. “We’ve no choice. We will go, and soon,” he said. “On a more personal note, perhaps you’d care to explain your tattoos?”
For a few seconds I didn’t know what he was talking about. Then I remembered the soldiers in the arena, muttering about the freaky glowing tattoos on my back. I’d forgotten that little event had been televised—and Taeral had to watch it. “I’d love to explain it,” I said. “But I had no idea they did that. Never saw my back in the moonlight before.”
“I’m not certain the moonlight caused them to glow,” he said. “Where did you have them done?”
“It was years ago, when I was starting college,” I said. “This weird place in Midtown called The Grotto.”
Taeral drew a quick breath at the name.
I raised an eyebrow. “You know it?”
“I’ve heard…rumors,” he said carefully.
“Um. What kind of rumors?”
“That The Grotto is a haven for banished Fae.” He drummed his fingers on his leg. “And the owner is a bastard Seelie prince.”
“Cobalt?” I remembered the owner. Nice guy, strange name. He’d actually done my tattoos himself—he took pity on the dumb college kid when I managed to explain that I wanted to cover the scars, and did them all for free. I probably should’ve questioned that a little more than I had. “He didn’t seem like a bastard,” I said.
Taeral gave a slanted smile. “Bastard, as in his father and mother were not wed. Something of a scandal, and very hushed among the Summer Court,” he said. “If he’s given you those tattoos, I believe we should pay…Cobalt a visit.”
“Yeah.” Now I really wanted to know what he’d done to me, because they definitely weren’t normal. I made a mental note to never accept free tattoos again. “I guess The Grotto is on the to-do list, then.”
But the first thing I wanted to check off that list was getting home.
 
 



CHAPTER 46

 
The Castle showed no signs of gunfights, bombs, or otherwise fiery destruction. So that was a good thing.
It also seemed extremely quiet. I wasn’t sure how good that was.
I parked the newly remodeled van out front. Sadie, who’d been asleep most of the way, stirred and sat up fast. “We home?” she said.
“Yes, we are.”
“Good. I’m going to sleep in my bed.” She yawned and stretched her arms over her head. “Wake me up next week sometime.”
I suspected that about covered it for all of us.
We climbed out, and Taeral took the lead to the door. I knew he’d been worried about Daoin, even though he said he wasn’t. The three days we’d been gone felt like a lifetime. A lot could’ve happened here.
Most of it probably happened to Reun. I was sure Denei, at least, had come up with some new and painful activities while Taeral wasn’t here to threaten her.
Grygg was in the same place, wearing the same expression. But he actually turned his head when we came in—and almost smiled. “Welcome back,” he rumbled.
“Thanks.” I returned the smile. For him, that was practically a keynote speech.
Faint voices came from the parlor, so I assumed we were headed there first. About halfway across the lobby, Sadie caught up with Taeral and touched his arm. He stopped. “Hey,” she said. “Are you going to be all right if I go to sleep now? I’m so beat, I’m not sure I’ll even make it all the way back to my room.”
A sneer started to form on his lips, and I almost knew what he was thinking—that he didn’t need her help. But he made it disappear and gentled his expression. “Of course, a’ghreal,” he said. “Go and rest.”
I kind of had to admire him, now that I knew firsthand how hard it was for him to do that. To not give in to that instinctive, cold superiority.
“Thanks.” She smiled, and her hand lingered on him a little too long. “You know where I’ll be, if you want to talk later.”
“Aye,” he said.
Okay, so maybe I was still a little jealous, too.
She broke away and sent me a casual wave. “Goodnight, Gideon.”
“Yeah,” I said. “See you next week.”
She laughed as she headed for the stairs.
“Not a word,” Taeral murmured when she was out of earshot.
“Wouldn’t dream of mentioning it.”
“Good.”
We kept going toward the parlor. The voices got louder, but I didn’t recognize any of them. Then I started to hear other sounds. Screeching brakes, gunfire. And…dramatic background music.
I also could’ve sworn I smelled popcorn.
We went in to find that things had been rearranged.
The tables and chairs were pushed up to the front half of the room. At the back was a big-screen television with a DVD player and a stack of movies, and two couches in front of it. Reun and Denei sat on one, with Daoin and Zoba on the other.
They were watching Die Hard. The first one.
“Interesting,” Taeral said loudly.
Reun flinched and stood quickly, turning to look over the back of the couch. Behind him, the image on the screen showed Bruce Willis holding a machine gun and staring wildly through a broken skyscraper window. “Welcome to the party, pal,” drifted from the TV, just before the image froze as someone pushed pause.
Appropriate.
“Taeral,” Reun said, more than a little flustered. “You’re back.”
“Oh, you’ve noticed. How observant.”
“We were just…”
“Relax, Unseelie.” Denei rose and turned, standing next to Reun. “You know there ain’t much to do in this place, and we can’t exactly get cable installed.”
“I was not concerned about the television,” Taeral said flatly.
Just then, Daoin stood and walked around the couch, wearing a cheerful smile. “My son. You’re back,” he said to Taeral. “I don’t remember movies, but I must have liked them. Didn’t I?”
“Aye, Father. I suppose you did.” His smile turned brittle as he regarded Reun and Denei. “Am I to assume this is your idea of untold pain and suffering, swamp child?”
Denei flapped a hand at him. “We did the pain thing,” she said, and her smile took on a wicked slant. “Tell the truth, I’m pretty sure he liked it.”
Reun coughed and looked distinctly uncomfortable. “I’ve held to my promise,” he said. “Miss Duchene and I have…come to an understanding.”
“Oh, yeah. We understand each other real well, now.”
 “But no harm has come to Lord Daoin,” Reun rushed out, shooting a glance at her.
Damn. All this happened in three days? I guessed Denei moved fast when she really wanted something—but I sure as hell couldn’t imagine why she decided to want Reun.
“I hope you had a good time with your friend, Taeral. That’s what a father would say.” Daion smiled like he was proud of himself, and then looked at me. “Gideon. I know you,” he said, and his smile caught slightly as he moved toward me. “You are…my son. Like Taeral.”
I blinked rapidly and shot an apprehensive glance at Taeral. I had no idea what to say. The last time he brought this up, he’d broken down and retreated into his terrified shell for days. But he seemed lucid now.
“Aren’t you my son?” Daoin said.
From the corner of my eye, I caught Taeral’s faint, cautious nod. I swallowed hard, and rasped, “Yes. I’m Taeral’s brother…your son.”
Daoin beamed. “They told me you were dead, but they lied. You’re not dead,” he said. “And now I have two sons. Two great sons, who can watch this movie with me. This Die Hard. There is also one called Die Harder.”
As he shuffled back to the couch, I leaned my head back and found something interesting on the ceiling until I could breathe again.
“What’s happened to him?” Taeral said hoarsely to no one in particular.
Reun moved around the other couch with caution, like he expected Taeral to attack him any seconds. “Daoin still retains his memories,” he said. “I’ve probed his mind—”
“You did what?” Taeral roared.
“I had to. He…reacted badly, the first time he truly realized you were gone. He thought they’d captured you—and he was determined to rescue you.”
“Fine,” Taeral said tightly. “You may as well tell me what you’ve found, then.”
Reun drew a deep breath. “His memories are locked away with powerful magic. He appears to have done it himself, as some kind of defense mechanism,” he said. “I’ve not the ability to break the seal, but I managed to recover a very small fraction of the memories that please him most. Those of his sons.”
“I suppose I’m to thank you for that,” Taeral muttered.
“No. The debt I owe you, and your father, is far greater than a few small memories.” Reun’s jaw clenched briefly. “I believe he can be restored, made whole again,” he said. “But not here…”
“Of course,” Taeral breathed. “He must be taken to Arcadia.”
“Yes. The greater magic there may enable him to break the seal himself.”
Taeral fell silent for a long moment. Finally, he glared at Reun and said, “You will continue to keep your promise, and serve my father until we’re ready to depart for Arcadia. Is that understood?”
Reun smiled. “I desire nothing less.”
“Fine. You’ll stay here, then.” His shoulders slumped, and he looked at me. “I suppose we are watching Die Hard.”
I grinned. “Great. Who’s got the popcorn?”
From the couch, Zoba held up a big plastic bowl. Then he flourished the remote and made a noise that sounded like get your ass over here, or I’m starting the movie without you.
So I got my ass over there.
It was good to be home.
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