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The Hive - fifteen years ago

        

      

    

    
      He didn’t know what made him interfere with the latest victim of the shifter brats’ childish games. The werewolves down here were raising a pack of bullies, five or six kids of various ages who ran around stealing and taunting, teasing and tormenting anyone they perceived as weaker than them. Normally he found it mildly amusing, and he could feed passively from the fear that the little terrors generated.

      Maybe he was full today. Or maybe he’d sensed something in the cries of whoever they had there, hogtied and hooded on the ground in the center of their circle, that appealed to a part of him he’d thought long dead.

      Compassion was not a welcome emotion for his kind.

      Whatever the reason, he gave them no warning before he roared into the blind alley where they’d taken their prey, assuming a shape they all feared — the alcoholic, one-armed Unseelie that even their clan’s alpha avoided, though he himself had never been afraid of the broken Fae. But then, he knew exactly what was in Taeral’s head.

      The young shifters scattered like cockroaches from a light bulb. And when he saw what they’d left behind, he almost went after them to finish the job he’d started.

      Instead, he crouched next to the slight figure on the ground and carefully removed the rough sack from the head, releasing a tangled fall of jet-black hair and wide, startlingly green eyes set in a delicate face caked with dirt and tears. She gasped and cringed back. But not from him. When she realized the werewolves were gone, she relaxed almost immediately.

      “Hey there, precious,” he said in a gentle tone that he scarcely recognized as himself. “Don’t worry. They’re not coming back. Let’s get these off you, shall we?”

      He started loosening the knots in the rope that bound her wrists and ankles. She remained silent, watching him with those big, expressive eyes as he worked, studying his day face in the low yellow light that surrounded them.

      When she was loose, she pushed up and regarded him with undisguised interest, almost a longing. “Is that my name?” she whispered.

      His brow furrowed. “Is what your name?”

      “Precious.” She swallowed, and a delicate shiver moved through her. “I don’t know … no one’s ever called me anything that nice.”

      In an instant, he knew what she was and why he’d felt compelled to help her. She was like him. His kind named themselves, but it was obvious that no one had told her anything she needed to know. Whatever semblance of a heart he possessed cried out for her.

      “That’s your name, then,” he said, still in that gentle voice he’d never even known he had in him. “Precious. Don’t you worry about a thing, ever again. I’ll take care of you.”

      Her mouth dropped open, and she launched herself at him, throwing her arms around his neck. For an instant as shadows played across her features, he saw her night face — and it was starving. She had to feed.

      Except he didn’t think she had any idea how to, or even why it was necessary.

      The shudders that wracked her body as he held her concerned him. “Did they hurt you, Precious?” he asked as anger at the shifter brats threatened to eclipse him again. “If they did, I swear I will end them.”

      “No,” she said softly, drawing back with a snuffle to swipe a grimy hand across her grimy face. “They kicked me some, but it’s not that.” Her glistening eyes darted back to the grubby sack, like it was a venomous serpent. “I couldn’t see. I …” She swallowed, and her voice dropped to a bare whisper. “I’m afraid of the dark.”

      “Oh,” he breathed, and held her against him until her shaking stopped. It was a horrible condition for their kind. Extremely rare, but he’d heard of it happening now and then. If she couldn’t overcome her fear, she’d starve to death.

      He wouldn’t let that happen.

      “All right, then,” he murmured when she’d finally calmed down. “What do you say to a nice bath, and maybe some clean clothes? I know a place we can go.”

      She stared at him with astonished wonder. “Really?”

      “Really,” he said as he straightened and held a hand out. “Come on, it’s not far.”

      She slipped her hand in his without hesitation, something no one had ever done before. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      As he led her deeper into the maze of her new home, he knew he’d give anything to protect her.
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        * * *

      

      He watched from the shadows, a proud smile lingering on his face as he remembered the day they’d met. Just a year ago, but she’d already come so far.

      Precious wore a white dress today, trimmed with sky-blue lace, with a matching headband and gleaming black shoes. Her choice of outfit. She looked impossibly innocent and pure as she approached the tightly bunched group of shifter kids in the alley — the same isolated place where he’d found them tormenting her. The two of them had been heading up to feed, but she’d stopped him and pointed the shifters out. “I want them,” she’d whispered, a wicked smile curving her lips.

      He’d arched an eyebrow. “You sure?”

      She gave a resolute nod, never taking her bright eyes from her targets. “Yes. It’s time.”

      So he’d left her to it, content to hang back and watch her take revenge.

      Now she stopped outside the group. One of them noticed, and whispers circulated through the young werewolves as they loosened their huddle and turned to stare at her. “You want something, freak?” one of them, the oldest and the clear leader of the budding gang, said with a curled lip. The rest of them snickered and grinned, showing off their still-growing canines.

      Precious gave him a beaming smile. “I’m hungry,” she said.

      One of the girls snorted. “What the hell’s wrong with you? Think we’re having a picnic in the alley or something?” she said. “Even if we had food, we wouldn’t share it with you.”

      “Oh, that’s okay.  I don’t eat food,” Precious said, her smile growing. “And like it or not, you’re going to share what you have with me.” Her tiny footsteps toward the group managed to echo against the crumbling brickwork, impossibly loud as she closed in on them.

      He couldn’t see what she’d changed into. Their kind was unable to perceive each other’s illusions — it was a protective mechanism, built into the species to keep them from killing each other and wiping out the whole race. But he heard their screams, their begging cries, felt the fear pouring from them in strong, sweet waves.

      And he didn’t touch a single drop of it.

      It was all for Precious.
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Manhattan, New York City - Now

        

      

    

    
      The latest test had worked perfectly. It was time for the first full run.

      He looked around the main chamber at the various works in progress. They had three completed devices — more than enough to suit this initial purpose — and another dozen in the process of being assembled right here. At present the design was still cumbersome and heavy, but his perseverance had paid off. When he’d first seen the hulking machine, he was sure this task was impossible, but he accepted that as a test of faith. And his had never wavered. Not in himself, his master, or the mechanical marvel that had consumed nearly two years of his life.

      Speaking of the machine, he had to run a final check and calibration before he led the Purifiers on their first sweep. It was hidden in the hastily-constructed antechamber under the primary building, as they could not risk damaging the foundation to bring it any closer. Even so, the relocation has cost him more in bribes and shadow contracts than any hundred-foot yacht or stolen artwork he had ever ‘procured’ for his own pleasure.

      But then, none of those things had ever given him pleasure like the Great Engine.

      Slipping through the concealed entrance to the antechamber, he consulted with the lead engineer, hunkered over a mass of steam fittings in the center of the massive apparatus. The young man snapped to attention and wrung his hands together nervously.

      “Ah, Mr.—er, your Grace,” he sputtered out, glancing around in a panic. The terror in his eyes was delightful as he looked feverishly for any sign of the Purifiers. “Final system checks are all good, but the broadcasting capability is still down. We’re only reading a potential range of two miles, and that would be pushing the limits. Should we—“

      He cut the engineer of with a curt wave of his hand. “More than sufficient for this test. Begin the startup sequence immediately. Stoke the boilers and monitor those pressure readings closely. If anything starts to spike, you contact me before you start shutdown procedures. Do I make myself clear?”

      The technician grimaced, running a greasy hand through his lank hair. “O-of course, your Grace, but any delay with the system at redline could result in further damage.”

      His protests were cut short as he was hauled close by a manicured hand, trembling with rage. “Then see to it that nothing goes wrong. That is why you are here. You and the rest of your useless crew. Now get started.”

      He stumbled back and nodded, calling to the rest of the technicians still clambering across the train car. Worthless, faithless creatures, he thought to himself as he strolled to the head of the car. To think such power was dependant on these sniveling wretches.

      Soon now, they would cease to be a problem.

      He ran his fingers lovingly along the polished brass and delicate fixtures on the Engine’s control panel, a surge of ecstatic joy washing over him. Power unlike any seen in mankind’s history, to kill the unclean and monstrous, to usher in a pure world where his master would reward the faithful with whatever their hearts desired. His caress halted on a cracked indicator dial, and he frowned in annoyance. So many systems destroyed, damaged beyond repair. Such a loss. It had taken months to even get the main resonance crystals properly aligned, and their output was limited to only broadcasting to half a dozen resonators at most. He sighed and turned away, returning back the way he came. All temporary setbacks, to be sure, but even a hint of failure in his master’s eyes could spell disaster.

      The Purifiers had assembled in his absence, and bowed their heads in respect at his approach. “The resonators are calibrated and ready for field testing, your Grace. Will you do us the honor of blessing us before we begin?”

      He gave a curt nod and began the main invocations, the Latin falling from his lips with practiced, solemn tones. His mind was already wandering, thinking of their impending descent into the lair of evil, and the carnage they would bring in the name of their master.

      The world would soon be forever changed, thanks to him, and the rest of the Milus Dei.
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      I pulled into the back lot at Scruvener University Hospital and parked near the staff entrance. “Well, this is your stop,” I said to my passenger.

      Mortimer Baskin, who’d died in prison, turned to look through the side window at the rain-swept New York night. “I guess when you gotta go, you gotta go,” he said with a sigh, and faced forward again. “Thanks for being cool about this, man.”

      “About what?”

      “You know. Taking me to hell and all.”

      It was my turn to sigh. “I told you, Mortimer, I’m not a demon.”

      “Yeah, but demons lie. Not that I’m holding it against you. I know it’s just your job.” Mortimer — or rather, the projected soul of Mortimer sitting in the passenger seat — glanced back at his body. “So what are they gonna do with that?”

      “Erm, an autopsy,” I said. “That’s why we’re here.”

      “To find out how I died? Don’t bother,” he snorted. “Matter of fact, you can just toss that thing in the trash. I ain’t using it anymore.” He laughed heartily, so hard that he actually slapped his knee and spectral tears streaked from the crinkled corners of his eyes. “Oh, that’s a good one,” he gasped as he wound down. “Too bad there’s only a demon around to hear it. Hey, do you guys have a sense of humor?”

      “I’m not —” I started to explain again, and then gave up. Might as well play along. “No, we don’t,” I said. “All demons are former IRS agents. Or DMV employees.”

      “I knew it!” Mortimer laughed again. “Okay, just tell me this. What kind of torture am I in for? Is it the same for everybody, or do we all get individual, personal hells like in that Lucifer show? Because I could be down for that.”

      I managed not to groan. My first day on the job after I bring my brother back from the dead, and I get one of the weird ones. “Sorry, I can’t tell you that,” I said. “It’s a surprise.”

      “Wow. That’s evil, man.” Mortimer grinned. “Oh and hey, if you don’t mind my saying so, demons shouldn’t drive around in black vans. Everybody knows that evil vans are white.”

      “I’ll take that up with management,” I smirked.

      “Good one! And you said you didn’t have a sense of humor.” His ghostly form shrugged. “I guess since you’re here, now I know for sure you can’t buy your way into heaven,” he said. “I tried, you know? Right before I went in — man, can’t believe that was ten years ago — I donated everything to Richard Wallace. My money, my house, the works.”

      When he looked at me expectantly for a reaction, I frowned and said, “Who?”

      “You know, the big televangelist. Slick Rick? That’s what the haters called him, anyway,” he said. “Hell, maybe I should’ve listened to the haters. Which you probably are, right? Demons must hate preachers.”

      “Can’t say I’m familiar,” I murmured. I’d never in my life watched a televangelist. And the idea that people would give everything they owned to some guy they watched on TV, for a ticket to heaven that was never going to arrive, made me angry. Not at people like Mortimer, but at snake-oil salesmen like Slick Rick Wallace. Whoever he was.

      Sounded more like a pro wrestler than a preacher to me.

      “Anyway, it’s too bad I can’t tell anybody else not to bother giving all their shit away. Being that I’m dead now.” He snorted a laugh, then sobered and looked out over the city again with something like longing as he squared his shoulders. “Okay, I’m ready. How does this work?”

      “Just relax,” I told him. “You won’t feel a thing.”

      “That’s what she said.” He snorted, closed his eyes and leaned back against the seat — as much as a semi-transparent soul could lean back, anyway. “Thanks for the ride. Maybe I’ll see you around hell.”

      “Next time I’m down there, I’ll look you up.” I smiled and shook my head. “Good luck, Mortimer,” I said, and drew his soul in to pass briefly through my head before releasing him to eternity.

      Honestly, I didn’t exactly know what waited for him on the other side. The only afterlife I’d seen was the Fae version. But I had a feeling there wouldn’t be many demons or much fire and brimstone where he was going. I hoped he’d be pleasantly surprised.

      Death was a fresh slate for everyone. Even people who got bamboozled by TV preachers.

      I got out, opened the back of the van, and hauled out the stretcher with Mortimer’s body-bagged corpse strapped to it. From here it was a short journey through the staff entrance, with a stop at the security desk to sign in, and then on to the morgue.

      Alice was on the desk tonight. She saw me coming, put down her magazine — a copy of National Geographic this time — and smiled. Sort of. “Where’ve you been, Black?” she said as she slid the clipboard through the slot in her window. “You haven’t annoyed me in at least a month.”

      I grinned as I jotted down my info and signed. “Miss me?”

      “No,” she deadpanned. “Have a good night.”

      “You too, Alice.” I waved and pushed the stretcher down the green-tiled corridor beneath dim strips of florescent lights, moving on autopilot. After all, I’d walked this route hundreds of times with hundreds of bodies. I didn’t have to pay attention to where I was going.

      And that was why I almost rammed straight into Vivian Cavanaugh when she stepped out of the morgue right before I reached the door.

      “Shit!” I jerked the stretcher to a halt about half an inch from the medical examiner, catching the startled look on her face and the way she flinched back like she’d seen a ghost. Must’ve had something on her mind. “Sorry, Viv,” I said.

      She breathed out and blinked at me. “Gideon. What are you doing here?”

      “Um.” My brow furrowed, and I glanced pointedly down at the body bag between us. “Baking a cake.”

      “Oh my God.” Her hand flew to her chest, and she laughed. “You know, for a minute there I completely forgot that I was at work? I am in desperate need of caffeine,” she said, turning to push the morgue door open and step through. She held it open from the inside. “Come on through. We’ve actually got plenty of room tonight, but it’s still early.”

      I shrugged and steered the mortal remains of Mortimer Baskin into the cool confines of the morgue with its banks of body drawers, gleaming autopsy tables, and carts of wicked implements. Viv hadn’t been wrong about having plenty of room. Only two other bodies awaited their appointments with her scalpels, scales, and rib cutters.

      “So you haven’t been around much lately,” Viv said once I’d parked Mortimer with the other newly-deads. “How’s life been treating you?”

      I couldn’t help laughing. “Been a little busy,” I admitted.

      “Not too busy for your new lady friend, I hope?” she said with an arched eyebrow.

      “What?” I stammered. Calla and I had been careful to keep our relationship under wraps, known only to a close circle of friends. We had to, because if word got out that a member of Milus Dei was dating the DeathSpeaker, she’d be killed. Or worse. There was no way Viv should’ve known about us.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, looking confused. “I saw you having dinner with a woman at Antonio’s a few months ago, and I thought …”

      “Oh, that.” I managed a normal-sounding laugh. I thought I remembered that night and didn’t recall seeing Viv there, but I probably wouldn’t have recognized her without the lab coat on. Anyway, she didn’t know what I was doing — she’d assumed it was a date. So I could just lie about it. “She’s actually an NSA agent,” I said, which was the truth, even though Calla was more than that. “She was working on a case with Abe that I ended up consulting on. It was just business.”

      Viv gave me a knowing look. “Ah,” she said. “Well, she seemed nice. Maybe you should ask her out sometime.”

      “I’ve lost touch with her,” I said with a shrug. “You know how it is with the Feds. They go all over the place.”

      “Too bad. I always hoped you’d find someone who deserves you.” Viv smiled and added, “You’re a great guy, and I worry about you being alone. It does something to you, spending so much time around dead people when you don’t have anyone living to talk to. Believe me, I know.”

      My stomach fluttered a bit. Was she going to ask me out or something? It’d be kind of funny in an ironic sort of way, considering that I’d been trying to work up the nerve to ask her out a while ago — at least before one of Abe’s detectives, Brad Thompson, had beat me to it.

      “Oh, speaking of relationships,” Viv said, suddenly brightening. “I’ve been hoping you’d stop by soon. I wanted to invite you to my wedding.”

      “Your … wedding?”

      “Yes. Brad and I are getting married in the fall,” she smiled. “Are you really so surprised? We’ve been dating for two years now.”

      Two years. Had it been that long already? “Um, wow. Congratulations,” I said. “And sure, I’ll be happy to come to your wedding.”

      “Great! Brad and I will both be thrilled to have you,” she said with a big smile. “I’ll mail you an invitation. And it’s plus-one, so I hope you’ll bring a friend.”

      I grinned back. “Maybe I will.” There was plenty of time until fall, and I had every intention of stopping Milus Dei permanently by then — specifically, by destroying Dante. It would be great if I could actually bring Calla as a public date.

      That would knock Viv for a loop.

      We made small talk for a few more minutes before I excused myself to head home. Taeral and Sadie were packing up to go to Arcadia for a few days, and I wanted to see them off. I was planning to pop over later for the main event, but Taeral had a longer agenda than I did. From his perspective, he hadn’t seen his father in more than fifty years.

      It’d be sort of like a vacation for him. And after being dead for a while, he could definitely use one of those.
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      Back home, I found Taeral in the kitchen in front of the fridge, obscured by the open door. Glass clinked faintly from inside, and for just a second I worried that being in the real world again after fighting a century-long war in eternity had driven him back to his alcoholic tendencies.

      Then he straightened holding a bottle of orange soda, and I mentally berated myself for thinking it. Taeral was so much stronger than that now.

      “Ah, you’re back,” he said, and gestured with the soda. “Care for a drink?”

      “Sure. Thanks, bro.”

      He tossed the bottle he was holding to me and grabbed another, then shut the fridge. “Sadie is upstairs, helping Eli pack.” He rolled his eyes slightly and popped the cap from the soda with a simple flick of his thumb. “He’s insisted on bringing his entire collection of magnets with him.”

      I shook my head briskly. It had been strange enough getting used to seeing him with two arms, but the display with the bottlecap reminded me that one of them was actually made of iron — even though it looked and felt like flesh. “I didn’t know you guys were bringing Eli,” I said, trying to be subtle as I struggled to remove my own cap. “That’s … interesting.”

      “Aye. Sadie claims it will boost his self-esteem if he’s exposed to non-humans who’ve not been twisted by Milus Dei’s machinations. Apparently she has been reading parenting books. Though I cannot imagine she’s found any book written for the surrogate parents of a surgically enhanced rat,” he added under his breath, but he smiled as he said it. Then he reached over, grabbed my soda, and flicked off the top.

      “Damn,” I said when he handed it back. “That’s some fine motor control you have with the arm, there.”

      Taeral stretched his arm out and stared at it, flexing his fingers. “And yet the Mirror Mender will burst her gears, should she discover that I’ve lost the one she crafted for me.” He smirked. “Perhaps I should dig it up and return it to her.”

      I laughed, mostly from relief that he was able to joke about being dead. “Yeah, great idea,” I said. “Because checking out your own corpse wouldn’t be traumatic or anything.”

      “Ugh, don’t even think about it.”

      Sadie’s voice from the kitchen doorway startled me into a flinch. “You know, we really need to put a bell on that collar of yours,” I said, flashing a smile at her.

      “Sorry. Can’t take the wolf out of this girl,” she laughed as she walked into the room, headed straight for Taeral. I was actually surprised she hadn’t made him help with the rest of the packing. She’d barely let him out of her sight in the two weeks since he’d stopped being dead. She slipped her arm through his and beamed up at him. “I think we’re ready.”

      “Are you certain? You’ve not had enough time to pack absolutely everything in Eli’s room,” he said dryly. “He might miss his dresser, or his bed. Or perhaps his sixty-inch television.”

      “Oh, stop. It’s just a bunch of magnets.”

      “Merely two hundred of them.”

      I whistled. “He’s got that many already?”

      For some reason, when we first moved into the house, Eli had become a little obsessed with refrigerator magnets. There’d been a set on the fridge that came with the place, six of them shaped like food — a hot dog, an ice cream cone, stuff like that. The little guy spent hours playing with them. Sadie decided that he was using them to cope with the stress of the move, so she bought him a set of alphabet magnets. He was so excited that he’d almost exploded with joy. Soon, both Sadie and Taeral had started getting more ‘mags’ for Eli, and I’d picked up a few for him myself. Sadie had even installed a series of floor-to-ceiling magnetic dry-erase boards in his room, so he could have enough space to play with them, and doodle without destroying the rest of the house.

      “He does indeed,” Taeral said with a faint sigh. “To be honest, a’ghrael, I am not certain that magnets will even work properly in Arcadia. Although if it will make him happy to bring them, we shall,” he added quickly when her eyes narrowed at him. He bent to kiss her furrowed brow, instantly smoothing her irritation. “We will find a way to make them work.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      Just then, a thump came from the general direction of the living room stairs, followed by a squeaky huff. Then another thump, and a faint squeal of distress.

      “Eli!” Sadie gasped.

      We all ran for it. I was closest to the kitchen doorway, so I got there first — and when I saw what was happening, I stopped at the bottom of the stairs and held a hand out toward the other two. “He’s fine,” I said, and then smiled as I called up, “Hey, buddy. You want a hand with that?”

      Thump. Huff.

      Eli yanked the wheeled suitcase that was almost as big as him down another step before he turned his head, and a crooked smile replaced the look of intense concentration on his face. “Gid! I got my case,” he squeaked happily. “You keep hand. I got two.”

      It was all I could do not to laugh as I sensed Taeral and Sadie come up behind me. “What’ve you got in there?” I asked like I didn’t know.

      “My mags,” Eli said proudly. Thump. Huff. “Want to see?”

      “No, that’s okay,” I said, imagining the look of horror on Sadie’s face at the thought of Eli unzipping the suitcase and spilling two hundred magnets down the stairs. “You keep them safe in there for the trip.”

      “Yes. We go to Ar-kay-da. I show my mags to Dee. He will like them.”

      “Yeah, he will,” I grinned. ‘Dee’ was what he called Daoin, since he couldn’t pronounce any part of that name.

      Eli nodded. “You come, Gid?”

      “Not right away, but I’ll be there soon,” I told him. Taeral was headed there early to spend time with his father, but the main reason for the visit was the upcoming meeting between the Seelie and Unseelie Courts. Somehow, Daoin had persuaded all the nobles to get together with a promise not to kill each other on sight, so he could talk to them about helping us bring down Milus Dei. And he’d asked Taeral to help him convince them.

      It was a better call than Daoin knew, since technically Taeral had already brought all of Arcadia together to fight a common threat. Namely the Morrighan, the Fae goddess of the battlefield. But Daoin still didn’t know that Taeral had spent a grand total of almost two hundred years of eternity — which were apparently much faster than normal years, since they happened in less than a week of earth time — being dead.

      That was going to be an interesting conversation.

      “Eli, sweetheart.” Sadie took a half-step forward, struggling to keep the concern from her voice. “Let me help you with that.”

      “Please thanks, no.” Eli bumped the suitcase down another step with a grunt of effort and turned to look down at us. “Bag is hea-vee, but Eli … but I am strong.”

      “Aye. You are,” Taeral said, his voice catching as he and Sadie exchanged a look.

      I might’ve teared up a little myself. The little guy was really making progress.

      We moved away from the stairs so Eli would have enough room to get all the way down. “I’d planned to simply leave from our room, but I’ll not have him try to drag that suitcase back up the stairs,” Taeral half-whispered. “Once he’s down, love, I’ll go and fetch our bags.”

      “Good idea,” she whispered back.

      Eli made it to the living room eventually, and spent the whole time it took Taeral to go upstairs and fetch the rest of the luggage explaining to Sadie and me which magnets were his favorites, which ones he was going to show ‘Dee’ first, and why. I couldn’t help but nod along at his infectious enthusiasm, crouching down so we could talk face to face while his adoptive parents gathered up the rest of their stuff.

      He leaned in conspiratorially and glanced back over his shoulder at the stairs, whispering urgently to me. “Gid, wanna see trick? It’s secret, though, no telling. Promise?” He was practically hopping from foot to foot with excitement. Whatever this was, it had to be good.

      “Sure thing, Eli,” I whispered back, still mystified. As harmless as his ‘trick’ might turn out to be, I wasn’t going to say the words. Making official promises could backfire for the Fae, even half-bloods like me. Instead I reached out with my little finger, a look of dreadful seriousness on my face. “Pinky swear.”

      He squealed and grabbed my finger, shaking it happily. “Pinky swear, yes! Good. Now I show you, when Taer comes back.”

      I nodded, wondering what I had just signed myself up for.

      Eli had just launched into what would have been a complete oral list of all two hundred of his ‘most favorite’ magnets when Taeral came down with a duffel bag on one shoulder, a carrier bag on the other, and one suitcase in each hand. “So you’ve packed our entire bedroom then, have you, a’ghrael?” he remarked as he shrugged off the duffel bag. “Surely we do not need—”

      “Yes, we do.” She cut him off with a smile and a finger to his lips, then picked up the bag and grabbed one of the suitcase handles from him. “Are you sure you don’t want to come with us now, Gideon?” she said.

      Behind her, Eli crept closer to Taeral, comically tiptoeing closer to the seven-foot Unseelie like he was a rabbit about to bolt.

      I tore my eyes from the scene, trying to keep a straight face. “Nah. I just want to relax here for a few days, enjoy the peace and quiet without you guys,” I smirked. Truthfully, I wasn’t quite ready to see Arcadia again … or to chance running into the god who thought I worked for him, now that Cérunos was free to roam the Fae realm again. Besides, while Daoin was my biological father, he’d never really been my dad.

      The man who held that position in my life was still a little sore at me for running off to Arcadia and risking my neck to do something impossible without telling him. I couldn’t just up and leave again so soon.

      My worrying over Abe’s protective streak was cut short by a barely perceptible clink, and a soft giggle from Eli.

      “Take care, brother,” Taeral said. “And do try not to start any battles without me.” He rested his right hand on my shoulder, and a bright spot of color drew my attention.

      Just below the elbow on his prosthetic arm was a tiny sunflower magnet.

      I laughed and hugged him, to keep him from noticing as much as to say goodbye. “Same to you.”  I turned to Sadie and Eli. “And don’t worry, I’ll be there eventually. We’ve still got, what, an Arcadian week or so before the whole war council thing?”

      “Aye. So you’ve no excuse to be late,” Taeral grinned.

      Very true. A week in Arcadia was almost three weeks here.

      There was another soft clink, and I had to cough to keep from laughing. I wondered if Eli would get all two hundred of his magnets onto Taeral’s arm before the trip was over.

      Taeral opened a portal into the Veil, and Sadie went through first, holding Eli’s hand as he trailed after her. He was grinning almost literally from ear to ear, looking back at me and waving his pinky in the air. I waved back, giving him an enthusiastic thumbs-up.

      Just before Taeral went in, he turned and subjected me to a long, intense look.

      “Um,” I said. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. I am merely enjoying the fact that you are not the paladin,” he said, referring to the ‘Gideon’ he’d been with in eternity. The version of me that would’ve happened if I’d been born in Arcadia instead of on Earth, if my mother had lived, if Daoin had actually been there as a father. The powerful, non-scarred, more-Fae-than-human me who shared Taeral’s last name and had known him as a brother for his whole life. The better, happier me that I was slightly — okay, more than slightly jealous of.

      My brain picked up on the important word in Taeral’s sentence. “Enjoying?”

      “Aye,” he said with a broad smile. “I loved him, of course, but he was so very … boring. I cannot tell you how grateful I am to have you back, my brother.”

      “Yeah, same here,” I said roughly, unable to smother a grin. “And don’t worry. I’ll see you soon.”

      “You had better.”

      With a final wave, he walked into the portal, and it vanished behind him.

      I had the place to myself now — well, except for Grygg. But he spent most of his time doing his own thing, whatever that was. After he’d been restored by his maker, allowing him to move and talk at almost normal speeds, he’d claimed a wing of the house. We pretty much left him to his golem devices, and he seemed to be enjoying himself for the first time in years.

      As for me, I did have an agenda that I hadn’t confessed to the others, but it wasn’t dangerous or life-threatening. Everything that happened over the last month or so had proven one thing: Dante had to go. It wasn’t enough to keep attacking Milus Dei installations and take out wave after wave of low-level soldiers. We had to cut the head off the snake, and I had a potential way to do it.

      I had the Scrolls of Gideon.

      A few quiet weeks should be enough time to read through the Scrolls and figure them out. I still wasn’t sure exactly what they contained, other than the recipe for making Dante, since I hadn’t done much more than glance at them a few times after I brought them home. But there had to be something useful in there. Something that would help me find the bastard, so I could finally use the Word on him and end his deadly cult.

      Just as I was about to head upstairs and grab the Scrolls from my room, my phone rang. I thought it might be dispatch with another body, just because Viv had mentioned having plenty of room in the morgue and the universe had a way of rolling up its sleeves and saying ‘hold my beer’ when people said things like that. But it was Abe.

      Speaking of my dad.

      I smiled as I answered, “Hey, I’m still on Earth.” It’d been my standard reply when he called lately, which was at least twice a day since I’d come back with Taeral. To which he usually insisted that he wasn’t checking up on me, which we both damned well knew he was doing.

      Only this time, he wasn’t.

      “Gideon, I need you to come to my place,” he said in a strained voice that had my hackles up instantly. “Right now, no questions asked.”

      “What’s wrong? Are you hurt? In trouble?” I blurted, already planning to use the new portal trick I’d learned and be there instantly, even if it freaked him out. There was no way I’d let anything happen to Abe.

      “Relax. I said no questions, remember?” He laughed, sounding a little more like himself, though there was a semi-frantic edge to it. “I’m okay, kid. Promise. I just … you need to get here, all right?”

      I let out the breath I’d been holding. “You’re sure,” I said. “Because I can be there in twenty minutes if I drive, but if you need me faster …”

      “Do I even want to know how you can get here faster without driving?” I could hear the relief in his voice, and that told me he wasn’t in any danger — at least the imminent kind. “Please, just drive over. Without speeding.”

      “All right,” I told him. “I’m on the way.”

      I was out the door before I even disconnected the call.
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      Abe’s place was a two-bedroom saltbox with a long driveway and a postage-stamp back yard, in the same residential neighborhood where the Boscos lived. I made it there in sixteen minutes — so yeah, maybe I was speeding a little — and as I pulled in, noticed that his unmarked sedan was in the driveway, but every light in the house was off.

      That did not inspire confidence that he was okay.

      I got out and practically ran across the front walk and up the porch steps. The front door was locked, so I used my key to let myself in and shut it behind me, then automatically kicked my shoes off in the entryway as I reached around the wall and felt for the front hall light. “Abe?” I called loudly, just as my fingers found the plastic switch and flipped it on.

      There was a pained snarl from somewhere in the house. In response to the light.

      “Shit, sorry. I should’ve …” I heard Abe mutter as his footsteps approached rapidly. He came around the corner, and I barely got a glimpse of his haggard face before he lunged for the switch and turned it off. “Hey, kid,” he said, slightly breathless. “Uh, we gotta leave the lights off for a bit.”

      “What’s going on?” I tried not to sound demanding, but this was worrying — and a little bizarre. I couldn’t imagine a single reason for him to be sitting here in the dark. “Did you start getting migraines or something?”

      He shook his head, a slight movement that I barely caught as my eyes adjusted from the flash of light that’d been snuffed out. Gradually I realized the darkness wasn’t complete. There was a soft, wavering glow from the direction of the living room. Like fire, but Abe didn’t have a fireplace.

      “I have company,” Abe said quietly, throwing a glance toward the faint light.

      It was a candle, I finally decided. Which made even less sense, because it hinted at company of the romantic variety. Far as I knew, Abe hadn’t been on a date in a few years — so if he’d finally decided to see someone, he wouldn’t have called me to come over and interrupt. Unless he really, really needed to get out of it somehow.

      My expression must’ve told him what I was thinking, because he frowned and said, “Not that kind of company.” Another glance back. “He, uh … didn’t want me to call you,” he explained reluctantly. “But he needs help, and this is kind of above my pay grade, if you know what I mean.”

      A million new questions popped into my head, but I didn’t ask any of them, because I knew at least one thing. The most important thing.

      Whoever was in Abe’s house wasn’t human.

      “Come on,” Abe said when he saw the realization on my face. “You’d better see this.”

      I followed him into the living room and stopped short when I took in the scene. The lit candle on the coffee table showed glimpses of a figure stretched on the couch, one arm trailing on the floor.

      I was sure whoever it was had to be dead.

      Every inch of visible skin was dark and mottled, like a three-day-old corpse. Most of his face was gone, leaving tendons and bone visible at the jaw, a wide patch of skull exposed across his forehead, and one yellowed eye lidless and bulging sightlessly. Even if this guy was somehow alive, he couldn’t possibly stay that way for long.

      It took a minute of horrified staring to realize that in the flickering candlelight, he kept … changing. Wherever the glow touched him, the flesh shifted from moldering and long-dead to living, but badly bruised. The light that occasionally caught his face transformed it from decomposing skull to bloodied mess.

      And I knew him, knew his faces. Both of them.

      Murdoch.

      “Son of a …” I breathed, unable to finish the statement. The bogeyman was in bad shape. I couldn’t even begin to guess what had done this to him. Light was his weakness, but as far as I knew that just made him disappear. Other than that, he’d seemed basically indestructible. He wasn’t even technically solid.

      I understood why he hadn’t wanted me here. Murdoch and I were not the best of friends. In fact, I didn’t think the bogeyman was capable of being anyone’s friend.

      But why the hell did he come to Abe?

      Murdoch stirred. A faint puff of breath escaped his ruined lips, and his lidless eye rolled in my direction. “Little brother,” he croaked, somehow managing to sound disgusted and relieved at the same time.

      The words grated on me, but I ignored them and headed for him. He wasn’t trying to imply any kind of connection — it was just how he addressed every Other, for whatever twisted reason he had. Little brother, little sister. Like we were all one big, dysfunctional family. “I’ll try to heal you,” I said as I slipped my moonstone pendant under my shirt, just in case it decided to light up and unravel him. He hadn’t appreciated it the last time I’d done that.

      “Won’t work,” he murmured when I stopped next to the couch. His other eye wrenched open, and he fixed me with a stare. “But this will.”

      And then he changed.

      Where Murdoch had been was another familiar face, one that struck terror in my heart and sent it racing into my throat. It was my own — hollowed and gaunt like skin stretched over a skull, shadows carved across the spectral green light of the Lantern that was branded on my hand, forever infused with me.

      I was terrified of myself. Of what I’d become.

      “What the hell are you doing to him?” Abe’s voice seemed to come from a great distance, over the sea of fear that I was drowning in. “Knock that shit off, or I’ll turn on every light in this house!”

      The vision vanished abruptly, but it was a long moment before I could catch my breath.

      “Sorry. I had to feed,” Murdoch muttered, groaning as he pulled himself slowly upright on the couch. He did look a little better now, a little less dead. “Couldn’t do it from you, could I?” he said to Abe. “You’re not afraid of anything.”

      Anger and disgust took hold of me as the last of the shock crumbled away. I’d never been ‘fed on’ before, and it left me feeling more than a little violated. “You could’ve just let me heal you, asshole.”

      “No. You don’t listen very well, little brother.” He moved his legs carefully to the floor and shuffled to one side of the couch, leaning heavily on the armrest. “Fae magic doesn’t heal me,” he said, and then leered a hideous smile. “But you did offer to help, so I took what I needed.”

      I felt sick. “If you ever try that again —”

      “Relax. It was just enough to get me moving.” He waved a hand weakly. “Besides, you taste terrible. I thought your head was screwed up before, but now it’s a certified nightmare in there.”

      “All right. Enough,” Abe barked, and then scrubbed a hand down his face. “You tell him what you told me,” he said to Murdoch. “I need a drink. You want a cold one, Gideon?”

      “Yeah, thanks,” I said as I made my way to one of Abe’s armchairs and sat down. No way I’d sit on the couch with the bogeyman, even if he did leave space. I caught Abe’s eye before he left the room and frowned again at his appearance: drawn features, slightly hunched posture, dressed in sweats and a rumpled t-shirt like he’d gone to bed before his surprise visitor arrived, even though it was still at least an hour before he usually turned in. “You doing okay?” I asked him.

      Abe grunted. “Don’t know yet. Ask me again after a couple of beers,” he said, and turned to shuffle off into the kitchen.

      Before I could ask the obvious question, Murdoch cut me off. “In case you’re wondering, I didn’t do anything to him,” he said quietly. “I wouldn’t even if I could. He’s a good man, and I respect him.”

      Normally I wouldn’t believe a word Murdoch said, but I sensed the truth in his simple statement. I decided to drop it. “In that case, you’d better tell me why you’re here,” I said. “And I hope it’s a damned good reason, because if it’s not, I know how to make you leave.”

      “Don’t I know it.” His good eye narrowed on the slight shape of the moonstone beneath my shirt, and he let out an unsteady breath. “There’s been a murder in the Hive,” he said, and the sudden fury that infused his already grotesque features stopped my heart. “I need help finding out who did it, so I can make them pay.”
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      At the tail end of Murdoch’s brief but chilling statement, Abe came back in with two cans of Heineken and an uneasy expression. He handed me one of the cold, condensation-sweating cans and took a seat in the other armchair, so we were all gathered around the coffee table with the lit candle in the center like we were having some kind of weird séance.

      “I tried to tell him you could figure it out from the body, but he didn’t want you involved. For some reason,” Abe said as he cracked his beer and took a long swallow.

      Murdoch grunted. “I didn’t want you talking to her,” he said with a sour glance at me. “That’s why I came to the detective. Plus, I trust him more than you.”

      So the victim was female. For a second I wondered if Murdoch could possibly have a girlfriend, or even a wife. That would explain the absolute, vengeful rage I’d just seen in his eyes. But I couldn’t imagine him actually being in love. His opinion on everyone seemed to be either ‘nuisance’ or ‘food.’

      “It’s captain now, and I trust Gideon more than anyone,” Abe said pointedly. “Especially if the victim is … er, not human. Is she?”

      Murdoch’s stone-faced glare answered the question.

      “That’s what I figured. It kinda limits me in terms of what I can do through official channels,” Abe went on with more confidence. “So it’ll be easier, and a hell of a lot faster, if Gideon does his thing and finds out for sure what happened. Then we can focus on bringing down the perpetrator—”

      “Oh, I’m going to bring the bastard down, all right,” Murdoch said in a low, liquid voice that froze my blood. “Whoever did this is going to spend a very long time begging for the sweet release of death.”

      “And making sure they face justice,” Abe said sternly, as if Murdoch hadn’t interrupted him. “You came to a cop for help, and that’s how we solve murders. By finding and arresting the killers. Not torturing them.”

      Murdoch turned a level gaze on him. “And if the killer isn’t human, either?”

      “Let’s cross that bridge when we get to it,” I said quickly, trying not to think about what a disaster Murdoch had dragged Abe into. The bogeyman didn’t know him very well, but I did. Abe wouldn’t stop until the killer was brought to justice, no matter how dangerous the perp. And there was no way I’d let him die trying to arrest an Other — so like it or not, I was in. “You said she was killed in the Hive?” I asked Murdoch. “No one’s down there anymore. Not since Zee and his brainwashed acolytes took over the place.”

      Abe shuddered briefly at the mention of the blood-crazed djinn who’d tried to wipe out humanity.

      But Murdoch gave an unpleasant chuckle. “Do you really think you know anything about what’s under this city, DeathSpeaker?” he said with a note of contempt. “I bet there’s a whole lot Taeral never told you. How is the old one-armed drunk, by the way?”

      I bristled instantly. “You keep his name out of your diseased mouth, big brother.”

      Something in my tone must’ve said more than the words could, because he shrank back against the couch and held a hand out. “Okay. Touchy subject,” he said. “I won’t bring it up again.”

      “Good idea,” I snapped, and forced myself to relax.

      Murdoch remained stiff a bit longer than I did. “I guess I’ll have to get you lot to her, somehow,” he said. “It’s a long walk, and I’m going to have to feed again before we go down. I won’t make it far otherwise.”

      “So what, you’re going to just scare the shit out of some random human on the way?” I demanded. I knew what happened when Murdoch really got going. He’d come damned close to killing Daoin after we broke him out of Milus Dei. Apparently, what Murdoch did actually saved his life, but he didn’t bother explaining that before he scared Daoin enough to wither his body and turn his hair white. “You can’t just go bogeyman on the streets, you know. And what if you kill them?”

      The bogeyman looked offended. “Do you really think I don’t know how to move around without getting caught? Besides, I don’t kill humans.” His features darkened. “Except for one, maybe. If one of them touched her —”

      “Then we’ll arrest whoever that is,” Abe reminded him loudly, concern etched into his face. “Sorry, but I don’t like the idea of you … er, feeding on someone either. There has to be something else you can do.”

      “There isn’t,” Murdoch said flatly. “No way I can shadow-dive in this sorry state.”

      I pushed aside the question of what the hell ‘shadow-diving’ was in favor of the more pertinent question his statement raised. “What exactly put you in that state, anyway?” I said, finally remarking on the obvious injuries he bore. “I mean, whoever killed your friend couldn’t have done this to you, or you’d already know who it was.”

      He bared his teeth, opened his mouth to say something, and then calmed down with a huge amount of effort. “Better if I show you,” he said. “Trying to explain it wouldn’t make any sense. Hell, it doesn’t make sense anyway.” He gripped the arm of the couch and struggled to rise. “So let’s go,” he panted.

      “Hold on.” I waved him back down, absolutely not liking my own train of thought — but it seemed like the lesser of all available evils. “I can get us there without walking,” I said reluctantly.

      Murdoch sneered. “So can I, you dense sod. But we’re kind of in a hurry here, and I’m not wasting a few days traipsing through fairy-land for the sake of your caution. Let me get my strength up, and I’ll dive us back home.” For a non-Fae, he was almost dangerously well-informed about Arcadia and how time worked there.

      “I wasn’t talking about that. I … just might know a shortcut, that’s all.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Even if you did, I still have to feed. I can barely stand like this.”

      “Yeah, I see that.” I sighed and looked at Abe. “You trust me, right?”

      He gave a slow nod. “Of course. Where are you going with this, kid?”

      “Remember how you said you didn’t want to know how I could get here faster than driving?”

      “Oh,” he said. “Guess that means I’m gonna find out anyway.”

      “Something like that. I think we have to.” Getting down to the Hive wasn’t easy, and I knew none of us felt like wasting hours trudging around in the subtunnels. Showing Abe the portal spell I’d learned in Arcadia would be hard to take. But he could handle it. “So why don’t you go get dressed, and then we’ll head out?” I said.

      Murdoch cleared his throat. “Hey. Grand Poobah,” he said dryly. “I have to—”

      “I know. And you will,” I interrupted before he could say feed. I was starting to hate the sound of that word. “Go on, Abe. We’ll be ready when you get back.”

      He gave me a look that said he knew exactly what he was thinking, and he didn’t like it. “No offense Murdoch, but I’ll take Gideon’s shortcut over yours, this time. Be right back.”

      He shot a disapproving glance at me as he left, but he still headed for the back hall.

      At the sound of Abe’s bedroom door shutting, Murdoch glared at me. “What are you up to, little brother?” he nearly hissed. “If you’re thinking you’ll just flash me out of existence with your little sparkly while he’s gone, you will live to regret it.”

      “Believe it or not, I’m trying to help you,” I said with an unconscious grimace. “You’ll just have to … feed on me.”

      He huffed and folded his arms. “No, thanks. You’re way too bitter.”

      “Well, that’s too damned bad. I’m not having you terrorize an unsuspecting person just because you have a sweet tooth,” I shot back. “It’s me or nothing.”

      “Fine. Just remember that I tried to say no.”

      In a blink, Murdoch was on his feet. And the terror that engulfed me was so pure, I couldn’t even tell what he’d turned into. I saw dazzling white all around me, and then blackness.

      The next thing I knew, I was flat on my back, staring dumbfounded at the ceiling.

      “What the …?” I moaned as I pushed up on my elbows, trying to blink away the pounding in my head. Murdoch was perched on the edge of the couch, staring hard at me. At least he looked like his condition had improved — his face in the shadows had both eyelids, and most of the gaping hole in his jaw had closed. But he seemed as unsettled as I felt. “What was that?” I asked him.

      “Something I’m never touching again,” he said, very carefully. “Whatever it is you’re most afraid of, you don’t even know what it looks like. And it’s still awful.”

      Great. I had some kind of deep, nameless dread that scared the bogeyman.

      Just then, Abe came rushing out of the back hallway and did a double-take when he saw me on the floor. “Christ, I knew I shouldn’t have left you alone with him,” he said as he rushed over. “You okay, kid?”

      “I’ll live.” I sat up straight and shook my head to clear it. “That was just a little more intense than I expected.”

      Abe held a hand out, and I let him help me off the floor. “I know why you did it this time, but don’t do it again,” he said, giving Murdoch a warning side-eye.

      “Trust me. Even if he wants to donate any more, that is not an experience I care to repeat.” Murdoch stood slowly, not quite meeting my gaze. “So are you going to break out the teleporter, or what?” he murmured. “I want to get this over with.”

      I nodded. Abe had thrown on jeans instead of the sweats and a padded windbreaker over his rumpled t-shirt, and he’d stuffed his feet into an old pair of sneakers. Seeing him out of his usual suit and trench coat reminded me that it’d been too damned long since I’d spent any time with him outside of work.

      And also that I wasn’t wearing shoes.

      “Just a second,” I said, and walked back to the entryway to grab them. When I came back, I could see Abe’s automatic shoes-on-the-carpet frown starting to form, so I pointed at his feet.

      He laughed. “Hell, I’m gonna have to get the steam cleaner out anyway,” he said, his smile slowly fading. “Uh … what are we doing, exactly?”

      “Teleporting.” I turned away from them, cleared my throat and raised a hand, hoping Abe wouldn’t freak out too much. Doing magic in front of him still felt strange, uncomfortable somehow.

      Even though I knew he’d never think that way, I didn’t want him to see me as inhuman.

      To make this work, I had to invoke the Fae god of death — not something I was fond of, since I wanted as little to do with him as possible. But it was the only way. I call upon you, Cérunos, I thought as I visualized the Hive, the way it had been on my last visit when Zee had done a little redecorating, and brought my arm down slowly.

      The air in front of me parted, gaping open to a slice of darker-than-black, star-sprinkled night sky. Black fog spilled from the bottom of the portal and surged across the floor in a shallow, spreading puddle.

      When I turned back to the other two, Murdoch gaped at me in bug-eyed shock. “That isn’t the Veil,” he sputtered. “I’ve never seen a Fae do anything like that.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m the DeathSpeaker.” It was all the explanation I was prepared to give him, for now. I was mostly concerned about Abe’s reaction. He seemed more worried than freaked out, which was unusual by itself. “What’s wrong?” I asked him.

      Abe frowned deeply at the growing layer of fog around our feet. “That stuff isn’t going to stain my carpet, is it?”

      “No,” I laughed. “You’ll never even know it was there.”

      Murdoch got himself under control and glowered at the portal. “You’re sure that’ll take us to the Hive,” he said.

      “Positive.”

      “Fine. Come on, then.” He moved past me and stepped through without hesitation.

      I guessed he really did want to get this over with.

      Abe huffed a breath and squared his shoulders. “This is my first time teleporting,” he said. “Does it, uh … hurt or anything?”

      “Not even a little,” I promised. “But I have to go through last, because it closes after me.”

      “Okay.” He stared into the stars for a few seconds, glanced at me, and went in.

      I was right behind him.
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      My portal had taken us right to the center of the main platform that was the Hive — or used to be, anyway. The vast space that once held a small city full of displaced Others now stood mainly empty. Someone had installed torches on the pillars at the edges that cast the space in a gloomy, flickering light. The pillars vanished into the cavernous darkness above the edge of the fire’s glow.

      There were the stairs carved into the earth, leading down from the main entrance that Grygg had spent decades, maybe centuries, guarding from humans. The tunnel leading to another, smaller cavern that held the underground cemetery where I’d once talked to a dead vampire, and the wooden bridge from the back entrance that we’d come across trying to defeat Zee. The djinn’s jaguar throne still stood, not far from where we’d come through.

      What I wasn’t expecting to see was the small huddle of shelters off to the side near the tunnel — rough huts and tents, similar to the kind of structures that’d been down here when I first came. Like someone had been trying to reconstruct the Hive.

      But either they’d done a terrible job building them, or there had been a massive fight, because the structures were in bad shape. I was betting on the latter. Not poor construction, but recent damage.

      “What is this place?”

      It took a minute to realize that low, uncertain voice belonged to Abe. He stood stock still, staring at the haphazard collection of damaged shelters as if he couldn’t quite believe they were there.

      “It’s a long story,” I said. One I’d tell him later, because I didn’t like the feel of this place at all. The specter of violence haunted it, from the Milus Dei raid when they’d taken or killed just about everyone down here, to the bloody battle with Zee and his followers. And whatever had happened recently with Murdoch’s lady friend still lingered in the air.

      But Abe still didn’t move. “People actually live here?”

      “We’re not people, remember?” Bitterness painted Murdoch’s voice as he looked at Abe, and then dropped his gaze. “She’s over here,” he said, jerking his head toward the shelters. “I didn’t touch anything, since I know you humans want things undisturbed. Come on.”

      The mention of the job at hand jolted Abe into professional mode. He and I followed Murdoch across the platform and into the tiny settlement, past clapboard wooden sheds and simple fabric-draped stands and a torn canvas tent that reminded me uncomfortably of the place where Taeral had spent twenty-eight years trying to drink himself to death.

      Finally, we reached the largest of the structures. This one had been built with care — or at least, as much care as it was possible to take with scavenged plywood and warped lumber. It had a door and two windows hung with bright curtains, and a hodgepodge of siding that more or less covered the outer walls. And it looked big enough for at least two rooms inside.

      Murdoch stopped just outside the open door and turned back abruptly, staring at both of us. After a long pause, he said, “I can’t go in there. She’s … well, you’ll see.”

      The depths of pain in his voice shook me. Whoever this was, he really did care about her.

      “All right,” Abe said, peering into the darkness beyond the door. He reached for his belt, stopped and frowned. “Damn, I’m not in uniform. No flashlight.”

      “No problem.” Squashing my instinct to use the moonstone, I pulled out my phone and turned the light on, making sure it was pointing away from Murdoch and toward the little house. Then I hesitated. “You don’t have to come in yet,” I said to Abe. “I can do my thing first, and if I get enough from her …”

      Abe shook his head, mouth pinched in a firm line. “No, I’m coming,” he said. “I need to know everything I can.”

      “Okay.” I hoped my reluctance didn’t show on my face as I took a breath and headed inside, with Abe just behind me. At least we were both used to being around dead bodies, so it wouldn’t be too much of a shock until I made the corpse start talking.

      But I was wrong. So very wrong.

      We found her in the second of two small rooms that were side-by-side off the main area, all of them trashed. When the light from my phone fell on her, lying twisted on the floor, at first I couldn’t even process what I was seeing. It took longer than I wanted to realize that was because it was too awful to process.

      She was a child. Didn’t look more than ten years old, at the most.

      And she’d died horribly.

      The slight figure on the ground wore a yellow dress, grimed with dirt and blood. A matching headband showed in snatches, somewhere in her tangled black hair. One black shoe on her left foot, the other a short distance from her bare, curled right foot where it looked like she’d kicked it off struggling against something. Her right arm was bent at an unnatural angle beneath her, head thrown back too far.

      But the worst of it was the look on her battered face. The frozen mask of utter terror.

      Like she’d literally been scared to death.

      “Jesus,” Abe groaned and made a thick sound in his throat. I sensed him stumbling back a step.

      I had no words. Nothing but deep, aching sorrow — and fast-rising fury at whoever had done this. Now I understood more than I wanted to about Murdoch and why he’d come for help. The intensity of my feelings was nothing compared to what he was going through.

      Somehow, she’d been his.

      “Let me talk to her,” I finally said, my voice unsteady as I knelt beside the terrible remains. I was already reaching out, mentally projecting for the thread of her soul that would allow her to speak, to point the finger at her killer.

      But I couldn’t find it.

      Frowning slightly, I concentrated harder. Still nothing. I closed my eyes to help my focus, and found nothing but the blackness behind them.

      “What the hell?” I said under my breath as my eyes popped open.

      Abe stepped up carefully next to me. “I thought she would … you know. Sit up.”

      “Yeah. So did I.” I inhaled deeply and let it out slow. Maybe I was just too shocked and shattered to focus right now, but I didn’t want to wait until I’d calmed down to find the killer. “I guess I’ll have to do this the old-fashioned way,” I said reluctantly.

      “There’s an old-fashioned way?”

      I gave a slow nod. “I have to touch her.”

      “Don’t.”

      The strangled word flew from behind me like a bullet. I flinched and turned to see Murdoch in the doorway, his flickering face set in a stone mask of anger and pain.

      “I’m sorry,” I said as gently as I could. “But if you want to find out who did this …”

      He glared at me, and for a moment I was convinced he’d send me into another fear coma. Finally, he gave a stiff nod.

      My breath shuddered from me as I turned back to the body. I didn’t want to touch her either. Not out of disgust, but because I didn’t want to disturb her when she’d clearly suffered so much. It felt almost sacrilegious. Still, I had to do it.

      I reached for her shoulder, the one that wasn’t twisted behind her back. At the last second I remembered that Murdoch wasn’t actually solid, that once I’d even tried to punch the bastard and my fist had gone right through him. If this girl was like him, there might be nothing there.

      But my hand encountered cold flesh, rigid with death.

      I didn’t understand bogeyperson physiology at all, and right now I didn’t want to. Murdoch had said it was complicated. So I’d leave it at that.

      There was no immediate sensation when I touched her. I closed my eyes again, concentrating on the point of contact between living and dead. She was so cold — much colder than she should have been. It was like gripping ice.

      And that was the extent of what I felt inside her. A frozen, empty wasteland of darkness. Nothing that even hinted at her soul.

      I kept trying, until I could practically feel the weight of the other two’s expectations pressing down on me. At last I let go and rocked back on my heels with a grunt. “I don’t get it,” I murmured, just as a terrible thought occurred to me. One I didn’t want to vocalize, even though I had to. “Murdoch,” I said as I turned toward the bogeyman. “You do have souls, right?”

      The look he gave me sent a jolt of pure terror through my bloodstream. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t ask me that.”

      “Sorry. Had to make sure.” I swallowed and pushed to my feet, averting my gaze from the heart-wrenching figure. “I can’t talk to her.”

      “What do you mean, you can’t?” Murdoch roared, his face flashing into the darker version and staying there. “Aren’t you the bloody DeathSpeaker? I didn’t even want you here, but you came along anyway, so do your job and find out who killed her!”

      “Calm down,” Abe ordered.

      To my great surprise, Murdoch did.

      “We’re going to find the bastard who did this,” Abe went on, sounding a lot more confident than I felt. “We’ll just have to do it the real old-fashioned way. With actual detective work. Right, kid?”

      “Right.” A hundred shades of doubt barraged my thoughts, but I pushed them all aside. There had to be a way to track down the killer and make whoever it was pay, whether Abe could actually arrest them or not. But I wouldn’t mention that possibility to him yet. “So, I guess we’ll need a little more equipment than we brought.”

      “I’ve got a full kit at home.” A slight frown tugged at Abe’s mouth. “I don’t think—”

      His lips kept moving, but I didn’t hear whatever else he said, because a high-pitched and impossibly loud sound suddenly exploded in my head.

      The pain drove me to my knees. At first I thought it was the girl’s soul, that I’d finally connected with her and she was screaming. Abe clearly didn’t hear whatever it was. But the sound was too even and unbroken to be a voice … and Murdoch heard it too. He was huddled in a standing ball next to me, shaking violently with his arms crossed over his head and his mouth open in a silent scream.

      I had to get us out of here, now.

      Abe’s panicked face swam in front of me as he tried to help me up. I gasped and waved him away, felt a pop somewhere in my head as my nose gushed blood. Focusing on anything but that sound seemed impossible, but somehow I managed to raise a trembling arm and wordlessly call on Cérunos as I concentrated on Abe’s living room.

      I’d never been so relieved to see stars.

      Now, I just had to get us all through. Abe seemed fine for some reason, and I could move a little, but Murdoch was totally paralyzed by the sound.

      Acting mostly on instinct, I reached over to the bogeyman, pressed my hands against his ears, and gasped out the deafening spell that had been used on me in Arcadia to protect me from the Dancers’ song.

      “Isleagh.”

      Murdoch glanced at me in shock. I made a mad gesture toward the portal, and he flopped and scrambled through it. Abe hesitated to follow him, but I pointed insistently and hoped he remembered that I had to be the last one out.

      With an expression that said he clearly wasn’t happy about this, he went.

      My turn.

      I tried to brace myself. It was three steps from here to safety. Three lousy steps. I could do this. I had to do this.

      Every step was like knives through my entire body, but somehow I managed.

      And when I spilled into Abe’s living room, when that horrendous sound finally stopped … I realized that I’d heard it before.
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      I stood shakily and assessed the situation. Abe was in the process of trying to haul the bogeyman off the floor, but it didn’t seem to be working. His hands kept going right through.

      It struck me then that I shouldn’t have been able to push against his head the way I had back in the Hive.

      “Is he okay?” I shouted and flinched at my own volume. My brain still insisted that I heard the sound, even though there was only a slight ringing left in my ears and the biggest pounding headache I’d ever experienced.

      Abe paused in his futile task to stare at me. “Why are you yelling? What the hell happened down there?”

      “So you really didn’t hear it,” I sighed as I approached them.

      “Hear what?”

      “Exactly.” I crouched next to Murdoch, who appeared unconscious, and tried to shake his shoulder. My hand encountered nothing. “I don’t know if I can wake him up, if he’s—”

      Murdoch suddenly bolted upright, wide-eyed and halfway to frantic. He calmed down when he caught sight of Abe and me. “Oh, good. It didn’t kill you,” he said.

      His volume knob was way up, too.

      “The noise stopped,” I told him. “You don’t have to yell.”

      He frowned at me and shouted, “What? I can’t hear you.”

      “What noise?” Abe said.

      “I didn’t catch that!” Murdoch said loudly. “Are you lot talking to me?”

      “I said—” I cut myself off and almost burst out laughing, despite the situation. Murdoch wasn’t still hearing the noise. I’d just forgotten to turn the deaf spell off. “Araais,” I said, and gestured at him.

      He shook himself and slumped forward, sending me a sideways glare. “What the hell did you do to me?”

      “Saved your life. I think.”

      Abe cleared his throat. “Could one of you maybe tell me what’s going on, perhaps?” he said. “Because I didn’t hear anything.”

      “Yeah. I think that’s because you’re human,” I said. “Whatever happened down there, it’s Milus Dei. It has to be.”

      Murdoch gave me a disgusted look as he hauled himself up onto the nearest chair. “I thought your magic was broken,” he said. “So did you find something out and not tell me, or is this just a guess because those human stains are convenient?”

      “Call it a very educated guess.” I rubbed my head absently, trying to rid myself of the lingering sensation that my brain was about to explode, and half-staggered over to the couch to sit down.

      Abe took a seat next to me and frowned. “I’m not following. You think Milus Dei was making some kind of … attack noise?”

      “They’ve done it before,” I said. “Remember Chief Foley, when he was holding all those people hostage under the Port Authority?”

      Abe grimaced. “Yeah, don’t give him that title. He never deserved it.”

      Of course, Abe had been one of Nigel Foley’s hostages, taken in an attempt to force me to give myself up to Milus Dei. I’d have killed Foley for what he did to Abe alone, but Abe didn’t remember that part because he’d been mind-controlled at the time. So I wasn’t going to bring it up.

      But Murdoch had been there too. And he remembered.

      “That damned train car,” he snarled, suddenly alert. “It was the same sound.”

      “Okay, hold on. I saw the train, but —” Abe’s eyes widened. “Shit. Now I remember something,” he said slowly. “I was still pretty out of it, but I saw Foley go into that last car, and then everybody in the place collapsed and started screaming, all at once. Everybody except …”

      “The humans,” I finished with a grim smirk.

      “The humans,” Abe echoed, shaking his head. “So what, it’s like some kind of supernatural dog whistle?”

      “Something like that.” A frown surfaced on my face. “But we’d have noticed if something that big had been down there,” I said, assuming that Murdoch would’ve mentioned the train car immediately if he’d seen it. He hadn’t said anything yet.

      I looked at him, and the raw emotion carved into his ruined features shook me to the core.

      “I couldn’t save her,” he rasped without meeting anyone’s eyes. “I was so close. Five minutes away, at the most. Then that sound came, and I —”

      He broke off with a primal cry and pounded a fist into the arm of the chair. Wood cracked loudly beneath the upholstery.

      “Take a breath,” Abe said in a tone far gentler than I could’ve summoned. “We’re going to find whoever did this, okay? But I need you to tell me exactly what happened.” He looked at Murdoch until the bogeyman met his gaze. “Everything you can remember. I know it won’t be easy.”

      Murdoch closed his eyes. When he opened them a moment later, he seemed a little more in control. “I was coming back from New Brahma,” he said. “That’s when I heard it. Only it was a lot louder than what just happened. It flattened me, and I couldn’t move, and then I blacked out.”

      He paused, and I refrained from asking questions like where the hell was New Brahma. I thought I knew all the neighborhoods around here.

      It took him a minute to get started again. “Once I came around, it was like I’d been hit by a train.” He gave an ugly, ironic laugh. “But there was nothing like that thing down there. Nothing and no one. Just the silence. I had no idea how long I’d been out. I had to crawl back to the house, but even before I got there, I knew …” He trailed off, swallowed hard. “Her light was off,” he whispered. “She never turns it off. She’s afraid of the dark.”

      The idea of a child who had to exist the way Murdoch did being afraid of the dark struck me as indescribably sad.

      “And there was no one else around?” Abe said, a rough note creeping into his tone.

      Murdoch shook his head. “Lothrian was there when I left, but there was no sign of him. Believe me, I looked for the little bastard,” he said darkly. “Somebody tossed the place, like they were looting, or searching for something. At first I thought it was him and the other two shifter brats. Destruction is kind of their style. But they haven’t touched Precious since —” He broke off with a shudder.

      “Her name was Precious?” Abe prompted gently.

      He nodded, his jaw tight. “I took care of her. She didn’t have anyone else.”

      “All right.” Abe sat forward, determination evident in every line of his body. “We’ll have to find this Lothrian and his, uh, friends … what did you call them?”

      Murdoch snorted. “They’re werewolves.”

      “Of course they are,” Abe muttered, but he quickly regained the little bit of composure he’d lost. “Okay, so we find them and question them. But first we have to go back and work the scene. Hopefully before anyone disturbs it.”

      “What if it happens again?” Murdoch spoke the words with extreme reluctance, like they had to be dragged out of him, and I realized with a start that he was scared — and furious with himself for it. “I can’t do a damned thing about whatever that sound is, and your boy here isn’t much better.” He gave me a sneering stare. “But you’re not completely useless against it. Are you, little brother?” he said. “Care to tell me why that thing didn’t stomp you flat?”

      I knew exactly why. It was the same reason I’d been able to kill Foley and turned the damned engine off, while everyone else had been utterly paralyzed. “Because I’m half-human,” I said softly. “I can fight it, but only a little.”

      Murdoch huffed and dropped his gaze.

      “Right.” Abe looked from Murdoch to me. “So you do that magic door thing, and I’ll go down there alone.”

      “Not happening,” I said.

      “I’m not letting you get hurt. Or dead.”

      “We won’t.” I wasn’t completely sure about that statement, but I’d had a thought that was worth exploring. “That sound almost killed you the first time, and you passed out before it stopped, right?” I said to Murdoch.

      “Yeah. And?”

      “And I think, when we just heard it now, it was further away,” I said. “That’s the only reason we managed to escape. Whoever’s doing it, they’re in the process of moving off somewhere else, and they won’t be back. Probably.”

      Abe shot me a skeptical look. “Probably?”

      “There’s no guarantee, but we have to take the chance and go back down. Otherwise we’ll never find the killer,” I said. “We’ll just have to work fast.”

      He wasn’t exactly convinced, but he nodded. “I’ll get my gear.”

      I considered trying to assure Murdoch that we’d be fine, but I didn’t think he’d take any form of reassurance well right now. For him, things were a long way from fine. And the outlook wasn’t that great for the rest of us, either.

      If that sound had happened after Precious died, it meant there’d already been another murder, and close by.
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      I knew just enough about forensics procedures to help Abe gather samples properly, so it was my job to dust for prints. I worked as quickly as I could with a flashlight in my mouth to keep both hands free, with no idea whether the death sound would start up again. But I wasn’t looking forward to what I had to do after I wrapped this up.

      Abe needed exclusion prints so he could discard the ones that belonged to Murdoch … and to Precious.

      While I dusted and lifted from the usable surfaces I could find in the tiny house, Abe was searching the other shelters. Murdoch had gone to check out the hiding places in the Hive, looking for the werewolves he’d mentioned — apparently, there were more boltholes down here than the one we’d used to get away from Milus Dei when they raided the place.

      It wasn’t long before I ran out of ways to avoid the inevitable. I grabbed an overturned wooden crate from the main room and headed into the bedroom where the little girl’s body lay. Placing the crate next to her, I positioned the flashlight so it illuminated most of the room, and laid out the ink pad and fingerprint cards Abe had given me from his scene kit.

      “Hi, Precious,” I said as I knelt beside her. I still didn’t know why I couldn’t hear her, but maybe she could hear me. “My name’s Gideon. I’m a friend of Murdoch’s,” I told her as I discarded the gloves I’d been wearing, covered with black fingerprint powder, and pulled on a fresh pair. “I heard you’re not a fan of the dark, so I’m going to keep this light on for you.”

      I didn’t expect a response and wasn’t surprised not to get one — even though part of me had been hoping she’d be there this time.

      “I’m just going to take your fingerprints, okay?” I continued, grabbing for the ink pad. “This won’t take long. We need them so we can find out who did this to you, and make sure they don’t get away with it.” I took her hand carefully.

      And I felt something.

      It was just a flash in the dark, a fragment, but I reached for it anyway, closing my eyes so I could focus on it. Where most souls were gleaming threads that I could pull through to the light, this was only a flickering scrap, like a candle flame about to go out. What I saw in my mind’s eye was my hand closing around the fragment

      The instant I gripped it, an agonized scream exploded in my head.

      I let go reflexively. My eyes flew open, watering in defense as light flooded my vision, but the pain in my skull was slower to recede. Part of me wondered if that was the sound Murdoch and I heard, but I dismissed the idea almost immediately. The deadly tone was high-pitched and evenly precise, machine generated, like an evil hearing test.

      What I’d heard from Precious was primal, emotional. Terror and suffering.

      “You’ve got a set of lungs on you, kid,” I said aloud, going for what I hoped was a comforting tone. Those who died violently often ended up like this — afraid, outraged, and unable to accept or even understand that they were dead. “Can we try that again?”

      Regardless of the pain, I wasn’t going to give up on trying to reach her. Now that I had inherited the mantle of DeathSpeaker properly, I wasn’t sure I could quit if I wanted to.

      Precious didn’t answer my question, but I didn’t expect her to. She couldn’t hear me over the sound of her own pain. I drew a bracing breath, gripped her cold hand a little tighter, and closed my eyes. It took longer to find the fragment this time, as if my attempt to speak with her had used up some of its energy.

      But when my mental hand folded around it, her screams were just as loud — and just as impenetrable.

      I held on as long as I could, until tears leaked from the corners of my eyes and the blood ran freely from my nose. She never even paused for a breath. I finally let go when the force of her furious anguish rocked me back on my heels, and I doubled over gasping.

      The silence that pressed against my ears when the screaming stopped felt almost physical.

      “All right,” I murmured after I caught my breath and moved back to her side, horrified by my suspicions. She wasn’t just unbalanced and disoriented by her death, like a lot of freshly dead people I talked to. Whatever happened to her, it was still happening now. I didn’t think she could stop screaming.

      There was no way I’d let her stay like this forever.

      “I’m going to make it right,” I told her, reaching out to brush some of the tangled hair away from her contorted face. “We’re going to make it right, and I won’t let you spend the rest of eternity in pain. I promise.”

      It was probably my imagination, but I thought I heard a soft sigh of relief.

      I finished the task at hand quickly, rolling each stiff little finger across the ink pad, and then onto the rigid card. When it was done, I lingered for a moment in the room, hoping to catch anything that might point to the killer.

      Nothing jumped out at me. I hoped Abe had fared better than me at finding clues.

      Feeling like a rock had settled in my stomach, I headed out of the house. My hands kept flexing instinctually into fists, ready to pummel whoever had done this to a bloody pulp. Even the damais, the damned human souls who’d succumbed to the Pan’s endless reverie, were at peace. This was a desecration. A violation of the natural cycle of life.

      A true fate worse than death.

      Abe was just emerging from one of the other shelters when I stepped through the door, shaking the grim thoughts from my mind. We headed for each other and met in the middle of the roughly circular clearing that was the center of this jumbled place, a tiny underground town only a few steps up from a campsite.

      It was a hell of a way to live. Something I knew from personal experience.

      “Well, there’s not much here,” Abe sighed, setting the silver forensics case he’d brought down here at his feet. “I can’t believe that anyone would — Jesus, what happened?” he spluttered. “Did that dog whistle thing go off again?”

      “What? Oh … no,” I said as I glanced down at the bright blood staining the front of my shirt. At least I’d gotten most of it off my face. “I tried to talk to her. It didn’t work.”

      Abe’s brow furrowed. “Does talking to dead people always make you bleed?”

      “It used to,” I shrugged. “Not so much lately.”

      He was clearly upset that what I’d been doing all this time had been hurting me, probably because I kept telling him that I was safe, but he didn’t bring it up. “Okay, so why did it this time?” he said. “It can’t be because you’re out of practice.”

      I shook my head. Not because I didn’t want to tell him, but because it was hard to explain. Especially since I didn’t understand it myself. “There’s something wrong with her soul,” I finally said. “It’s not coherent. All she can do is scream. And I can’t project her, because there isn’t enough there to project, so it all stayed in my head.” I stopped with a frown. “Does that make sense? It sounded better before I said it out loud.”

      “I guess,” Abe said slowly. “You’re saying different noise sources, same effect. Except this one wasn’t quite as bad as the dog whistle.”

      “More like getting your ass kicked versus pulling a muscle moving furniture by yourself, but yeah. I just … really didn’t want to leave her like that.”  I ran my fingers through my hair and sighed. “Right now though, there’s nothing else I can do. We should probably get out of here before whatever happened starts up again.”

      He nodded. “Just have to find —”

      “Oh, you’re not going anywhere, little morsels,” an unfamiliar male voice said.

      Abe and I both whipped toward the sound as two figures materialized from the shadows that surrounded the shelters. One male, one female, both appearing somewhere in their early twenties. Both grinning like cats in the process of cornering mice. The male had something in his hand that immediately set off my mental alarms. It was a clear glass globe. Sadie used to have one just like it, when I first met her.

      A luna-ball.

      Werewolves.
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      Without a second thought, I moved in front of Abe. “Are you Lothrian?” I said.

      The werewolves looked at each other, and the man grinned. It wasn’t a happy smile. “What if I am?”

      “Murdoch’s looking for you,” I said. “We came down here with him.”

      Another glance was exchanged. “Murdoch, huh?” the woman said. “He knows better than to bring humans and weak-ass Fae straight to our doorstep. What do you think, Cal?”

      “I think they took Loth,” the man who apparently wasn’t Lothrian said. “And I think we should eat them.”

      The luna-ball started glowing.

      I opened my mouth to throw a spell at them, but another voice thundered through the whole cavern before I could say anything. “Turn that thing off, Caliban, or I’ll shove it up your flea-bitten arse.”

      Immediately, the male werewolf shoved the glass globe behind his back like he’d been caught watching porn on his phone in a library. “We weren’t gonna hurt them, really,” he wheedled to the air, since the owner of the voice wasn’t anywhere in sight. “Just play with them a little.”

      “I said off.”

      The faint glow behind the werewolf’s back vanished.

      Murdoch stepped into the clearing from the opposite direction the wolves had come and stared hard at them. “Where’s Lothrian?”

      “That’s what we were trying to ask them,” the woman said, throwing a sour look at me.

      Abe snorted. “Didn’t sound like you were asking to me.”

      “So nobody knows where he is,” Murdoch said. “Damn it, I need him. Do you two chuckleheads know anything about what happened down here?”

      They both started talking at once.

      “Shut up,” Murdoch snapped. They did so abruptly, and he pointed at Abe. “This is Captain Strauss. He’s going to ask you some questions, and you’re going to answer him, or I’m going to have myself a pair of lovely fur cloaks. Understand?”

      Both werewolves nodded.

      “Good.” He let out an exasperated sigh and turned toward us. “This is Caliban and Imogene. Two-thirds of the terrible trio. Oh, and this is Gideon. The DeathSpeaker,” he added in the wolves’ direction. “So that’s you lot sorted. I’ve got something to take care of, and I think we’d all better make this fast before our luck runs out and that whatever-it-is comes back.”

      With that, Murdoch pivoted and stalked across the clearing to disappear into his house.

      “The DeathSpeaker?” Imogene muttered when he was gone. “That sounds familiar. Why do I know that name?”

      Caliban sneered. “Because he’s the one who brought those humans down here a few years ago. The ones who killed Otho and Perdie, took everyone else, and burned the whole city down.”

      “Oh, yeah.” Imogene took a menacing step forward. “That’s why.”

      “Look, we’re trying to help you,” I said, hoping these two wouldn’t spiral out of control before Murdoch came back from whatever he was doing. I wouldn’t try to defend myself from their accusations, since it was the truth — and one more reason I was determined to put an end to Milus Dei. “But to do that, we need to know everything we can about what happened down here.”

      Imogene didn’t look convinced. She started to say something, but Caliban held a hand up to stop her. “We’d better just do what the old man said.” He nodded toward the doorway that Murdoch had vanished through. “Besides, if they’re really going after whoever did this, they’ll probably get killed anyway.”

      “Good point,” Imogene grinned.

      Abe cleared his throat and stepped around me. “Look, Murdoch is right. We need to do this quickly,” he said. “So one of you — and only one of you — tell me what you know, starting with where you were between eight and ten P.M. tonight.”

      After a brief pause, Caliban spoke. “We were up top,” he said.

      “Up top?”

      “Yeah, you know, the surface? Where the humans are.” One corner of his mouth turned up. “We went to grab some dinner.”

      Abe blanched a shade or two, but his tone was even as he said, “So does that mean I have to arrest you for murder?”

      “Werewolves don’t eat people,” I assured him, sending a glare at the two of them.

      “Exactly. Lighten up, it was just a couple of pizzas,” Caliban said, though the wicked glint remained in his eyes. “Anyway, Loth didn’t want to come with us, so we got his to-go. But when we came back down, the place was trashed and he was gone.”

      “Okay,” Abe said. “So what did you notice when you got here?”

      Caliban shrugged. “Not much, except that Loth wasn’t here and we knew he didn’t just wander off. We could smell the gunfire.”

      “Gunfire?” Abe echoed. “Aren’t you guys bulletproof?”

      “Silver bullets. I thought all you humans knew about that,” he said as Imogene tensed beside him. “We thought maybe those bastards who raided us had come back, and maybe he’d been shot, so we followed Loth’s trail. Got as far as the subway before we lost it. So we spent a while checking around the places he might go up top, and then came back to see if he made it home. And we found you here.”

      Abe didn’t rise to the accusation bait. “You never checked anywhere else down here before you went looking for your friend?” he said.

      “Why would we?” Caliban huffed.

      “Because then you would’ve known this isn’t about a couple of humans with silver bullets, you cocky little assholes.”

      Murdoch’s voice lacked any kind of strength or authority as he stepped out of the dark doorway, holding a small, blanket-wrapped bundle in both arms.

      The werewolves gasped in unison.

      “Precious?” Imogene whispered.

      At Murdoch’s bare nod, they both knelt and bowed their heads.

      “All right. Enough of that,” the bogeyman said, but his tone was almost kind. “We have to get out of here.”

      The pair got up, wearing nearly identical expressions of grief and dismay. “What happened to her?” Imogene said shakily. “And what about Loth?”

      “I don’t know. That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Murdoch said. “Tell you right now, it wasn’t silver bullets. But we have to find Lothrian, because he was down here when she …” He broke off with a shudder.

      Imogene pulled herself together fast. “We’ll help you.”

      “No, you won’t,” Murdoch said firmly.

      Caliban bristled. “But she’s pack! We are going—”

      “To find somewhere safe, and park your furry arses there until I say otherwise,” Murdoch growled at him, but then his face relaxed a bit. “We’ve lost enough already,” he said. “Whatever weapon they have, you won’t survive it.”

      “You think a human and a Fae will?” Imogene shot back.

      “They already have,” Murdoch said. “Plus, this human knows how to do actual detective work, not just sniff at fireplugs.  And the other one’s the bloody DeathSpeaker. We will find these people.” He stared at each of them in turn. “Now go on, you lot. I’ll contact you when it’s safe.”

      To their credit, they did what they were told.

      Murdoch waited until they vanished into the back tunnel across the Hive, and then released a long breath. “We should go,” he said, and looked down briefly at the swaddled figure in his arms. “I can’t leave her here, alone in the dark,” he rasped. “I just can’t.”

      “We’ll find a place for her,” Abe said. “And we won’t let them get away with it. Whoever did this will face justice.”

      From the storms in Murdoch’s eyes, I figured Abe would be lucky if there was even a body left behind when the bogeyman found the killer, let alone someone to arrest. But I kept that thought to myself.

      Whatever Murdoch did would be no less than they deserved.
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      We regrouped at Abe’s place, where he directed Murdoch to put Precious in the spare bedroom. The two of us waited in the living room, and I tried to process everything that had happened down there.

      The last thing I expected to find was that Murdoch had something like a family, especially since he’d insisted that his kind was extremely solitary. His feelings about Precious were abundantly clear — I got the sense that she wasn’t his actual daughter, but he’d treated her like one, and I wasn’t about to ask for clarification. There was no need. And despite the barbs and insults he’d lobbed at the young werewolves, it seemed like he took care of them, too.

      I couldn’t read minds, but I knew there was something Murdoch hadn’t told them. He thought Lothrian was dead. I’d seen the realization on his face the instant he laid eyes on Caliban and Imogene. He’d been hoping the three of them were together.

      Unfortunately, I suspected he was right about the third werewolf.

      It wasn’t long before Murdoch plodded into the room and slumped down in a chair, his gaze on the floor. “So whatever you did down there, it’s supposed to help us find the killer, right?” he said in a strained tone.

      Abe gave a single nod. “There’s not much to work with, but that’s never stopped me before,” he said, and then an uncomfortable expression settled on his face. “Only problem is that I won’t be able to make this an official investigation.”

      Murdoch lifted his head. “Which means …?”

      “That it’s going to take time,” he admitted. “I’ll have to keep it under the radar. And there are some things I just plain can’t do.”

      “Like what?” A dangerous edge entered Murdoch’s voice.

      I knew where Abe was going with this. “Like an autopsy,” I said, wincing at the outrage that flooded the bogeyman. “Or at least a closer examination of the body. It’s the only way we can still ‘talk’ to her, since I can’t reach her.”

      I wouldn’t tell him about the current condition of her soul. If he knew that she was dead and still suffering, he’d probably go nuclear and start killing every human he could get to, on the premise that one of them somewhere had to be guilty.

      “Yeah, that’s the one thing I can’t arrange,” Abe said. “There’s no way I’d be able to keep something like that under wraps.”

      Abe couldn’t — but I knew someone who could.

      “Because you don’t have a high enough clearance,” I said, already reaching for my phone. “So we outsource it to the feds.”

      He opened his mouth, and then closed it as understanding dawned. “That could work.”

      “Hold it, little brother,” Murdoch said sharply. “What the hell do you think you’re doing? I didn’t even want you involved in this, and now you’re calling, what, the FBI?”

      “No,” I said. “The NSA.”

      I told him about Calla, including the fact that she was working against Milus Dei from the inside and might be able to find out more than we ever could, if they’d been the ones responsible for this. He eventually relented, more or less. “And you’re sure you can trust her,” he said.

      “With my life.”

      “It’s not your life I’m worried about,” he said without emotion.

      “I know. But we can trust her.”

      He made a dismissive gesture. “Fine. Call her, then.”

      I got up and headed out the back door, as much to grab a little fresh air as privacy. A twinge of guilt hit me as I saw the current time just before I dialed Calla’s number — almost one in the morning. Like Abe, her job was more or less nine-to-five, and right now she was almost certainly asleep.

      But she answered on the second ring, sounding wide awake as she said, “Gideon? What’s wrong?”

      Great, now I felt even worse. I’d subjected her to the classic middle-of-the-night phone call.

      “Nothing. Well, not nothing,” I stammered, and then forced myself to make sense. “I’m fine, but I could really use your help with something that’s … not fine.”

      Yeah, that made sense.

      I could practically hear her blink and check the time. Finally she said, “What, like now?”

      “Uh, yes. Unfortunately,” I said. “This isn’t really something that can be handled during office hours.”

      Suddenly she was all business. “Tell me.”

      So I told her.

      By the time I finished giving her the short version, she sounded as horrified and outraged as I felt. “I’ll be right there,” she said, and then paused. “Um, where are you, exactly?”

      I smirked. “Abe’s house,” I told her, and rattled off the address.

      “Okay, that’s not far. See you soon.”

      We hung up, and I headed back inside to wait.

      There wasn’t a lot of talk in the twenty minutes or so it took Calla to get there. I answered her knock at the door and introduced her to Murdoch, who gave her a long once-over before he rose without a word and went to the back bedroom.

      Abe and Calla exchanged a quick greeting. “Sorry to drag you out at this time of night,” he said to her.

      “Comes with the job.” She shrugged, and then quirked a smile. “But you know that, Captain.”

      “Intimately,” he groaned.

      I slipped an arm around her and kissed the top of her head. Her clothes were casual, her face makeup-free with her hair pulled back in a messy bun, but she managed to look like she’d been about to go for a jog instead of roused from sleep. “Thanks for coming,” I said. “I’m sorry about this.”

      “Would you guys stop apologizing?” she said as she leaned into me. “I’m glad you called, and I hope I can help.”

      “Yeah. I just …” The faint sound of a door opening came from the back hall, and I hugged her a little closer. “It’s a bad one,” I said softly.

      She twisted to look at my face. “You said that already. I can handle bad.”

      I had told her that a child had been murdered, and the body was hard to look at. But I knew that nothing I said over the phone could convey how shocking, how cruel the sight of her really was. The screams I’d heard when I touched the fragment of her soul were echoed in the silent horror of the expression she’d died wearing.

      Murdoch came into the room, and Calla stiffened against me at the sight of the bundle in his arms. It was so small, even wrapped in a blanket. As he walked toward us, the folds of material shifted and part of the blanket slipped down, exposing her face.

      Calla clapped a hand to her mouth. She wasn’t in time to stifle the sob that burst from her throat, or stop the tears that welled up and slipped from the corners of her eyes.

      I felt her shivering gradually slow as she pulled herself under control. She lowered her hand and moved away from me, toward Murdoch, stopping in front of him. “I’ll take care of her,” she said in a clear, determined voice. “Will you trust me to do that?”

      He watched her for a long moment. At last, he nodded.

      Calla reached out and hesitated only briefly before she pulled the blanket back into place with care. She held her arms out, and Murdoch transferred the burden to her like he was handling a live bomb. “I’ll want her back when you’re done,” he said.

      “You’ll have her,” she promised.

      I excused myself to walk Calla out to her car, not wanting her to have to do this alone. Neither of us said a word until we reached her Jetta parked at the curb. She stopped and turned to me, a sheen of tears still glistening in her eyes. “Can you get the keys out of my pocket?” she said. “I’ll have to put her in the trunk. I don’t want to, but …”

      “I know.” She couldn’t risk getting pulled over with a body visible in the car. Even a federal agent wouldn’t be able to get out of that one without an explanation — and there was no good explanation for transporting a dead child.

      I grabbed her keys, opened the trunk, and waited while she arranged Precious carefully inside and shut it again. Her shoulders hitched once before she turned around. “You really don’t know what happened?” she said. “I mean, didn’t you … ask her?”

      “I tried. But something’s wrong,” I told her, not ready to go into detail about that yet. “And everything we do know about it doesn’t make any sense.”

      “The train car,” she said.

      “Yeah.” She already knew roughly what happened during my first encounter with Milus Dei, and I’d told her on the phone that it was the same sound the damned machine made. But there was no sign of it down there — and they couldn’t have possibly gotten something that big into the Hive without anyone noticing. “So if you could just find out everything you can, we’re gonna need all the help we can get.”

      “I’m not sure how much I can do, but I’ll try,” Calla said. “There’s at least a few tests I should be able to run. Oh, and maybe I can …” She broke off, considering, and seemed to change her mind about something. “Anyway, I’ll get something useful.”

      “Like I said, anything you’re able to do is great.” I put my arms around her, and she hugged me back, shuddering briefly. “Thank you,” I murmured. “We have to help her.”

      She looked up at me and paused for a beat, searching my face. “There’s something you’re not telling me, isn’t there?”

      “Nothing I can explain. And it won’t help the investigation,” I said. “Trust me when I say that right now, you’re better off not knowing.”

      She frowned. “You know you can tell me anything, right?”

      “Of course,” I said.

      “So tell me.”

      It was my turn to frown. She wasn’t usually this aggressive — at least, not with me. “Calla, I can’t,” I insisted. “I don’t even know what it is yet.”

      “Fine.” She let go and stepped back. “Can I have my keys? I need to get going.”

      I wasn’t all that great with female-speak, but I knew that particular tone of ‘fine.’ It meant things were anything but. “What’s wrong?” I said.

      Apparently that was the wrong question to ask, because it made her even more upset.

      “I said it’s fine.” This time she made ‘fine’ sound like ‘the shittiest thing you’ve ever done in your life.’ Her face clouded over, but she closed her eyes and took a breath, and when she opened them she was almost herself again. “I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s late, and I’m tired and probably in mild shock. I just … wish you’d tell me whatever you’re holding back.”

      I didn’t understand why she was pushing so hard. It wasn’t even a big deal — it was just painful, and I wanted to spare her from it. “Honestly, it’s not important,” I said.

      Her eyes flashed briefly, and then she was calm. “Okay. I trust you,” she said. “Just remember what I said about being able to tell me anything.”

      “I will.”

      We said goodbye, and I watched her get in the car and drive away before I headed back inside, pushing away my confusion. She was just tired, like she’d said. Still, I couldn’t help feeling like she’d been digging for something, especially since she’d changed tactics in the middle of the conversation — from angry to apologetic, but still asking. Almost like an interrogation.

      And I was not a fan of being interrogated.
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      I should’ve gone straight to bed when I got home. I was exhausted, but I knew I wouldn’t sleep. Especially with the house empty.

      So I would carry on with what I already planned to do while everyone was gone.

      I’d left Abe alone with Murdoch, something I never would’ve done if the past few hours hadn’t happened. Now, though, there was no doubt in my mind that the bogeyman not only liked Abe, but respected him. He wouldn’t have any trouble.

      I might have stayed anyway, but one of us needed to get some sleep. And Abe was the one with the actual schedule.

      At the house, I dug the sealed leather tube containing the Scrolls of Gideon out from where I’d hidden it in my bedroom closet and brought it to the massive dining room table. According to the scant information I had on them so far — information that Viv Cavanaugh had pointed me to, come to think of it — there were nine of them.

      Viv had also mentioned that the Scrolls themselves were said to be made from human skin. Specifically, skin from the nine founders of the Order who wrote them.

      I hoped that particular rumor was some kind of historical typo.

      There was some kind of magical seal on the container that prevented anyone but the owner of the Scrolls from opening it. Right now, that owner was me. Sir Livingston Cromwell, one of the original founders, had somehow kept himself alive for a few hundred years at the bottom of the ocean until he could pass on the Scrolls to someone else — someone who’d make sure Dante never got his hands on them.

      I was more than happy to do that.

      The tube was capped at both ends. I pried one of the caps off, set it aside, and reached in gently, half of me convinced there was some kind of booby trap in there that Cromwell had neglected to warn me about. The Order had taken a whole lot of precautions to keep these Scrolls safe. Or at least as many as were possible back in the 1600s.

      Nothing bit me, scratched at me, or made my flesh wither and melt like the Nazis in Indiana Jones, so I figured it was okay.

      It took a bit of finessing to get the contents out of the tube. I’d never handled anything this old, and what was in there felt on the brittle side. Finally, I managed to extract a tight roll of age-yellowed pages, marbled with fine cracks, thicker than normal paper but not quite sturdy enough to be leather.

      Hopefully, that meant they weren’t made of people.

      I set the container aside on a chair and placed the tube-shaped bundle of pages on the table. They’d been rolled up in there for a long time, and I wasn’t sure how to flatten them without doing any damage. Rolling them in the other direction seemed like a bad plan for a bunch of four-hundred-year-old paper. I’d have to find something to use as weights to hold the corners down.

      But as I glanced around the room like I’d suddenly discover a bunch of random paperweights just waiting to be used, there was a faint crackling sound from the table. I focused on the papers—which seemed to be moving. Part of me was convinced that something was going to crawl out of them and attack me. An ancient beetle, an undead mouse. I blinked hard when I finally realized what was happening.

      The Scrolls were unrolling themselves.

      In less than a minute, the whole thing lay flat on the table. The pages were poster-sized, the top sheet covered with writing, small drawings, and diagrams in rust-colored ink that I tried to convince myself wasn’t blood. Unfortunately, it didn’t matter whether the Scrolls were parchment or human leather, whether the ink was blood or berry juice or harvested from squids. Because I couldn’t read any of it.

      It was all done in alchemical symbols.

      I’d figured there would be at least something in English, since the Order was originally from England. But I couldn’t even begin to decipher anything here. Not a single one of the symbols resembled a familiar letter, and they definitely weren’t similar to runes. Just looking at all those lines of nonsense pretending to be words made my head hurt.

      Okay, so I’d need to figure out some way to translate them. That would be my next step. For now, I’d check them all, just in case someone had suffered an attack of English while they were writing.

      I brought the pile to the far end of the table and started laying out the Scrolls, side by side. Each one contained the same symbols, with the occasional sketch or diagram — all labeled with gibberish. I couldn’t make sense of anything in them.

      When I separated the last two pages and placed them in line, I frowned. Something wasn’t right. I did a quick look back and a mental count. Eight Scrolls.

      There were supposed to be nine.

      I picked up the container, looked inside, ran a hand around the edges. It was empty. Maybe the legends had been wrong about the number of Scrolls, like the human skin thing, but I didn’t think so. Cromwell had confirmed that there were nine founders.

      So where was the last Scroll?

      I got my phone out, took a zoomed-in picture of some of the writing on the first Scroll, and plugged it into a Google image search. Zero results. Even Google thought it was gibberish. I tried different shots from some of the other Scrolls, even taking a few pictures sideways and upside down in case I was trying to read them wrong, and got nothing in return.

      Then I tried searching for ‘alchemical symbols.’ If I could find a match, maybe I could build myself a key or something. The search returned plenty of results, but I didn’t see anything that matched any of the symbols on the Scrolls. Okay, so maybe my assumptions had been wrong and it wasn’t even alchemical.

      This language, whatever it was, didn’t exist.

      When I finally thought of trying a spell, it was like I’d forgotten all about being Fae.

      Deciding to start with something simple, I held a hand over one of the Scrolls and said, “Nochtaan.” Couldn’t get much simpler than ‘reveal.’ A few spots along the edges of the page started to glow, and I watched hoping it would spread and show me some English. Or runes — which was more likely, since it was a Fae spell. At least I’d be able to read that.

      But the traces of light faded, revealing only more of the impenetrable symbols that must’ve been scrawled invisibly in the margins.

      I shrugged and cast the spell on the rest of the pages, figuring I might as well see everything I couldn’t read. Every Scroll had a few hidden margin notes. I was no closer to translating them, but at least I felt like I was making progress.

      No other simple spells I knew seemed like they’d do anything useful, so I’d try something new. I went through a bunch of different Fae words — translate, read, decipher, illuminate. That last one made the lettering glow, but the writing stayed the same.

      “This is not working,” I muttered aloud.

      “What, exactly, are you trying to do?”

      The gravel-deep voice from somewhere behind me rammed my heart into my throat, and I whirled around with a damaging spell on the tip of my tongue. But it was only Grygg. I’d completely forgotten that the golem was still in the house.

      And either the recent upgrades he’d gotten had made him a sneaky eight-foot-tall statue, or I’d been so wrapped up in failing to read these things that I hadn’t heard him stomping toward the dining room.

      “Hey, Grygg,” I said when I managed to catch my breath. “Just trying to crack the Scrolls of Gideon. You don’t happen to know how to read gibberish, do you?”

      He laughed. Coming from Grygg, amusement sounded like cement slabs shifting around in an earthquake. “It is not gibberish. Those are ancient sigils,” he said as he thumped closer to the table. I’d definitely been concentrating too hard, because there was no way he should’ve been able to sneak up on me. “Of course, I cannot read them.”

      “What do you mean, ‘of course’?”

      “I was merely an acolyte. I did not reach the level of the masters, nor did I have any desire to,” he said, and gave another grinding laugh. “When I was transmuted, I could not even read English.”

      Right. Grygg used to be a human named Grigori Laygos, before the Order of Gideon founders moved his soul into an indestructible stone body. Being ‘transmuted’ didn’t sound all that great to me, but Grygg had volunteered for it, to become their protector on the voyage to America.

      Which, for them, ended at the bottom of the Atlantic instead of in the New World.

      “So, do you know anyone who can read this?” I asked him.

      He managed to arrange his limited expression into something that suggested I’d been thumped in the head one too many times. “Yes, and so do you,” he said. “Master Cromwell.”

      I opened my mouth to point out that Livingston Cromwell was currently a pile of dust dissolved in the ocean, and then closed it abruptly when I remembered that not all of him was. I’d brought his skull back with me at the request of Lady Tethys, who’d sent me out there in the first place.

      And I’d given it to her.

      “Okay, I’m an idiot,” I said, flashing a grin at Grygg. “Thank you. I’ll talk to him.”

      “Give him my regards.” Grygg’s return smile was slower, but pleasant as he nodded and turned to head out of the room.

      I turned back to gather the Scrolls and return them to the case. At least now I’d have something to do tomorrow while I waited for Abe and Calla to work their human magic on the evidence and move us closer to finding the bastard who’d killed Precious.

      Meanwhile, I’d pay a visit to Tethys.
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      I’d gotten up earlier than usual today to a text from Calla that said not to call or text her back, because she had to be very careful around her co-workers if she was going to pull this off. The message seemed terse, but I told myself I was reading too much into it. Texts didn’t come with emotional cues.

      I wouldn’t have thought twice about it if last night’s borderline argument hadn’t happened.

      But I couldn’t get back to sleep after that. I called Abe, who was already at work, and he told me that his guest had vanished sometime in the night. Honestly, that didn’t surprise me. Murdoch would turn up soon, wherever and whenever he wanted. In the meantime, we arranged to meet at Abe’s for dinner, and I’d bring pizza.

      Finally, I’d called Tethys. She answered the last of the three numbers on the business card she’d given me, seemed surprised but happy to hear from me, and gave me her address. And now, here I was.

      I didn’t know what to expect, but it wasn’t this.

      Lady Tethys lived in a waterfront duplex in Tribeca that probably cost more than most people would earn in five lifetimes. Looking at it made me realize that I hardly knew anything about the woman who’d shown up at my door one day, claiming to have known my mother and offering me a house.

      As I pushed the doorbell, I half-wondered whether I should go around the back and look for a servant’s entrance or something.

      Footsteps approached the door from the inside not long after the chimes rang out. I was almost expecting a butler or manservant to answer — after all, she’d tried to talk Grygg into being her pool boy the first time we met — but it was Tethys who pulled the door open and gave me a hesitant smile. “Gideon,” she said. “Please, come in.”

      She seemed nervous. Probably because she’d nearly gotten me and the half-sister I never knew I had killed when she cashed in her ‘favor’ in exchange for the house.

      But I was past all that. More or less.

      I walked inside and Tethys closed the door, the many bracelets on her wrists jingling with the movements. Today she was decked out in Fortune Teller Deluxe with a long-sleeved puffy white shirt, floor-length purple skirt over black boots, a red sash and matching shawl, and half a dozen occult necklaces. All she needed was a scarf around her head and a crystal ball.

      I’d have asked if she was going to a costume party, but that was just how she normally dressed.

      The interior of the condo was stunning. I didn’t know much about interior design, so I was short on fancy terms like minimalist and bohemian, but the place pretty much screamed wealth without being over-the-top about it. There was plenty of room, lots of light, and a spectacular view of the Hudson River through the sparkling floor-to-ceiling windows in the living room I could see just past the foyer we stood in.

      And here I’d thought the house she gave me was too much.

      “Step into my parlor,” Tethys said with a tentative laugh, gesturing toward the immaculate living room. “And maybe you could tell me why you’re here?”

      I hadn’t said anything about the reason for my visit on the phone, because I wasn’t sure how much I should tell her yet. For now, I planned to see if I could borrow Cromwell’s skull and hope she didn’t ask why.

      “Oh, I just have a quick favor to ask,” I said as I headed into the spacious, magazine-spread quality room and eyed the pristine white furniture. No way was I sitting down on that. I was self-conscious enough without the image of perching on all that white and leaving some kind of Gideon-shaped mark behind.

      Instead I took in the view as Tethys entered behind me, heeled boots clicking on the gleaming hardwood floor. Belatedly, I realized that I probably should’ve taken my shoes off before I came in here.

      I glanced behind me. At least I hadn’t left a trail of footprints from the door.

      Tethys moved in front of one of the chairs. “Have a seat?”

      “Uh, no thanks,” I said. “This is too white for me.”

      Her brow furrowed, and then her features smoothed into gracious understanding. “Why don’t we move into the kitchen?” she said. “I could make us some coffee.”

      “Okay, sure.”

      I followed her out of the room, through more showplace-worthy settings and perfectly arranged décor. The kitchen was probably some massive, ultra-modern space with granite countertops and space-age appliances, but at least it was unlikely to contain any white upholstery.

      But the room we entered was normal-sized, warm and cheerful and devoid of fancy gadgets. The only hint of extravagance was an island counter with a wood block surface and three padded stools with red cushions.

      “This is the auxiliary kitchen,” Tethys said, the hint of an amused smile playing on her lips as she crossed the room to the Keurig on the far counter. “My other kitchen is a self-indulgent modern monstrosity.”

      Not for the first time, I wondered if this woman could read minds. It wasn’t entirely out of the question.

      After all, she was a witch.

      While I took a seat, Tethys push-buttoned two mugs of coffee in succession from the machine. As the scent of rapid-brewed coffee beans filled the room, she brought a tray with the cups, sugar packets and a creamer pitcher, and two spoons to the island and set it down in front of me before settling on the next stool over.

      “Thanks.” I splashed a little cream in, added one sugar packet, and grabbed a spoon before pushing the tray to her. “So, about that favor.”

      Tethys arched a perfect eyebrow as she poured enough cream in her coffee to turn it almost white. “I can probably help, but you’ll have to tell me what it is first.”

      “Yeah. Good idea.” I didn’t fully understand why I was so reluctant to discuss this with her. It was just a feeling, one that probably stemmed from her sending me to what should’ve been my death. She’d sworn up and down that she had no idea Milus Dei had infiltrated our little voyage on the sea, and I mostly believed her. She wouldn’t have put Alex in danger if she’d known.

      Alex Walsh. My half-sister, her niece — which kind of made Tethys my aunt, too.

      But I wasn’t ready to start inviting her over for nice family dinners or anything.

      She was still waiting for an explanation, so I took a breath and gave it to her. “I need to borrow Sir Cromwell,” I said.

      “Excuse me?”

      She sounded more confused and startled than angry, at least. I pressed on. “His skull. I gave it to you when I brought it back from the ship,” I said. “There’s something I have to ask him about, so I need to borrow it.”

      Tethys knew I was the DeathSpeaker. Somehow, she’d known before I ever told her. So that was one more reason not to trust her completely about her reasons for sending me off with Milus Dei agents who’d been under orders to make me lead them to the Scrolls.

      At least Tethys didn’t know that I had them.

      An unhappy expression came over her, and she blew on her coffee and took a quick sip before replying. “I wish you’d asked me earlier,” she said. “I’ve just had the skull shipped out to a paleontological lab in Phoenix for authentication.”

      She’s lying. I had no idea why that thought occurred to me, but I knew it was true. What I didn’t know was why she’d lie about it — unless there was something Cromwell knew that she didn’t want me to find out.

      “Well, it’s kind of important,” I said after a pause, trying not to let on that I suspected she was full of shit. “When will you have it back?”

      She sighed. “It’s going to take at least a few weeks.”

      I really wanted to call her out. But if I did, she’d just deny it and insist there was some reason she had to ‘authenticate’ the skull. Because multiple witnesses who’d watched the man whose head actually housed the skull in question disintegrate in front of them wasn’t ‘authentic’ enough.

      “Fine. Can you let me know as soon as you have it back, then?” I’d play her game for now, because I didn’t technically have to translate the Scrolls right away — solving Precious’s murder was far more important. But after that, I wouldn’t take ‘gee, I’ve conveniently misplaced it somewhere I can’t get it back from’ for an answer.

      She set her barely touched coffee down and stared at me. “May I ask why you need it so badly?”

      No, you may not, was what I wanted to say. But I countered with a half-truth of my own. “It’s complicated, but the short version is that he might be able to shed some light on a case I’m trying to help Abe solve,” I said. “A murder case.”

      “Ah. Captain Strauss.” Her hand went to her chest, and I could’ve sworn she blushed a little. I decided not to notice that. “I’m sorry to hear that someone’s been murdered, of course, but I don’t see how Livingston Cromwell could possibly help. Unless you’re working on a very, very cold case. Jack the Ripper, perhaps?”

      I forced myself to remain calm by remembering that Tethys had no idea what happened, and she wouldn’t make jokes if she did. Probably. “It’s a bit more recent than that. Like, last night,” I said, almost enjoying the way her color faded. “Being able to talk to Cromwell might have helped, but we’ll work without it, for now. Just let me know when you have the skull back. Please,” I added as I stood from the stool. “Thanks for the coffee. I can find the door.”

      “Gideon, wait,” she called as I started to walk out.

      I turned back, hoping she’d change her mind and give me the skull I damned well knew she hadn’t shipped to Arizona. “Yeah?”

      Her face worked through several emotions. Before she could spit out whatever she wanted to say, my phone started ringing.

      “Hang on. Sorry,” I said as I pulled it out and saw Abe’s name. “I have to take this.”

      “Of course.” Tethys seemed visibly relieved.

      I started walking slowly out of the kitchen while I answered. “What’s up?”

      “We’ve got another body,” Abe said without preamble, sounding at once irritated and unsettled. “Male, early twenties. Looks like he died the same way as the girl.”

      Lothrian.

      I closed my eyes against the mental punch to the gut. I’d still been hoping we would find the third werewolf alive, a hope that was probably a thousand times stronger in Murdoch. When he found out, he was going to be damned near uncontainable.

      “All right,” I said as calmly as I could. “You okay? You sound really pissed.”

      “Just get here as fast as you can, and I’ll tell you then. Texting you the address.”

      “Gotcha. Be there soon.”

      We hung up, and I frowned at the phone as a text notification popped up almost immediately. The address was just a few blocks from the subway access stairs closest to the main entrance of the Hive, and my heart sank even further. It was almost definitely Lothrian.

      But that wasn’t the only thing that had Abe upset. The tone he’d used was reserved for times when something stupid and bureaucratic happened to slow down — or completely fuck up — his investigations.

      I really hoped he hadn’t been caught looking into Precious.

      “Gideon? What happened?”

      Tethys spoke from just behind me, making me jump. I’d almost forgotten that I was in her house. “Nothing,” I said, not bothering to keep the bitterness from my voice. “Just another murder. I gotta go.”

      I was glad she didn’t have a response to that, because I didn’t trust myself not to react a little too strongly to her lies.

      The last time I did that, I’d killed someone to make them tell me the truth.
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      With the morning traffic, it took me a little more than half an hour to get from Tribeca to Midtown, a drive that should’ve been fifteen minutes tops. The crime scene was an alley, both ends cordoned off with yellow tape and only a handful of officers present.

      Abe was outside the tape watching for me. When I pulled up to the curb, he crossed the sidewalk, opened the passenger side door and got in the van. “Well, he’s gone,” Abe said after he’d closed himself in.

      I blinked. “Who’s gone?”

      “The victim,” Abe said, glowering at nothing in particular.

      “Um.” I stared at him. “So, he was okay after being dead, or … he turned into a zombie?”

      His face screwed up, and then he started laughing. “Dispatch sent Mitch Killiam out to pick up the body. Got here twenty minutes ago,” he explained.

      I snorted a laugh. Must’ve been more tired than I thought — my brain had skipped over the fact that I wasn’t the only body mover in New York and went straight to zombies. “I guess that makes more sense,” I said. “But why didn’t they call me?”

      Even as I asked the question, I figured out the answer. There was no official schedule for my line of work, since I was technically an independent contractor, but most body movers tended to stop answering the phone after 9 P.M. or so. I was one of the few willing to take middle-of-the-night calls. Dispatch knew that, so they rarely assigned me anything before noon.

      Abe saw the realization on my face and grimaced. “Yeah, I was late to the party too,” he said. “The body got called in as a sleeping vagrant, so I didn’t hear about the initial report. They sent a patrolman out. Only one of my detectives was getting coffee with the closest available unit. He tagged along, assessed the situation, and got the ball rolling on the scene. Had most of it handled before he checked in with me, and then he happened to mention the … you know.” He waved a hand at his own face. “I can’t fault him for it, either. He did his job the right way.”

      I understood what he was getting at. He couldn’t tell his detectives this wasn’t the first body that seemed to have dropped dead from sheer fright, because the other victim wasn’t an actual investigation. He also couldn’t turn away the body mover who’d already been sent in favor of randomly using someone else.

      So now I’d lost the opportunity to try talking to the victim, to verify whether he was Lothrian and see if he’d be able to tell me more than Precious could. The body would already be at the morgue — and I sure as hell couldn’t ask Viv to just leave me alone with the dead guy for a few minutes. That wouldn’t sound suspicious or anything.

      “Well. That sucks,” I finally said. “Who’s the responding detective?”

      “Thompson. Brad Thompson.”

      “You’re kidding.” What a coincidence. “Did you know him and Viv Cavanaugh are engaged?”

      Abe raised an eyebrow. “The M.E.?” he said. “I remember something about them dating, but … engaged, huh? That was fast.”

      “That’s what I thought,” I laughed. “But Viv says they’ve been together for two years.”

      “How the hell did that happen?” Abe shook his head. “Time flies when you’re getting old, I guess.”

      “You’re not old. You’re seasoned,” I smirked. The fast passage of the last few years probably had less to do with age, and more to do with the sheer amount of crazy shit that’d been happening to both of us. “Anyway, I’m sure you’re invited to the wedding, too. Viv said she’d mail me an invitation.”

      Which, I thought now, was a little strange considering she didn’t know my address.

      “Can’t wait for that.” Abe rolled his eyes slightly. “Anyway, on the other thing. I’ve got some tests and searches running. Might have something by the end of the day, but it could take longer. How’s your girlfriend doing?”

      I shrugged. “On radio silence, I guess. She’ll catch up with me tonight.”

      “You don’t sound too confident about that.”

      “Yeah, well …” I didn’t want to mention the pseudo-argument, or whatever we had, last night. “She just isn’t usually this jumpy.”

      Abe let out a grunt. “Think I’d be a little jumpy too, if I was bringing an unauthorized body in to work and trying not to let anyone find out.”

      “True.” I had to be overreacting to this. I put it out of my mind and turned my attention to more pressing matters. “I have to get to that body,” I said. “If it’s Lothrian, I doubt there’s going to be any way for them to ID him at the hospital, and Murdoch needs to know. Plus, I gotta try and talk to the victim.”

      “I don’t know how you’re gonna do that, unless you’re planning to break into the morgue,” Abe said, and then added quickly, “Don’t do that. Forget I said anything.”

      Too late. That might be the only way to handle this, but I wouldn’t admit I was thinking about it until I decided for sure.

      He gave me a dry look. “You’re not forgetting it, are you?”

      “I don’t know yet.” So much for not admitting to it. “But I promise that I won’t break into the morgue right now. If I was going to do it —”

      “Yeah, maybe don’t tell me. I don’t want to feel like I should arrest you.” Abe smirked and shook his head. “I’d better get back to the job before someone else decides to take some initiative,” he said. “Why don’t you come over for dinner tonight, and hopefully I’ll have something to talk about by then?”

      “Sounds good. I’ll bring food.”

      “And beer, don’t forget that,” he said. “Lots of beer.”

      “You got it.”

      Abe started to smile, but it froze as he watched one of the techs emerge from the alley, ducking under the crime scene tape. “You know what doesn’t make any damned sense?” he said. “If this is the guy Murdoch said was down there when he left, then why the hell is the body way up here? I mean, they didn’t even try to hide it.”

      The observation unsettled me, though I wasn’t quite sure why. Unless it was just the idea of someone dragging a freshly murdered, disfigured corpse through the subway system, up to the surface, and who knew how far through the streets to carelessly dump him in an alley, which was disturbing enough by itself. But there had to be some reason for it.

      Of course, the reason could be that Lothrian had come up here after all, on his own. Maybe he’d managed to escape whoever invaded the Hive and they chased him and caught up with him here, or maybe he’d decided to go looking for his friends before the attack. Maybe it wasn’t even Lothrian. I couldn’t clarify anything without access to the body. And if his soul was like Precious, even that wouldn’t give me answers.

      “You’re right. It doesn’t make sense,” I finally said. “Just one more thing we’re gonna have to chase down on the list of, what, fifty things now?” I shook my head ruefully. “Are all your investigations like this — every time you think there might be an answer, you get more questions instead?”

      Abe burst out laughing. “Welcome to my world, kid. See you tonight?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it,” I said.

      He climbed out and headed back to the crime scene, and I started the van, attempting to push back a swell of frustration. Damn it, I should’ve been able to figure this out by now, but all we had was ‘probably Milus Dei.’ I’d been relying on magic long enough that I felt crippled and useless when it didn’t work.

      For the first time in a long time, I had no idea what to do next.
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      I’d spent most of the day at home, staring at the Scrolls like they’d suddenly make sense if I looked long enough, while I talked myself out of popping over to Arcadia to ask for Taeral’s help. Chances were good that there was even less he could do, since he didn’t know anything about police work, and I’d only make him feel bad about the murders. He deserved to have a real break without all this stress.

      I also amused myself with the irony of how bad it felt to be alone now, when I’d spent most of my life happy to avoid people before I knew I was the DeathSpeaker.

      Before I had a real family, even if most of them weren’t actually related to me.

      When Abe texted to say he was on the way home, I excused myself from climbing the walls and headed out to pick up a pizza and lots of beer. Calla had messaged me an hour ago, asking where I’d be tonight, and said she’d meet me at Abe’s later. This time I got a heart emoji with the text. I guessed that meant we weren’t fighting.

      We shouldn’t have been in the first place, but what did I know?

      Abe was at the kitchen table with his laptop when I walked in. I put the pizza on the counter, shoved the fresh case of Heineken in the fridge and grabbed two cans, placing one next to him as I sat down in the next chair. “So, how was your day?”

      He shook his head, closed the laptop and pushed it aside. “Not as productive as I would’ve liked,” he sighed, and cracked the can.

      “Just like mine, then.” I lifted my beer. “Cheers.”

      We tapped the cans together and drank. “Any sign of Murdoch?” I asked.

      “Not yet. I just hope he’s not out there ‘investigating’ this himself.”

      “I second that hope.” The idea of Murdoch interrogating suspects was chilling — not to mention, anyone he tried to question would be terrified speechless, so he’d never get answers anyway. “Want some pizza? It’s double pepperoni.”

      He grinned. “Hell, yeah, I’ll take a few of those. Screw the heartburn.”

      I fixed us both plates, and we sat eating in comfortable silence. And for a while I let myself forget that I was here trying to hunt down a killer.

      I’d missed this, just hanging out with Abe.

      Most of my childhood may have been a never-ending horror show, but nearly all of my good memories had been made right here in this house. The Boscos were great people, and they tried to help as many kids as possible. Unfortunately, that meant my foster family was big and loud and boisterous — and too much to handle for a kid who’d grown up surrounded by violent chaos. Abe was a frequent visitor to the house, and when he realized I was struggling to calm down and fit in, he started inviting me over for some one-on-one time.

      At first he’d lured me with food. Then it was games and movie nights. Soon I was doing my homework at his place, right here at this same kitchen table, and sleeping over most weekends.

      The rest was history.

      We finished eating at pretty much the same time, and I brought the plates to the sink, rinsed them off and put them in the dish drainer. It was automatic, like taking my shoes off at the door. Abe had managed to get me housebroken before I struck out on my own.

      “I’m still waiting on some of the prints to come back,” Abe said when I returned to the table with two unopened beers. “We ended up with eight distinct prints and two partials that didn’t belong to … the residents of the house. I’m guessing some of them belong to werewolves, so those won’t be in the system. It’s a long shot that we’ll get anything there anyway, but we have to try. Even though it’s gonna take too damned long with no suspects to check them against.”

      “Maybe we’ll get lucky,” I said. “I mean, some of those Milus Dei assholes are in law enforcement. They’d have fingerprints on file.”

      “Yeah, and if I ever find out I’ve got one working for me…” Abe muttered darkly, and then drank his beer instead of finishing the thought out loud. “So other than that, I’m looking into that noise machine,” he said. “At some point it was checked in as evidence, but it’s not in storage. I did find something interesting there, though.” He scowled. “There’s a blacked-out release order signed by Nigel Foley.”

      I caught onto the issue with that right away. “For evidence that was gathered after he died.”

      “Yeah, exactly. I pointed that out to the duty sergeant, but he’s only been there a year. Then I find out Jack Lowenstein, the guy who ran the evidence lockup when it was checked in, ‘retired’ about a week after all that shit went down. And then died of a heart attack a few days later.” He gave me a solemn stare. “He was thirty-nine at the time.”

      “Jesus,” I said. Thirty-nine wasn’t exactly retirement age, and it also wasn’t die-of-a-heart-attack age. That sure as hell didn’t sound like a coincidence. “So the only person who might know who actually checked out the evidence is conveniently dead.”

      “Not so conveniently for Lowenstein. Now I have to figure out how to open up a potential murder investigation for him.” Abe drummed his fingers on the table. “Milus Dei is a goddamned plague. We have to stop these fuckers.”

      “We will,” I said — and then just about slapped my forehead as the obvious finally occurred to me. I’d been so wrapped up in the frustration of not being able to use magic to reach Precious that my brain had stopped going there for solutions. “Abe, can you find out where Jack Lowenstein is buried?”

      “Holy shit,” he breathed, instantly picking up where I was going. “Yes, I can.”

      Just as he reached over for his laptop, the doorbell rang.

      “Must be either Murdoch or Calla,” I said. “I’ll get it.”

      Abe offered a distracted nod, already opening a browser to find our potential witness.

      It was Calla at the door. “Hey,” I said as I stepped aside to let her in. “How was your day?”

      She hugged me without a word, and I could feel her trembling.

      So the answer was ‘not good.’

      I held her until she loosened her grip and stepped back, trying to wipe her eyes surreptitiously. “Pretty awful,” she admitted. “I’m sorry. I’ve never really done anything directly with dead bodies, and she’s just a little girl …”

      “Hey. Don’t be sorry,” I soothed, rubbing her back. Jumping into a briefing right now didn’t seem like the best idea, so I’d try to distract her. “I’ve got warm pizza and cold beer in there. Want any?”

      She gave a light shudder. “So not hungry,” she said. “I will take a beer, but just one. Or maybe half of one. I can’t stay long.”

      “Drinking and driving, Agent Frost?” I teased as I took her hand and led her toward the kitchen. “You know this is a cop’s house, right?”

      “Yeah, but that’s okay. I took an Uber here.”

      I stopped and turned with a frown. “Wait, seriously? Why?”

      “I’m actually supposed to be at work right now,” she said. “We’re in the middle of a big operation, and everyone’s on overtime tonight. I left my car so I could say that I was working on something solo, if anyone notices I’m missing.” A small smile played on her lips. “We call that ‘plausible deniability’.”

      “Well played.” I smiled back, feeling a sudden rush of gratitude for everything she was doing. “C’mon, let’s get you that drink.”

      In the kitchen, Abe and Calla exchanged greetings before she slumped into a chair at the table, and I put a beer wordlessly in front of her. Abe, sensing she wasn’t ready to talk shop yet, waved me over and pointed to the laptop screen, which was showing an obituary. “Found him,” he said. “He’s at Cavalry in Queens.”

      “Great. Isn’t that the big one?”

      “Biggest in the whole country,” Abe said. “But I’ve got his plot number.”

      “Good, because I’m gonna need a map for this.”

      Calla looked at me over her beer. “Cavalry is a cemetery.”

      “Yeah, that’s where dead people are supposed to be,” I said, and explained briefly what Abe found out about the Other-killing engine and Jack Lowenstein’s not-so-convenient death. “He might not know anything useful, but I’m going to ask,” I finished.

      Calla looked vaguely horrified as she processed all the implications. Then she shook herself and sat forward, both hands around the beer can. “Okay, let me tell you what I found out,” she said. “First of all, there was …” She trailed off, and her eyes watered until she tipped her head back and blinked at the ceiling a few times. “There was a footprint on her shirt and extensive bruising on her sternum,” she said haltingly. “Someone stepped on her. Held her down.”

      My gut flip-flopped, and I saw Abe clench his jaw hard. But something didn’t seem right about this discovery, and it took me a minute to pinpoint. Murdoch wasn’t actually solid, so Precious wouldn’t be either. Whoever killed her shouldn’t have been able to bodily pin her down.

      Except Murdoch had been physically injured when he showed up at Abe’s, after catching the tail edge of the destructive sound. I’d seen him bruised and bleeding. And I’d pressed my hands against his ears.

      So the sound was able to make them solid, somehow.

      “There were also marks on her throat, from a hand,” Calla continued in a droning voice that suggested she wanted to get this out and over with. “No usable prints, though. Trace substances from the footprint and the hand marks came up as limestone dust, furniture polish, and paraffin wax. Probably from candles. Actual cause of death appears to be acute stress-based trauma leading to abrupt heart failure.” She bit off the words, and whispered, “The bastard scared her to death.”

      The confirmation of what her face had already told us threatened to wrench my heart from my chest. I could only imagine how Murdoch would react to the news.

      Actually, I didn’t want to imagine that.

      Then a different question occurred to me. “Calla, how did you find all this out?” I said, trying not to sound accusatory. “I mean, I get the trace substances, but you’re not a doctor. Wait … are you?”

      A hint of exasperation flashed beneath her grief. “No, I’m not,” she said. “I had a little help with the medical stuff.”

      “From who? We can’t bring anyone else into this.”

      “Don’t worry. No one else is going to find out anything,” she said. “Everything was done remotely — it was a digital autopsy, so no one’s seen the actual body besides me. And my source is confidential.”

      I sighed. “All right. If you’re sure it’s safe.”

      “Okay, so how should we proceed from here?” Abe cut in with an obvious attempt to defuse the tension. “We still have a few potential leads, but they’re going to take time. Are you taking any further steps with the body?”

      Calla shed her irritation and relaxed into the chair. “I’m waiting on a more comprehensive analysis of the trace evidence,” she said. “Brand of furniture polish, confirmed source for the wax, that kind of thing. Probably won’t be helpful, until and unless we have a suspect.”

      “Tell me about it. That’s where I am with the prints,” Abe said.

      Calla nodded knowingly, and then looked around the room. “Where’s Murdoch?”

      “Nobody knows,” I told her. “He took off last night and hasn’t been back. Knowing him, he’ll turn up again at the worst possible time.”

      “Well, I don’t really know him.” Calla stared intently at her beer. “To be honest, though, I’m kind of relieved he’s not here,” she admitted softly. “I don’t know how I’d have been able to tell him … all that.”

      “I’ll fill him in, when he shows up,” Abe said. “Unfortunately, I’ve had a lot of practice breaking bad news to people.”

      Calla gave him a sympathetic smile. “Thank you.”

      We sat around the table for a few minutes, trying to talk about anything but the elephant in the room. It wasn’t long before Calla’s phone buzzed. She took it out, glanced at it, and pushed back her chair, leaving her unfinished beer behind. “My ride’s outside,” she said. “Maybe we can all check in tomorrow — same time, same place?”

      “Works for me. Mi casa, su casa,” Abe said.

      “I’ll bring dinner this time. Not that there’s anything wrong with pizza,” she smiled, and then came around the table to kiss my cheek. “Don’t get up. I can find the door.”

      She left, and I reached across to grab the abandoned beer. “Waste not, right?”

      “Cheers to that,” Abe said, and went to work finishing his own. “So, are we going to talk to Lowenstein tonight?”

      I cleared my throat. “Uh, not exactly. You know that thing you told me not to think about?”

      “You’re breaking into the morgue,” he groaned.

      “Yeah, but there’s good news,” I said. “I’m only doing it because I figured out how to not get caught.”

      “You’d better not. It won’t look good if I have to bail you out of jail.”

      “That’s never gonna happen,” I assured him. “John Doe tonight, Lowenstein tomorrow. We’re going to figure this out.”

      I only hoped that I’d have better luck reaching Lothrian, or whoever was in the morgue right now, than I’d had with Precious.

      But just in case, I should probably bring some tissues for the nosebleed.
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      I didn’t want Viv to see my van at the hospital, so I’d parked far back from the staff entrance and borrowed Abe’s binoculars. Almost felt like I was on a real stakeout.

      All I had to do was wait for her to head out on her lunch break, and I could portal straight into the morgue from here. She always went to the little 24-hour diner two blocks from the hospital, and since her shift was overnight, she got ‘lunch’ around one in the morning. That had been her routine for as long as I’d known her, anyway.

      I’d just have to hope she hadn’t changed it, or I’d be sitting out here all night for nothing.

      Though my gaze was trained on the double doors that I hoped Viv would walk out of soon, my thoughts were on Calla. I knew all this was a huge risk for her, and I was beyond grateful for her help — but I was worried, too. She’d texted me a few times after she left Abe’s. She still wanted to know what I was ‘hiding’ from her, insisted that anything I knew might help her figure out what happened. And she refused to take ‘it won’t help’ for an answer.

      Knowing the condition of Precious’s soul would only make her feel worse. I’d finally relented, saying I would tell her in person when we got together tomorrow night. It wasn’t the kind of thing I felt comfortable putting in a text.

      She’d stopped replying to me after that.

      This really wasn’t like her. I decided to put it down to stress, maybe because of whatever big operation she had going on at work … which she wasn’t telling me anything about, either. Wisely, I didn’t point that out. It wouldn’t have been a fair comparison anyway, since I did understand that some parts of her job actually were classified.

      But I still felt uneasy about the whole thing.

      The night was cool, and quiet for New York with only the occasional siren in the distance. So far I’d only seen three people exit through the staff door, none of them Viv. Considering how little sleep I’d gotten last night, I started to wonder whether I’d be able to stay awake long enough do this. Maybe I should’ve grabbed a coffee before I started this stakeout thing.

      Then a sharp triple knock on my passenger window jolted me, and I almost dropped the binoculars. Suddenly I was wide awake.

      But when I looked over, there was no one out there.

      I was trying to decide whether to sit here and play dumb or get out of the van and look around when the handle clicked, and the passenger side door opened. My heart stopped for a few seconds. Then I saw who it was, and my concern melted into irritation that I held off on displaying. For now.

      Murdoch.

      He climbed in without invitation or acknowledgment, settled into the seat and shut the door. “I’m going with you,” he said after an awkward pause.

      “Uh-huh,” I said dryly. “Hi, Murdoch. Nice to see you. Sure, come on in.”

      He turned his head toward me, his eyes telegraphing a warning. “I’m not feeling very social right now.”

      “All right,” I sighed and lifted the binoculars again. “Should I assume you know what I’m doing here, somehow?”

      “Abe told me.”

      Well, that explained his mood. Abe must’ve also filled him in on what Calla had learned from the autopsy. I couldn’t blame him — in fact, I was surprised that he was even functioning and coherent right now. And if the body in there was Lothrian, things were only about to get worse.

      I decided it’d be in my best interests not to engage him. But after a few minutes of strained silence, he broke it on his own.

      “She wasn’t my daughter, you know.”

      He sounded like he was daring me to challenge him. I glanced over and saw him rigid, his face set in a defiant scowl. And I knew that whatever words came out of my mouth next would be crucial, so I chose them carefully.

      “Maybe not biologically,” I said. “Abe isn’t my father, either. But he’s still my dad.”

      Murdoch’s shoulders slumped, and he released a long, unsteady breath. “It had to be you, didn’t it?” he said. “Of all the people who might understand, it had to be you.”

      I tried not to be offended. “Abe understands too.”

      “I know. That’s why I went to him in the first place.” He gave me the side-eye, and then dropped his gaze to his lap. “He’s not afraid of you, you know.”

      “Uh, yeah. He’s not afraid of anything, remember?”

      “No, but you are.” He raised his head to look at me, and I flinched from the intensity of his stare. “You’re afraid that someday, he’s going to see you do something so awful or impossible that he’ll reject you. And you wouldn’t be able to live with yourself if you scared him away. Even if he got over it, you’d never be able to forget that it happened in the first place.”

      I couldn’t say anything, because Murdoch was a hundred percent right. But I didn’t know why he was telling me all this.

      “Because you’re trying to help me, so I’m trying to help you,” he said as if I’d spoken aloud. Which I definitely hadn’t. “Did you forget that I’m psychic?” he added.

      Actually, I kind of did.

      “Great. So you can hear every word I’m thinking?”

      Murdoch huffed. “It doesn’t work like that, not that it’s any of your business,” he said. “What I get is more like images, feelings. Then I have to interpret them. Some people are easier than others.” He raked me with a gaze, and added, “You’re one of the easy ones. Most of the time.”

      “Thanks a lot.”

      “Technically, that’s a compliment. The easy ones are honest, with themselves and with others. So if someone is hard to read, that usually means they’re a sleazy, lying bastard.” He smirked and shook his head. “That’s why I’m telling you about Abe. He is crystal bloody clear, the easiest I’ve ever read. And that man is never going to be afraid of you. If you slaughtered every cop in his building, then stripped naked and used their blood for war paint, he’d just figure you had a good reason for it.”

      “All right. I get it,” I said, trying to banish the mental image he’d managed to implant. Pretty much any example would’ve been better than that — but it was a very Murdoch interpretation. “Thanks for telling me.”

      “Yeah. Just try to actually remember that, the next time you hesitate.”

      I wasn’t sure what that was supposed to mean, whether he was referencing something specific I’d already done or something he thought I was going to do, but I decided not to press the issue. I hadn’t been paying enough attention to the hospital while we talked. So I raised the binoculars again and tried to think of a way to tell him how sorry I was about what happened to Precious, without sounding like a goddamn Hallmark greeting card. He wouldn’t welcome that kind of sentiment.

      “She was about to turn sixteen,” he said quietly. “More or less.”

      I stared at him, shocked away from my watch for Viv.

      He continued to look straight ahead, through the windshield. “She was only a few months old when I found her — at least in terms of my kind. But she looked the same as she does now. We don’t age physically, after we’re turned.”

      “Turned?” I said uncertainly. “You mean like vampires?”

      An unpleasant chuckle broke from him. “There are a few similarities, but we’re almost nothing like vampires. We’re a lot harder to make, for one.” Darkness flashed through his expression. “Her maker has a lot to answer for when I get my hands on him. Turning a ten-year-old girl, and then abandoning her because she was … disadvantaged.”

      Chills shot down my spine. “You know who made her?”

      “Not yet. But I will find out.” His jaw firmed. “First, I need to deal with whoever killed her. Then I’ll worry about the rest.”

      I nodded, shaken more than I cared to admit about the implications of everything he’d just said. That Precious used to be human — that Murdoch used to be human. I’d just assumed that bogeypersons were a species of Other, like werewolves and Fae.

      Murdoch looked thirty-something. I wondered how old he really was, what he’d been like as a human.

      Whether he’d even wanted to become what he was now.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be watching that place?” Murdoch said, breaking my speculation. “Some woman just came out.”

      I jerked the binoculars up and focused on the figure walking away from the staff doors, headed for the side street that bordered the parking lot. It was Viv. Far as I could tell, she hadn’t glanced in this direction. And she was definitely going the right way to reach the diner.

      “Okay, that’s her. Let’s get moving,” I said as I got up and climbed into the back of the van. “We have to make this as fast as possible. I’m not sure how much time we’ll have.”

      Murdoch nodded and clambered between the seats. “I take it we’re not going in through the door,” he said.

      “Who needs doors?” I focused on the morgue and opened a portal. This, at least, was getting easier every time. “After you,” I said, gesturing to the stars.

      There was no hesitation on his part. And I was just as quick to dive through.
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      It wasn’t as hard to find the body from this morning’s crime scene as I would’ve liked. Viv had already started the autopsy — so he was front and center on the primary exam table, Y-incision already performed, ribcage cut away, organs removed and bagged. At least she hadn’t opened up his skull yet.

      But that only meant the first thing we saw was his tortured expression above his mutilated body.

      Murdoch stood very still, as if the slightest movement would break whatever thin control he’d managed to lasso his rage with. “That’s him,” he rasped. “Lothrian.”

      I swallowed and edged closer to the body. Though I’d pretty much known it had to be the third werewolf, hearing a confirmation sucked. At least he didn’t look quite as abjectly terrified as Precious had. Fear twisted his face, but there seemed to be a lot of anger there too. I allowed myself to hope that his soul was in slightly better condition. Even marginally coherent would be a step up.

      “You’d better get on with it,” Murdoch said roughly. “If your doctor comes back, I won’t get caught. But you will.”

      I didn’t ask why he wouldn’t get caught. Murdoch worked in mysterious ways.

      This time I wouldn’t bother trying the easy route for reaching him. I walked around the table and laid a hand carefully on the werewolf’s forehead, then closed my eyes and reached out.

      He started screaming almost immediately.

      There was no buildup, no sense of anything intact or even resembling rational thought. The sound of his suffering burst inside my skull, fragmenting my brain like shattered glass. My mouth opened, but I couldn’t tell whether anything came out — because his unending cry was the only sound in the world.

      And then, abrupt and painful silence.

      I staggered back and blinked through blurred vision to see Murdoch in front of me, my wrist gripped firmly in his hand. He must’ve pulled me off when whatever that was started. “What happened?” he said, releasing me. “And why are you bleeding?”

      I shook my head, trying to clear the echoes of Lothrian’s pain as I searched my pockets. Abe didn’t have any tissues to send with me, but he’d given me a handkerchief. I found it and pressed it to my nose. “No dice,” I half-gasped, my senses slowly returning to normal. “I can’t reach him.”

      “I gathered that.” Murdoch looked cautiously concerned. “Is that … did it happen the same way when you tried to talk to Precious?”

      “Not at first.” The aftershock had finally faded enough for me to hear myself think. “There was nothing the first time,” I said. “But I tried again with her, while you were looking for the werewolves. That’s when something like this happened.”

      His brow furrowed. “And this was what, exactly?”

      “I don’t know,” I said with a sigh, not wanting to admit my suspicions.

      “What do you mean, you don’t know?”

      “Look, I’m not a doctor,” I told him. My gaze landed on a side table, where a clipboard holding partially filled-in note sheets lay. There was a microcassette recorder beside the notes. I didn’t want to touch that, since Viv might notice if the playback was in the wrong spot, but I picked up the clipboard. “All I know is what the dead tell me, and … neither of them could tell me anything.”

      I flipped through the pages, glancing through what the medical examiner had written so far. A catalog of external markings. A front-and-back diagram showing where she’d collected substances to be tested. Notes on the weight and condition of his internal organs. Technical terms I didn’t quite understand, confirming that the victim hadn’t been killed at the site where his body was found.

      Probable cause of death: Acute stress-based trauma leading to abrupt heart failure.

      The exact same words Calla had used when she described Precious.

      “So what happened, then?” Murdoch demanded, dislodging my train of thought for the moment. “Because that wasn’t nothing.”

      Instead of answering right away, I flipped through the last few pages on the clipboard. Nothing further. She hadn’t finished the autopsy yet. I smoothed the papers back down and placed the board carefully back where it had been before I finally looked at him. “They’re not at peace,” I said, hoping he’d let me leave it at that.

      Of course, he didn’t.

      “Why not?” he nearly snarled. “You’d better start making sense, right now, or I’ll scare you unconscious and leave you here for the doctor to find.”

      My hands clenched, and I made myself back down. I didn’t like being threatened. But for now I’d give Murdoch a pass, considering what he was going through. “There’s something wrong with their souls. I don’t know what, exactly,” I added before he could demand clarification. “But … I might be able to find out.”

      The idea hadn’t even occurred to me with Precious, and I realized now that it was because Abe had been there. I’d been subconsciously avoiding my DeathSpeaker abilities, especially the one I was thinking about now.

      Despite Murdoch’s reassurance, I couldn’t help believing that if Abe ever saw me wearing the face of death itself, he’d never look at me the same way again.

      Hell, he’d never look at me at all.

      “Do it, then.” If Murdoch had picked up on what I was thinking, he gave no indication of it. His focus was on the task in front of us.

      That’s where mine had to be, too.

      “All right,” I said, and glanced around the room as if there might be someone in here watching that I hadn’t noticed before. But there was only the dead. Five body bags on stretchers awaiting their turns on the table, stacked rows of morgue drawers holding those who’d already given up their secrets.

      There were no windows in the morgue, so at least no one could walk by and see this. I only had to worry about the possibility that Viv might come back sooner than expected. She hadn’t yet, so I held out hope that we’d have just a few more minutes.

      I considered telling Murdoch to turn away, but I knew that wasn’t going to happen. I’d just have to go for it. I focused on the body, and said, “Parik-sateh.”

      A ghostly green glow spilled out from me and bathed the room. I knew exactly what I looked like in this moment — I’d glimpsed it on the face of Cérunos when he’d tried to intimidate me into leaving the Fae world of the dead without my brother. Right now, I was little more than a skull stretched with skin, and green eyes that burned with the dark light of eternity.

      Murdoch made a thick sound and stumbled in place, nearly falling. His face had turned completely normal in the green light. And the look on it was naked terror.

      “You can close your eyes, if you want to,” I told him. “It helps.”

      He pulled himself together with obvious effort. “All right. I’ll give you that one,” he said shakily.

      “Give me what?”

      “If that’s what you were worried about Abe seeing, then yeah. You’ve got a point,” he said, and lifted a sardonic smile. “But it still won’t scare him.”

      “Uh-huh,” I said absently, my attention elsewhere as I realized what the Lantern’s light had revealed. With this, I could see the ancestry lines of any soul back to the beginning of time. But there was no endless procession of shadows leading away from Lothrian. Probably because there was no soul to start the line.

      Instead, his body was surrounded by a cloud of glowing fragments, like a nail bomb that had been frozen mid-explosion. But the pieces were disturbingly familiar. I could almost see the shape they would make if they were put back together.

      The scattered jigsaw puzzle that used to be his soul.

      Somehow, this noise weapon was ripping its victims’ souls to shreds — leaving them not just dead, but suffering forever.

      “That’s not right, is it?” Murdoch said.

      “No. It’s not.” I cast my gaze to the morgue drawers, saw the shadow-person lines streaming from the occupied ones, as they should be. It was the same with the body-bagged corpses lined up along the far wall. Only Lothrian was torn to shreds, his line abruptly terminated.

      Maybe I could fix it, though.

      There had to be a way. Damn it, I’d just been upgraded to the entire DeathSpeaker library of magic. Cérunos hadn’t bothered including an instruction manual, but I’d figure it out. I’d known instinctively how to activate the Lantern, how to incorporate it. I could put these souls back together.

      “What?” Murdoch said after I’d stood there staring at the fragments of Lothrian’s soul for a full minute without speaking.

      I drew a breath. “I might have something,” I said, and spoke the word that had floated into my mind while I focused. “Nyaní.”

      Restore.

      But nothing happened.

      Murdoch scowled at me. “Was that supposed to fix him?”

      “Actually, it was,” I said slowly. Maybe it was the wrong spell. I returned my focus to the body, to the tattered remains of the soul that hovered around it, and tried to think DeathSpeaker thoughts.

      Still, the same word whispered deep in my mind. Restore.

      Which already hadn’t worked.

      “Shit, I don’t know what’s going on,” I said. “We really need to find a witness who’s still in one piece.” Or at least a soul in better shape than Precious and Lothrian, who must’ve been directly exposed to this weapon. I thought about when we’d gone down to the Hive, how we figured the sound blast that drove us back to Abe’s must’ve happened further away. Gruesome as the idea was, there might have been someone on the peripheral of that second attack who hadn’t been as ‘lucky’ as Murdoch when he’d passed out, someone who’d died with their soul more or less intact. “Any idea where they might have been attacking when you brought me and Abe down the first time?” I said.

      Murdoch frowned, started to shake his head, and then stopped. “Fuck. New Brahma.”

      “And that would be —”

      “Someone’s coming,” Murdoch said suddenly, his gaze snapping to the door of the morgue. “They’re close, and they’re thinking about dead bodies and mushroom risotto.”

      That would be Vivian.

      “We have to go.” Before I could protest, Murdoch lunged at me, and I felt his arms wrap around me even though they weren’t actually there.

      Then the morgue disappeared.
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      The darkness that surrounded me felt alive, and hungry.

      I couldn’t tell where I was, and I didn’t see Murdoch anywhere. But I had the sense that I was moving through the shifting black. Flashes and pulses of nightmarish images, half-seen horrors, swirled around me like a merry-go-round manufactured in the pits of hell. I had the distinct sense that from somewhere in the deeper gloom, a lot of things with claws and fangs leered out at me, waiting for the opportunity to pounce.

      Breathing was almost impossible. I wasn’t sure if it was because there wasn’t any air to breathe, or because this place was made of terror that pressed against my ribcage and jacked my heart rate up to a hummingbird-wing blur. Probably both.

      At last, there was a light at the end of the tunnel. Literally.

      Through no effort of my own, I was yanked out of the darkness and dragged to my feet. And there was Murdoch. He watched me silently as I tried to reorient myself and fought the urge to vomit. Finally, I rubbed my eyes and gasped, “What the actual fuck happened?”

      “Shadow-diving,” he said. “Not as clean and fancy as your sparkly star doors, but it gets me from A to B.”

      “Yeah, well, next time we’re taking the sparkly star door.” I groaned and blinked at the surroundings, which were definitely not my van. We were in a small cave with bare, black stone walls, the whole space glowing a muted green. Behind me was an earth-dug tunnel that dwindled into solid darkness — but not the kind that seemed alive with teeth, like whatever ‘shadow’ we’d come here through. “Where are we?”

      Murdoch pointed past me toward the tunnel. “That leads to the cemetery by the Hive,” he said, and then gestured at the ground. “This leads to New Brahma.”

      I looked down. Between us was a ring of bricks covered by a massive flat stone, like an old-fashioned well. In fact, it was very similar to one that my brother had thrown me down and barricaded me into, right around the time we first met. To keep me ‘safe.’

      I still owed him for that one.

      “Great.” Well, I guessed this was one way to look for witnesses. “That doesn’t look like it’ll be dark and scary at all. At least tell me it’s lit up like this down there.”

      He gave me a strange look. “That light is you, little brother.”

      “Oh, shit.” I hadn’t deactivated the Lantern before we left the morgue. “Let me turn this off, and I’ll grab my phone.”

      “No, don’t.” Murdoch reached down, grabbed the edge of the stone cover with one hand, and lifted it like the two-hundred-plus pound hunk of rock was a plastic Frisbee. My jaw dropped at the casual display of inhuman strength from a being who was essentially a ghost. “Leave it on, so we can find what we’re looking for fast and get out of here,” he went on. “I don’t want to get caught in another blast.”

      He climbed into the yawning dark of the hole he’d just uncovered, and I had no choice but to follow.

      There was a ladder down the side of the stone tube, just like any utility access tunnel in the city. At the bottom was a small, square room with a door set into the far wall. Murdoch pulled it open, and once again I followed him through.

      On the other side was a short tunnel that opened out to the aftermath of annihilation.

      The underground space was enormous, at least three times as big as the cavern that contained the Hive. And there was a city here, too — but it was far more advanced than the Hive had ever been, even at its peak. This place was ancient, constructed with deliberation rather than pushed and cobbled together through the years. Buildings carved from the stone of the earth formed the outer circle of the vast area, and the space inside the circle contained an organized array of stone-built houses, most of them elegant and grandly sized.

      And everywhere, the air was filled with thousands, tens of thousands of bright green fragments and splinters that represented the brutally murdered souls of whoever had lived here. And died here.

      Bodies lay in the streets, spilled from doorways, hung from windows, as if they’d been trying desperately to escape their own heads.

      My insides felt as shattered as their souls. I couldn’t hear them the way I normally did when I was in proximity to the site of a massacre, probably because they were damaged beyond my ability to communicate. But I could feel their pain, and my heart silently echoed the screams they were no longer able to voice.

      “There.” Murdoch pointed down the main corridor of the city, and I saw what he indicated — a single line of unbroken, faintly glowing shadow people that represented a line of ancestry. An undamaged soul.

      We both hurried toward the display. Off to the right, behind one of the grand houses, was a shallow pit filled with blood-splashed rubble that had apparently broken off from the structure and cascaded into the depression.

      A single arm stuck out from the jagged, irregular chunks of stone, as if whoever was buried there had been trying to swim through it.

      Murdoch and I rushed into the pit, and without a word started throwing the rubble aside. Depending on what kind of Other this was, they might still be alive. The ancestry lines that my Lantern sight revealed showed up for both the dead and the living. Unfortunately, there was another, more likely explanation for this one’s soul being intact.

      They could’ve been human.

      It took a few minutes to uncover the victim. A male, indeterminate age, beat to hell and not breathing at all. But his face wasn’t twisted into eternal anguish, so maybe I had a hope of reaching him.

      Murdoch let out a long sigh as he grabbed the victim’s dusty jacket between the shoulders and dragged him clear of the rubble. “Benji,” he said. “Of course it’d be you.”

      “You knew this guy?”

      “I knew most of them.” The bogeyman set his jaw and looked around. “We have to get out of here. Do your star-door thing and take us to Abe’s.”

      I started to protest, to remind him that my van was still at the hospital, but his expression convinced me otherwise. I could get my van later. I opened a portal, watched him drag the body through, and then murmured “Kavahta,” deactivating the Lantern before I went in myself.

      Because Murdoch was right. My death face was something I never wanted Abe to see.
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      Abe must’ve fallen asleep on the couch. He woke up pretty damned fast when Murdoch appeared in his living room with a dead body and started dragging it into the kitchen. By the time I came through, he was sitting up and spluttering, one hand pressed to his chest.

      “Sorry,” I said. “Didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “Wasn’t asleep. Just resting my eyes,” he said a little defensively, and then leaned forward and peered in the direction Murdoch had gone. “Why is he propping up a corpse at my kitchen table?”

      “Uh. We think he’s a witness,” I said. “One I might actually be able to talk to.”

      Abe grunted. “Terrific. Guess I’m eating in the living room from now on.”

      He pushed himself off the couch, and the two of us headed out to join the bogeyman. Murdoch had plunked down in a chair next to the dead man, who was slumped like a rag doll with his head lying on the table, turned to one side.

      I cleared my throat and headed toward the corpse. Hadn’t really gotten a good look at him after we pulled him out. The guy looked around forty, with curly brown hair and waxy blue-white skin the distinct color of death. At least where he wasn’t bruised, bleeding, or covered with black smudges. All his clothes were torn, not just his jacket.

      “You think he died in the rockslide?” I said offhandedly, still wondering if maybe he was human.

      Incredibly, Murdoch grinned. “Oh, Benji’s not dead,” he said. “He’s a vampire.”

      That was when the corpse opened his eyes and lunged at me.

      And before I knew it, a pair of what could only be described as fangs sunk into my forearm.

      Reacting instinctively, I flung my free hand at him and shouted, “Seabh’fóhs!” The vampire went rigid.

      Unfortunately, I’d frozen him with his fangs embedded in my flesh.

      “I’m okay,” I said, mostly for Abe’s benefit, since he was on his way to the drawer where he kept his backup gun. It took a little maneuvering, but I managed to wrench my arm free and step back from the unmoving, undead guy kneeling on the kitchen floor. “You could’ve warned me, you asshole!” I shot at Murdoch.

      “True. But it was a lot more fun this way,” he said.

      I gritted my teeth and pressed a hand over the wounds, drawing on my spark to heal them. “Any particular reason he attacked me?”

      “Well, he’s probably desperate to feed,” Murdoch said. “He survived somehow — probably because he’s a bloody cockroach of a vamp — but he’s beat to shit, same way I was.”

      “Great.” I got the distinct feeling there was no love lost between Murdoch and Benji. “Let me guess, Fae magic doesn’t heal vampires either.”

      “Good guess.”

      I sighed and backed up to stand near Abe, who was starting to look a little frazzled. “You okay?” I asked him.

      “Yeah, sure. I’m not the one who just got bitten by a vampire,” he said, and rubbed a hand nervously across the top of his head. “Hey, uh, he’s not gonna turn into one now, is he?”

      He directed the question to Murdoch, who grunted and stood. “No. Takes a little more than one bite to do that,” he said as he moved around the table to squat next to the frozen vampire. “Can he hear me?”

      I nodded. “He just can’t move or speak.”

      “Perfect.” The bogeyman leaned in and started whispering in the vampire’s ear. Whatever he had to say took almost a full minute.

      Somehow, Benji managed to pale even further than corpse white, despite the spell.

      Murdoch finally straightened and gestured at the vampire. “You can let him go now,” he said. “He won’t touch you.”

      I believed him.

      “Staad,” I said, and waved a hand at the vampire.

      As the spell let go, Benji tumbled to the floor with a moan and attempted to crawl away from Murdoch. “Don’t let him near me,” he begged in a rasping voice. “He’s insane.”

      “Stop whining, will you?” Murdoch sneered. “You’re in better shape than the rest of them.”

      “But I’m dying.”

      As if to prove his point, the vampire dragged himself a few more inches and collapsed.

      Murdoch rolled his eyes. “We have to feed him something, rat bastard that he is, or he won’t be able to talk.”

      “Er. You mean blood?” Abe said.

      “He is a vampire, so yes. And I’d feed him myself, but my blood would poison him.” Murdoch nudged the prone vampire with a foot and sent me a look. “Yours wouldn’t.”

      Abe cleared his throat. “I’ll do it,” he said, already rolling up his sleeve. “You had to take the last feeding, kid. I’ve got this one.”

      “No way.” I tried to step in front of him. “I’m not going to let you—”

      “Get hurt? Gideon, do you really think I’m going to keep standing back to watch you damn near kill yourself every time the shit hits the fan, and not do anything myself?” He gave me a stern, don’t-argue look. “I can’t talk to dead people, and apparently I don’t scare easy, but I can do this. I’m going to do this, and you’re not. Understand?”

      I didn’t like it, but I understood.

      “Fine, but I need to make something clear,” I said, and crouched to haul Benji off the floor. He groaned a little as I put him in the nearest chair. “Anything happens to him, and I stake your ass. Because I don’t need you alive to question you.”

      Benji’s eyes fluttered open and sort of focused on me. “I’m not that kind of vampire,” he wheezed. “I don’t kill people.”

      The statement drew a harsh laugh from Murdoch. “Are you ever not full of shit, Benji?”

      Fantastic. The only surviving witness we’d found so far was apparently a chronic liar. “Maybe we should kill him anyway, just to make sure he tells the truth,” I said. “You going to tell me that you weren’t planning to suck me dry when you attacked me?”

      Benji flinched and stiffened. His entire body started to tremble, and then he blurted, “No. I mean, yes. I was going to kill you — what the hell? Why am I saying that?” He stared at me, wide-eyed.

      Holy shit. Vampires were dead. Well, undead.

      They couldn’t lie to me, even when they were ‘alive.’

      “So, Benji,” I said, hiding a smile. “Are you planning to kill Abe, if he lets you feed?”

      “Yes,” the vampire gasped, his face reflecting pure dismay. “Oh, shit. What is going on?”

      Murdoch caught on and grinned. “Benji, I’d like you to meet the DeathSpeaker,” he said. “Looks like you’re going to do a great job answering our questions.”

      Benji groaned and tried to sink into the chair.

      “Oh my God. He’s already dead,” Abe said, looking from the vampire to me. “So your thing works on him.”

      “Sure does.”

      Abe narrowed his eyes at Benji. “Maybe we should let him starve.”

      “I think he’s ready to cooperate,” I said. “How about it, Benji? Have you changed your mind about killing any of us?”

      “Yes! Yes, I’m sorry. I won’t, I swear it,” he babbled. “I just need a few drops. Hardly even a pint. Please don’t let me starve.”

      “All right.” Abe hesitated, and then approached the vampire and held his arm out.

      Benji handled Abe a lot gentler, like he was a bomb that would explode if he touched the wrong spot. Abe winced and closed his eyes when the fangs sunk in, but less than thirty seconds later, the vampire pulled back with a shudder and released him. “Thank you,” he murmured at the floor.

      “Yeah. I need to go disinfect this or something,” Abe said, trying not to stare directly at the puncture wounds that seemed dangerously close to the big vein in his wrist. He turned to leave the room.

      I could’ve healed him, but I suspected what he really needed was a minute alone to collect himself. He’d handled a lot more supernatural shit than the average human already — but he’d never been bitten by a vampire before.

      Meanwhile, I had a witness to question.

      Benji had gained a little color, and most of his bruises had faded, but his complexion was still corpse-like. I supposed that was a natural state for a vampire. He drew back nervously when I took the seat next to him. “You don’t have to do whatever you were doing to me before,” he said. “I promise I’ll tell the truth.”

      I shrugged. “Can’t help it. My compelling-the-dead thing doesn’t turn off,” I said. “But it only hurts when you fight it. So if you’re really going to tell the truth, you’ll be fine.”

      “Okay,” he said, not looking convinced.

      I was about to start asking what happened when Abe came back into the kitchen, sporting a pair of bright orange Band-Aids on his arm. “Just a second. We’re going to need a little background info first,” he said, and looked to Murdoch. “What’s New Brahma?”

      “It’s the vampire city,” Murdoch explained.

      I stared at him. “All those people were vampires?”

      “Yeah. They were.”

      “Jesus, how much crap is under this city anyway?” Abe said, and just as quickly waved his own question away. “Okay, so Benji here lives in New Brahma. Right?”

      “He does. I don’t know why they let him keep staying there, though.” Murdoch sent a glare at the vampire. “He’s a dealer.”

      Abe frowned. “A dealer of what, exactly?”

      “Laced blood,” the bogeyman said, and then added sharply, “Benji. Sit.”

      The vampire, who’d been halfway out of his chair, hastened to plant his ass back down. “It was only that one batch,” he said miserably.

      “Was it? Maybe the DeathSpeaker should ask for clarification.”

      “Okay, fine. Maybe it wasn’t exactly clean every time,” Benji said, and then brightened a little. “But I won’t do that anymore! It’ll be all pure blood from now on.”

      The look Murdoch gave him this time was approaching sympathetic. “Who are you going to sell it to, Benji?” he said quietly.

      The vampire shuddered and dropped his gaze.

      After a long silence, Abe nodded at me. “I think you can question him now.”

      “All right.” I waited until Benji lifted his head reluctantly and noticed that he looked younger now than he had when Murdoch brought him in. Much younger — like the same age as the werewolf trio, now reduced to a duo. The fresh blood must’ve healed him to his normal undead age. He was basically just a kid, and he was scared.

      I had a feeling that no more lies would come from him, DeathSpeaker abilities or not.

      “Did you see who attacked New Brahma, Benji?” I asked him.

      “Yeah, I did.” He drew a shuddering breath, and then expounded with no prompting from me. “There was three guys in black. They had these … things, like backpacks with hoses coming out of them, but there were, like, satellite dishes on the ends of the hoses. I think that’s where the sound came from.” He closed his eyes and swallowed hard. “That sound,” he whispered. “Like screaming glass in my head. I thought my brain would explode.”

      I gave him a minute to collect himself while I thought over what he’d said. It sounded like they’d been carrying some kind of transmission device. So maybe they were using the train car — and they’d found a way to make the killing noise portable without dragging it around with them.

      “Did you notice anything else about them?” I said when Benji seemed more together.

      “Yeah, one of them got pretty close. He didn’t see me hiding,” Benji replied as a fleeting look of guilt stole across his face. “He had a tattoo on the back of his hand. Like a sword with a cross and a loop on the top.”

      My blood ran cold. “Not a cross,” I said. “An ankh.”

      It was definitely Milus Dei.

      “Sure. An ankh,” Benji repeated, though he clearly didn’t know what I meant. “So he had that tattoo. Oh, and there was another guy with them, wearing a black dress and combat boots. He was shouting in Italian or something.”

      “A guy in a black dress,” I repeated slowly. “You’re sure about that.”

      Benji nodded eagerly. “Not a pretty dress, though. Just black and boring.”

      “Okay,” I said. I’d worry about the mystery of the boring Italian cross-dresser later. “So, is that all you know about what happened?” I asked him.

      “Unfortunately. I passed out right after the drag queen walked by me, and the next thing I knew, somebody was hauling me out of the rubble …” He trailed off and stared across the table at the bogeyman. “Murdoch, are they really all dead?”

      “Yeah, kid,” he said in roughened tones. “I’m sorry.”

      Benji shuddered and looked down.

      The only other thing I wanted to know was how he’d survived the attack. It wasn’t by hiding so close to the source, because even far away as we’d been, the blast had flattened me and Murdoch. I did have a suspicion about what might have helped, though. “Benji,” I said. “Were you on anything when they attacked?”

      He gave a tiny nod. “LSD,” he whispered. “If I hadn’t been … maybe I could’ve saved some of them.”

      “No. If you hadn’t been, you probably would’ve died along with the rest,” I said, though I doubted that knowledge would make him feel any better right now. “I’m pretty sure this weapon works on brain chemistry. But acid is a mind-altering substance.”

      “So it changed his brain just enough to keep him from dying,” Abe chimed in. “Well, fuck. Any way you guys can use that to protect yourselves from this thing?”

      “Probably not.” I didn’t think that going up against Milus Dei while tripping balls was a great idea. Even if it did prevent my brain from being scrambled like an egg, it would still incapacitate me. Couldn’t speak for Murdoch, but I doubted the genetic makeup of a bogeyperson would be immune to LSD. Especially since they were former humans, just like vampires.

      Just like Benji, who was probably feeling a lot of his humanity right now.

      “Wait a minute,” the vampire said haltingly. “Are you telling me that dropping acid saved my life?”

      “Wouldn’t count on it,” I told him. “I’m just guessing here. We’re not completely sure what’s going on … yet. But we’re going to find out.”

      At least now I felt a few steps closer to finding out who killed Precious. Still, just the generic answer of ‘Milus Dei’ wouldn’t be enough for Murdoch. He wanted the actual party responsible, the one who’d personally held her down and sound-blasted her to death.

      So we’d just have to find ourselves a cross-dresser in combat boots.
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      I ended up crashing at Abe’s place. Murdoch left to find a distraught Benji somewhere to stay, and said he’d be back ‘probably tomorrow night.’ I was too tired to demand a time and a place, so I resigned myself to yet another Murdoch-turns-up-and-scares-the-shit-out-of-me encounter.

      It was safe to say that Abe and I both slept like the dead.

      When I woke to the smell of coffee and bacon, and the sound of Abe grumbling around the kitchen while he waited for the caffeine to reach an ingestible state, I was filled with a simple happiness that I hadn’t felt in years. Despite my lingering exhaustion, it took me right back to those weekend sleepovers, to lazy Saturdays and driveway basketball and movie marathons and the first time in my life I’d started to feel like a human being.

      Before I’d found out that I wasn’t.

      But this morning, before we both headed back into a real world that had become even more dangerous over the course of the night before, I let myself forget about all the creatures that went bump in the night, and the humans who hunted and slaughtered them, and how hopelessly entangled I’d become in both of those worlds.

      There was no DeathSpeaker at Abe’s kitchen table. Only Gideon Black.

      By the time Abe left for work, I was feeling more confident that we’d wrap up this case soon and find justice for Precious, and Lothrian, and an entire city of vampires. Maybe it was a false confidence, but I’d hold onto it long enough to see this through.

      I even had a real lead to follow.

      The drive to Queens took almost an hour, once again thanks to the morning traffic rush that I usually missed. No wonder I didn’t like getting up early. But the time passed quickly enough, and soon I was driving into the main entrance of Fourth Cavalry Cemetery, the newest section of the nearly four-hundred-acre grounds that made up this place.

      It’d looked a lot smaller on the map.

      Fortunately, the drive to Jack Lowenstein’s grave was considerably shorter. A straight shot down a tree-lined road, the first left, and then the first right brought me to a cluster of headstones, and I could read his from the narrow cemetery road — a light gray stone topped with a cross, second row back, inscribed with JACOB T. LOWENSTEIN.

      I hadn’t known that Jack was a nickname for Jacob, but the dates were right. They put his death at two years ago, at the age of thirty-nine.

      Fresh anger surged through me, confronted with the evidence of yet another life that Milus Dei had cut short. But I pushed it down as I parked the van and got out.

      There was no one else in sight. Still, I couldn’t take the chance of having someone who’d only come to visit their beloved grandmother’s grave or whatever encountering an actual ghost in the cemetery. I walked to the headstone, crouched down, and put a hand on the ground. At least I knew I wouldn’t look too strange talking to a grave — especially if the grave didn’t answer me out loud.

      Almost instantly, I felt the thread of an undamaged soul beneath the ground. I gave it a gentle tug and pulled him into my head, sensing only his curious confusion.

      “Hi, Jack,” I said. “I’d like to ask you some questions, if you don’t mind.”

      I didn’t feel a need to jump right into interrogating him. The more relaxed he stayed, the less it would hurt to talk to him. And I was already brewing a pressure headache from the space he took up in my skull.

      He didn’t tense or try to pull away, but his curiosity increased. Do I know you?

      “No, you don’t. But I’m here to help you,” I told him. “I believe you were murdered.”

      That brought a much stronger reaction. His anger stabbed at me, and I winced and sucked in a breath. Still, it wasn’t as bad as the struggle of a soul who didn’t want to answer my questions. I knew it. That bastard poisoned me, didn’t he?

      “Can you tell me what bastard you mean?”

      Richard Fucking Wallace.

      My breath caught. I knew that name. The televangelist that Mortimer Baskin, the guy I’d delivered to Viv a few days ago, had surrendered his property and his life savings to, hoping to buy a ticket to heaven. Slick Rick the snake-oil salesman.

      I opened a note on my phone and tapped in the name just the way Jack had said it. “The preacher,” I said, just to confirm we were talking about the same Richard Fucking Wallace. “Why do you think he poisoned you?”

      Because he brought wine. That day he came to my house, after he promised he’d leave me alone if I did what he said. He told me it was rude not to drink for a toast, and I just wanted him to go, so I took a sip. And then I woke up dead. He paused. Well, I guess I didn’t wake up. What a weird expression. Nobody actually wakes up dead, right?

      I really wished he wouldn’t use so many words to answer me, because now my brain was pins-and-needles tingling — the precursor to a bloody nose and popped eardrums. But the more he talked, the better my chances were at getting useful information.

      While he spoke, I put everything he said into the open note. Abe might see something in there that I’d missed, so I wanted as exact a transcript as I could get.

      “No, I guess they don’t,” I finally said. “Your cause of death was listed as a heart attack.”

      Yeah, I know. The whole time I was screaming at Doc Cavanaugh, telling her it wasn’t a goddamn heart attack and to look closer, test the wine or something. But she couldn’t hear me, of course, because I’m dead. Another hesitation. Wait, how come you can hear me? Who are you, anyway?

      “My name’s Gideon,” I said through gritted teeth, fighting the increased pain as I took down his words. “I’m a body mover.”

      Oh, yeah? I always liked you guys, Jack said. Hey, did you know Bags Deaver? They called him Bags because whenever he picked up a body, he would—

      “I’d like to talk about Richard Wallace,” I interrupted, as much because I didn’t want to hear about what a body mover did with corpses that had gotten him the nickname ‘Bags’ as to minimize the pain. “How do you know him?”

      That rich, sleazy asshole was best buddies with Captain Foley. Always throwing his weight around at the station, trying to get everyone to join his ‘congregation,’ Jack said bitterly. So get this. Wallace comes to me, looking to pick up some evidence in this big, hush-hush sting operation nobody wants to talk about. He claims it belongs to him — this huge thing, I don’t know, looks like a caboose from an old steam train. Got all these gadgets and dials inside. You feel me?

      “Yeah,” I tried to say normally as the first drop of blood splashed from my nostril, focused on thumb-tapping fast enough to get all the words down.

      Right, and I know there’s no way this thing belongs to him. But Wallace says he’s got a claim slip, and it’s signed by Captain Foley. Except that Foley died in the sting, shot to death in the line of duty, and the claim slip’s dated three frigging days after he got killed. You believe the balls on this asshole, or what?

      I did, indeed, believe the balls on that asshole. I also knew how Foley died, because I was the one who shot him. And it sure as hell wasn’t in the line of duty, unless you were talking his duty to Milus Dei.

      But to Jack I said, “That’s bullshit.”

      And more blood dripped from my other nostril.

      Tell me about it, Jack railed. So I tell him, no fuckin’ way am I gonna release anything to you. And he says … As Jack fell silent, I could sense the fear, the anguish swelling in him before he went on with obvious difficulty. The son of a bitch says if I don’t give it to him, and then lose the paper trail and retire from the force and never speak of what happened again, he’ll kill my daughter. My four-year-old daughter. His abrupt, choked-off sob pierced my heart. He was a cold fucker, and he’d already gotten away with murder. So I believed him.

      That last part left me chilled, despite the increasing pain. “Got away with whose murder?”

      Don’t remember the vic’s name. Captain Foley insisted she was a prostitute, even though most everybody in the precinct knew that wasn’t true. And God, she was so young. Like sixteen or seventeen, tops. But that way, labeling her a hooker, nobody could really look into her death that much. It’s the budget, you know — not enough resources to expend on vagrants or sex workers, he added bitterly. Wallace got charged, even arrested, but he wasn’t in lockup for two hours before a judge’s order came through to let him go. The charges were dropped. Still, the bastard was guilty.

      Despite the awful nature of the information, it still gave me a spark of hope. If Richard Wallace had been arrested, his fingerprints should be on file. And if we found a match from the scene … maybe we’d have our guy.

      After all, he’d already killed a girl before. And threatened another one.

      Abe would be able to find out a lot more about this guy than I could, and I was eager to get this stuff to him — and to stop the mounting pain in my head that was spreading closer to my ears. But I had to make sure I’d gotten everything possible from Jack. “Any chance you could tell me where to find this guy, or anything else about him?” I said.

      I don’t know, man. It’s not like we exchanged Christmas cards, he spat, and then calmed himself down. But you should know that he thinks he’s untouchable … and he’s probably right. He’s a ‘man of god’ and an actual billionaire. They don’t have to follow normal-people rules.

      “I understand. But we’re still going to bring him down for your murder — and a few others,” I said. “Thank you, Jack. I can’t tell you how much you’ve helped.”

      No problem. I’m glad to, and good luck. He took a deep breath, like he was steeling himself for something. Gideon … do you know if they’re okay? My daughter, my wife?

      At least I could give him a little bit of good news. The lack of other Lowenstein tombstones around his would’ve been enough to confirm it, but I knew for sure that nothing had happened to his family. I’d read his obituary when Abe pulled it up on the laptop, and I remembered the ‘survived by’ part. “They’re both fine,” I said. “Alive and well.”

      Oh, thank God. Thank God, he said a little shakily. And thank you, too.

      I smiled. “It’s my pleasure. I gotta go now, but it was nice meeting you, Jack.”

      Same here, body mover. See ya, he said. And hey, you should look up old Bags Deaver. You’ll never believe why they called him that.

      “I’ll do that,” I said.

      Maybe I wasn’t exactly telling the truth, but I was under no obligation not to lie to the dead. And he’d never know if I didn’t look.

      Hell, I just might anyway, when this was over.

      I released Jack into the earth and breathed a sigh of relief as the pressure left my head. After a few deep breaths, I pushed up and headed back to the van. I’d text Abe right away before I started the drive, and then go home to see if I could do something useful before our meeting tonight.

      Even if the only useful thing I did was take a nice, long nap.
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      By the time I got home, Abe had replied to my message with enthusiasm. He agreed that we might really have something with the Wallace angle and said he’d know more about it by the end of the day. Which once again left me with nothing to do but wait.

      And as I’d recently discovered, I was terrible at waiting.

      I tried to text Calla, hinting that we might have found something. Ongoing radio silence from her. Then I tried taking a nap, but I was too keyed up to sleep. I was about to go looking for Grygg and invite him to play a very slow game of cards or something when the doorbell rang.

      Maybe it was Calla. She’d said she couldn’t answer calls or texts at work, but it was almost lunchtime, so she could’ve come here on her break. I started hoping it’d be her as I headed for the door, because I really wanted to talk to her alone. There had to be some explanation for what was going on that didn’t involve her hiding things from me.

      But it wasn’t Calla. It was Tethys — though it took me a moment to realize that.

      All her bracelets and necklaces and dangly earrings were gone. She looked every inch the wealthy, polished woman her ridiculously expensive condo proclaimed her to be, in an elegant burgundy-and-cream dress, low-heeled shoes, and small, tasteful diamond stud earrings with her hair in an elegant upsweep. The only incongruent thing about her was the oversized black leather purse slung on her shoulder. Far too big for that outfit.

      “Gideon. May I come in?” she said in a tone that suggested nothing of what happened between us yesterday. “We need to talk.”

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to, but I stood aside and gestured her through.

      She wasn’t very forthcoming with what she wanted to talk about. I led her to the living room, offered her a drink that she declined, and then sat on the small sofa while she settled into an armchair and put the big purse on the floor. Finally she said, “I’m sorry about yesterday, but what I said was for your protection. And mine.”

      Okay. That was either a lot more ominous than I expected, or total bullshit. I was leaning toward the latter. “Protection from what?” I said with a froth of sarcasm.

      She looked uncomfortable. “From Milus Dei.”

      Damn. Maybe it wasn’t bullshit after all.

      “You’d better start explaining,” I said. “Right now.”

      “Yes. Of course.” She smoothed the flustered expression from her face and leaned forward slightly, hands clasped in her lap, only her restless fingers betraying her nerves. “My home is being monitored,” she began haltingly, glancing around the room as if she expected to find cameras pointed at her. “I’m not supposed to know, of course. But I have learned quite a lot of things I’m not supposed to over the years, working with …” She swallowed hard and looked at me. “Working with Dante.”

      The rage that filled me was so fast, so complete, that I barely knew what I was doing until I was standing over her, hands poised to cast the most painful spell I could think of, mind whirling as I planned — relished the idea of torturing her to death. She’d betrayed me, lied to me, and to Alex. She worked for Milus Dei.

      She knew Dante. Fucking personally.

      She was the enemy, and I would make her suffer.

      It took a lot more willpower than I ever thought I had to walk myself back from the edge. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill you here and now,” I said in a cold voice I hardly recognized.

      She wavered, and then straightened her spine. “Because I want him dead. I know you’re planning to kill him, and I can help you do that.”

      “Not good enough,” I ground out. “If I wanted your help, I could get it from you a lot easier after you’re dead. At least that way I’d know you weren’t lying.”

      Tethys went deadly pale. “That is true,” she said. “But right now, I am more helpful alive. I have contacts in Milus Dei, people who hold some of the most powerful positions. And Dante doesn’t know that I’m working against him. I’ve been very careful.” She managed to meet my gaze. “If I’m dead, I can only talk to you. Which may be helpful. But believe me, it’s not nearly helpful enough.”

      Much as I didn’t want to admit it, she had a point. Several points, in fact. Having a direct line to Dante could be the edge we needed to bring him down — but I didn’t know how the hell I was going to bring myself to trust her with anything. My human side was having second thoughts, but my Fae nature still screamed for her blood.

      “I know you don’t trust me right now,” she said. Once again I would’ve suspected that she was reading my mind, but it didn’t take a psychic to see the problem here. “If there’s anything I can do to prove myself and my intentions to you, I’ll do it. And if you have to kill me … I won’t stop you.”

      That went a long way toward convincing me, but it wasn’t enough. Unfortunately, I had no idea how she could prove she wasn’t lying. This could all be an elaborate double-cross to deliver me personally to Dante. As far as I was concerned, that seemed a lot more likely than someone who’d worked with that bastard for years suddenly deciding to switch sides.

      All I knew was that I had to sit down, before my body betrayed my churning mind and killed her anyway.

      I went back to the couch and lowered myself down on the edge of the seat, unable to fully relax. “Tell me why,” I finally said. “Why would you ever work with those monsters in the first place?”

      Her faint smile was bitter. “You may recall that I am a researcher, a historian,” she said. “I’ve always had a great thirst for knowledge of all things, including the magical. Of course, for nearly all of my life, I’ve known that this world belongs to more than just humans. And at first …” She trailed off with a light sigh. “At first I was told that we were simply researchers. Scientists — I don’t have any degrees in such things, though many of my colleagues do — with an unprecedented opportunity to study the last truly unknown frontier in history. Real magic.”

      I found myself nodding along in spite of my reservations. I’d heard similar stories from a few others who had no idea what they were getting into when they signed on with Milus Dei.

      “For years, that was exactly what happened, and nothing more,” she went on. “We learned through covert observation at a distance, through access to ancient relics that had been kept hidden for centuries, through conferences with other teams around the world. Eventually, a select few of us moved on to learning through … live specimens.” She paused and closed her eyes. “We didn’t hurt them. That was my justification for continuing. I knew it was wrong to keep them captive, but we were learning so much. We never kept them long, and they didn’t even remember their experiences after we released them.”

      I glared at her. “How could they not remember being prisoners?”

      “Because of my job on the team,” she admitted quietly. “My magic … I am particularly good at selective memory manipulation. I would alter their minds, replace their time at the facility with false memories. Pleasant ones,” she was quick to add, as if that made what she’d done acceptable.

      “Jesus Christ.” I scrubbed a hand down my face, suddenly more appalled and exhausted than angry, though the rage was still there. And then a thought came to me that brought it right back to the fore. “Have you ever manipulated my memories?”

      “No. Absolutely not,” she said, as if I’d accused her of being something truly despicable, like a pedophile or a Nazi. “That spell requires time and ingredients, and a certain degree of cooperation from the subject. You would know if it had been done to you.”

      “Yeah, right. Unless you also erased the memory of the spell being performed.”

      She squirmed uncomfortably. “I can only give you my word that I haven’t.”

      It’d have to be good enough. For now.

      “Anyway,” she said when it became apparent that I wouldn’t jump up and kill her just yet. “By the time I found out about the … additional activities that Milus Dei was involved in, I was in too deep. I’d met Dante by then, and he’d brought me into his inner circle. Well, one of them.” She shook her head. “He is unbelievably intelligent. Everything he does is planned around all possible contingencies and deviances, for years, sometimes decades, ahead of time. And no one person knows every step of his plans, except for him.”

      At least she didn’t sound like she admired Dante’s incredibly intricate foresight. Instead, her tone was disgust mingled with despair. As if she knew she’d never be able to outthink him.

      “And then I found out about the New York facility, about what they were doing there to the ones they captured. To Daoin.” His name emerged in a tormented whisper. “I tried to stop it. I went straight to Dante, convinced that he didn’t know about the torture, the killing. He’d been the one encouraging the humane research that my team was doing, after all.” She shuddered visibly. “That was the first time he showed a glimpse of his true nature.”

      “Psychotic bastard?” I suggested.

      She gave a helpless laugh. “Oh, he was very calm and reasonable about the whole thing,” she said. “How great work required sacrifice, and that throughout history, no progress had ever been made without any blood spilled. And when I continued to press the issue, he reminded me what was at stake if we failed to stop the ‘mutation’ that had infected the world. The unnatural progression of evolution.”

      “The Others,” I said. “That’s how he thinks of us? As unnatural mutations?”

      “Unnatural, and dangerous,” she confirmed. “He never threatened me — at least, not outright. He only suggested that if his plan to fix evolution wasn’t realized, I would lose what remained of my family the same way I lost my sister.”

      Her sister.

      My mother.

      I wasn’t sure I could get the words out, but I had to try. “Are you saying that you think an Other killed Jessamyn?”

      A tiny, uncertain frown crossed her lips. “It was Daoin,” she said. “He killed her. I thought you knew … that’s why they brought him in.”

      I was on my feet, striding toward her, and this time I wasn’t sure I could stop myself from snapping her neck. A small part of me realized she’d been lied to, but I didn’t care. “Daoin loved her!” I roared. “They killed her. They’d been sent to capture both of them, and she got away — mortally injured, but she survived long enough to crawl into some bushes in Central Park and give birth to me. Taeral had to bury her there so they wouldn’t take her body to experiment on. Or more likely, to torture Daoin with.” I could feel my eyes burning with fury as I added, “Since they couldn’t find her, they gave him a dead baby instead. Told him it was me and convinced him that Taeral had killed me, all to make sure that if he ever escaped, he’d kill Taeral. And then himself.” I paused and struggled to rein myself in. “We’re not the monsters, Tethys. They are.”

      “No.” She shook her head emphatically, tears glazing her too-wide eyes. “No, they had proof it was Daoin. They showed me.”

      “Just like they showed Daoin the proof that Taeral killed me, right?”

      She said nothing, even as the tears escaped.

      “If you don’t believe me, we can go ask Jessamyn,” I said. “The dead can’t lie to me.”

      Tethys remained still and silent for so long, I thought she’d gone into shock. At last she reached down, unzipped the oversized purse, and drew out a silk-wrapped object that looked an awful lot like a skull.

      One that apparently hadn’t been sent to Phoenix for bullshit testing.

      “There’s one more thing I lied to you about,” she said as she offered me the bundle. “Cromwell isn’t a relative. But I did have something important that I wanted to ask him.” The rage that filled her eyes almost eclipsed my own. “How to utterly destroy Dante.”

      Now that was a plan I could live with.
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      If nothing else, Tethys’ reaction to the truth about what happened to my mother convinced me that she was fully invested in taking Dante out, even if she wasn’t before. And with her help, we might actually be able to do it.

      So I’d explained our current investigation, the one that had to be finished before I could take any further action toward the big boss. She was absolutely outraged that they’d murdered a little girl. She still wanted to know what Cromwell had to do with any of it, though.

      I told her the truth: Nothing, really. But since we were investigating on a human timescale instead of a magic one, I had a lot of waiting around to do.

      When I showed her what I’d planned to do with my spare time, she went a little nuts.

      “Truly, I can’t believe that you have the genuine Scrolls of Gideon,” she gushed, hovering at the edge of the dining room table where I’d laid them out. “I mean, of course, it makes absolute sense that they would have been on the ship with the Order, but I was so certain that Dante had taken them at some point.”

      I raised an eyebrow at her. “I guess you really didn’t know about the sabotage when you sent me out with Alex, then,” I said. “They’d been ordered to make me get the Scrolls.”

      Her expression darkened. “No, I didn’t. I was told nothing about this.”

      I got the sense that she’d been told something, even if it wasn’t that, and she must’ve known the errand she’d sent me on was more than a simple fetch quest. But I let it go for now. Whatever she’d believed about it was a lie, and that was enough. “Anyway, yes,” I said. “These are the actual Scrolls of Gideon. Only I can’t read them, so that’s why I need Cromwell.”

      “Incredible,” she breathed, and reached out to touch one — but then pulled back at the last second. “Are they magically protected?” she said. “Do you suppose they’re truly made of human skin and written in blood? This ink is certainly unusual. Oh, how I’d love to trace the provenance of these. And that container … beautiful. Extraordinary craftsmanship, especially for the time period. And what about —”

      “Hey, slow down,” I nearly laughed. She was like a kid at Christmas, so breathless with excitement that spots of color appeared on her cheeks and made her look ten years younger. I guessed she really did love research and history. “I don’t know any of that, but Cromwell does. We can ask him,” I said. “But I have to tell you that he doesn’t know exactly how to destroy Dante. I already asked him that.”

      Her expression collapsed. “How can he not know? They created him.”

      “Yes, but they didn’t really know what they were doing.” I gave her a condensed version of the conversation I had with Cromwell on the ship, including the part about how the nine of them had somehow torn off pieces of their souls and stitched them together to make a new one for Dante, and how none of them foresaw the arrogant monster he would become. “But he did say there might be something in the Scrolls that could help us stop him. Right now, I’ll take any help we can get,” I finished.

      “All right,” she said, clearly defeated. “I suppose it’s better than nothing.”

      I hoped it would be a lot better than nothing. But that remained to be seen.

      “So, you’ve never seen me do this before,” I said as I unwrapped the skull and placed it on one of the chairs. “Wait — have you? Because I’m pretty sure you told me scrying was one of your talents, and if you’ve been working for Dante all this time …”

      She sighed. “I haven’t spied on you, Gideon. I know you have no reason to believe me, but it’s the truth.”

      “Okay, then,” I shrugged. “I guess it won’t be too hard to tell if you’re lying.”

      I focused on the skull, relieved at how easy it was to find Sir Livingston Cromwell and draw him out. After all my recent failures, I’d started to think talking to Lowenstein at the cemetery had been a fluke, made possible only by his actual body being there, and that maybe I really couldn’t do this anymore.

      But it was just as smooth and natural to project his soul onto the skull and create a glamour that made him appear around it, like he’d grown from the chair.

      I heard a popping sound behind me and glanced over my shoulder. Lady Tethys had clapped a hand over her mouth, her eyes so wide in her pale face that they looked like they’d fall out.

      All right. I believed her.

      “Gideon. Lovely to see you again,” Cromwell said, and there was a muffled gasp from Tethys when he spoke. At least he didn’t have any trouble adjusting to the fact that he was dead. He turned his head to take in Tethys and smiled. “And who is this young lady?”

      She finally seemed to realize that staring was rude and tore her hand from her mouth. “Lady Tethys,” she said, a bit uncertainly. “I’m pleased to meet you, Sir Cromwell. Though I’m hardly a young lady.”

      “You are to him,” I smirked. “He was, what, four hundred and thirty-seven when he died?”

      “Correct.” Cromwell looked around the room slowly, and then stood from the chair. The skull remained in place. That was unusual, but I knew he’d lived long enough to learn a few tricks that the average human could never imagine doing. So he probably had total command of his soul. “I see that the Scrolls are still in your possession,” he said as his gaze landed on the dining room table. “Excellent. And how is Grigori?”

      “He’s fine. Upstairs somewhere, doing whatever he does.”

      Cromwell lifted his head to look at the ceiling, and did a small double-take. “What manner of chandelier is that?” he said. “It doesn’t appear to have any candles. Ah, but you are Fae. Perhaps it’s powered by magic?”

      “Yeah, something like that,” I said, not feeling up to the challenge of explaining electricity to a guy who’d been trapped in a seventeenth century shipwreck for several hundred years. “Speaking of the Scrolls, I need your help. Can you translate them for me real quick?”

      Cromwell laughed. “I’m afraid that isn’t possible.”

      “Wait, so you can’t read them either?”

      “Of course I can,” he said. “But we did not design the accumulated repository of several millennia worth of alchemical knowledge, research, and experimentation to be translated ‘real quick.’ It will take several days, at least, for each page and—” He broke off, his ghostly image blanching. “Where is the ninth Scroll?”

      “I don’t know. It wasn’t in the container when I opened it,” I said.

      “What? That is not possible! Unless…” He set his jaw and glared at something unseen. “Braxton,” he said. “I warned the others that he would try something like this. He was the one who argued against destroying Dante, convinced us to bring him to the New World instead so we could attempt to correct the flaws that we’d begun to see in him. And like fools, we allowed it.”

      This did not sound good. “Who’s Braxton?”

      “Alder Braxton was our mechanical specialist.” Cromwell made a sour face. “The most arrogant among us, if you ask me, but unfortunately quite powerful as well. There would have been a number of ways he could have prevented his Scroll from being added to the sealed container without anyone knowing. We managed to keep the container hidden from Dante, but …”

      “He might have that ninth Scroll,” I said.

      “It is entirely possible.”

      “Great.” I didn’t have time to worry about getting a Scroll from the bastard while I was trying to kill him. At least solving one problem would solve the other — if he was dead, he couldn’t use the Scroll. Unfortunately, I also didn’t have several days to translate any of this stuff at the moment. “Okay, so we’ll work on the translation later,” I told Cromwell. “I’m actually right in the middle of a case, one that involves Milus Dei, so I have to get back to it. You can probably go now.”

      “Wait a minute.” Tethys, apparently recovered from her shock, stepped forward. “Maybe he can help.”

      I frowned at her. “With an investigation into a murder that happened two days ago?”

      “You said that Milus Dei is responsible for it, that they have some kind of weapon,” she said. “From what you described, the weapon may be alchemical. It’s certainly not any form of natural magic.”

      Cromwell looked insulted. “Alchemy is quite natural, you know.”

      “No, witchcraft is natural. Alchemy is engineered.” Tethys folded her arms. “At any rate, maybe he can tell you what it is and how to stop it.”

      “I guess it’s worth a shot,” I said, and explained it to him.

      By the time I finished, Cromwell had gone white as … well, a ghost.

      “The difference exclusion engine,” he breathed.

      “Uh. The what, now?”

      “It was theoretical,” Cromwell said with mounting anger. “And it was never intended to be a weapon. More of a long-range detection system. But it could not be built, because of the precision and timing required to create the correct frequencies, and a lack of adequate mechanical control systems to trigger the processes in a fast enough sequence.”

      “In other words, a whole lot of buttons and switches and dials that hadn’t been invented yet,” I said. “Well, technology’s come pretty far since the sixteenth century. Like this, for example.” I pulled out my cell phone and lit up the screen. “I can put a series of numbers into this thing and talk to somebody in China right now.”

      Cromwell blinked. “You have a magical communication device?”

      “Not magic. Technology,” I told him. “Just about everybody has one of these. We can also use them to access pretty much the collective sum of human information on the planet. That’s called the Internet. So whatever technology you were lacking to make this engine thing work before, I can pretty much guarantee it exists now.”

      “I can’t believe he actually created it. Truly, I would not have thought that even Dante would go so far,” Cromwell said miserably. “We used a fractional model of the engine to generate a frequency that would make our souls malleable, in order to harvest and combine them. Even that was destroyed immediately after we used it to ensure that it could not be stolen and put to a darker purpose. But a full-scale prototype, used in the manner you’ve described, would …”

      “Tear a person’s soul into shreds,” I finished for him. Because I already knew that’s what it did. I’d seen it.

      Cromwell’s stricken silence served as an affirmation.

      “Well, now they’ve made it a lot stronger, and possibly portable,” I said. “Would there be any way to create a full-scale version that’s, say, about this big?” I held up my hands to demonstrate backpack size.

      “Impossible. It would have to be at least the size of an outbuilding or a small fishing vessel.”

      “Or a train car,” I said under my breath, and then raised my voice. “Okay, so the weapons they had must have been some kind of transmitters, carrying the sound from wherever the engine is located.”

      Tethys started nodding along. “Dante was recruiting sound engineers and technicians fairly recently — less than a year ago, I believe.”

      “Plenty of time to build. And now they’re in the testing phase,” I said.

      “Yes. This may be the big operation in New York I’ve just started hearing about.”

      “Then we’d better stop them before they get to full-scale launch,” I said, and looked at Cromwell. “Any advice on surviving the engine long enough to destroy it?”

      “Yes,” he said with a somber expression. “Don’t let them turn it on.”

      Great advice.

      It looked like, as usual, I’d just have to wing it.
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      I met Abe at his place after work. We sat at the kitchen table, waiting for Calla to arrive with dinner, and I told him about Tethys and Sir Cromwell and the difference exclusion engine. He took it all in stride — probably because things couldn’t really get much more shocking and screwed-up than they already were.

      “Swear to God, I’m going to arrest every last one of these assholes,” he said when I finished. “Maybe I should start with Tethys.”

      I laughed. “If you can hold off until after we stop Dante, I’m all for it,” I said. After our conversation with Cromwell, she’d gone off to mine her contacts for any information on the ‘big operation’ that was going down. Whatever she found, it might lead us to the location of the engine. “So, did you have any luck with Richard Wallace?”

      “Yes and no,” he frowned. “The good news, maybe, is that his prints are an exact match to the scene.”

      I wanted to be excited, but I really didn’t like the maybe part. “How is that not solid good news? I mean, he’s our guy, right?”

      “He’s almost definitely the killer,” Abe said with a sigh. “Problem is, he apparently vanished off the face of the earth a few days after Lowenstein died. There’s been no sign of him, anywhere, until these prints.”

      My heart sank like a lead balloon. “A billionaire televangelist disappeared?”

      Abe nodded. “He stopped showing up to tape his broadcasts, and no one knew what happened to him — including his producers, his team, and everyone associated with the show. I guess the network he was on kept going without him, showing reruns and accepting donations, though.”

      “Of course they did,” I huffed in disgust. “Great. So we know who did it, but we’ve got no way to find him.”

      “Not so fast. We might have a way.” Abe held up a finger. “There’s a certain government agency with access to more databases, surveillance systems, and scrubbed digital data than the NYPD even knows exist.”

      I managed not to groan. “The NSA.”

      “Yup. I can’t find this guy, but Calla probably can.” He looked at me carefully. “You don’t seem to like that idea, though. Is something going on with you two?”

      “It’s nothing. Just a pointless argument that’s over now,” I said with more conviction than I felt. “What did you find out about Wallace before he vanished?”

      Abe still looked concerned, but he moved on after a beat. “Well, he was a billionaire, like Lowenstein said. Self-made, entirely thanks to aggressive promotion, years of swindling people who didn’t know any better, and very likely fraud and tax evasion, though none of that was ever proven. Parents deceased, no wife or girlfriend — no husband or boyfriend, either — and no children. All his assets disappeared with him except for his house in the Hamptons, which has stood empty all this time because it’s in legal limbo.”

      “So we wouldn’t find anything at the house, I guess. What about the murder he was charged with?”

      “Yeah. Lianne Huber, sixteen years old. Strangled and bludgeoned to death,” he said tightly. “The charges were dropped because the physical evidence against him apparently got up and walked away, along with all the chain of evidence logs documenting it.”

      I shook my head. “Smells like Foley.”

      “Exactly. The ripe, redolent fragrance of pure cow excrement.”

      A snort of laughter burned my nose. “Didn’t know you were such a poet, Abe.”

      “Oh, I’ve got volumes,” he grinned. “Anyway, we’ve basically got the guy. Prints at the scene, a history of violence and violent threats against little girls, sick bastard. Now all we have to do is find him.”

      As if on cue, the doorbell rang.

      “Here she comes to save the day,” I quipped as I stood. “I’ll let her in.”

      I was determined not to act suspicious as I tried to work my way up to not actually being suspicious. So I opened the door with a smile. Calla stood there with two paper bags from the Rickshaw Dumpling Bar, one in each hand, and a similar expression. “I brought Chinese,” she said. “Lots of it.”

      “Perfect. Come on in.” I stepped back to let her pass, closed the door behind her, and then took one of the bags and gave her a one-armed hug. “How’d it go today?” I said as we headed for the kitchen.

      “Frustratingly slow. Hey, Abe,” she called from the doorway, and then crossed to the table and set the bag she carried in front of him. “Hope you like dumplings.”

      “From the Rickshaw? Hell, yeah.” He grinned at her. “Got any saké?”

      She reached into the bag and produced a green glass bottle. “Hell, yeah.”

      “You are the woman! I think I love you, Frost.”

      “Hey, that’s my job,” I laughed as I pulled out a chair for her, and then sat on the other side. “So what should we do first, talk or eat?”

      Calla pointed emphatically at the still-warm bags. “Eat. I missed lunch today, and I’m totally starving.”

      “Eating works for me,” Abe said.

      “I guess it’s unanimous, then.” I half-stood and started pulling white cardboard containers out of the first bag. “Let’s eat.”

      There was still talk during dinner, but none of it was about the case — like we’d also silently voted to put off discussing the gory details when we elected food over conversation. And just like this morning at breakfast, for a while I felt completely normal. Completely human.

      It couldn’t last forever, though.

      Once we’d stuffed ourselves and stowed the leftovers in the fridge, Abe and I caught Calla up on everything we’d found out so far. She took it all in with intense concentration, nodding a few times but not saying anything until we wrapped up, and I asked if she could try to unearth Richard Wallace.

      “Definitely,” she said. “I’m glad to have a lead, because I’ve run into a brick wall with everything else.”

      “So, no dice on the trace evidence?” I said.

      She rolled her eyes. “The limestone is pure, not quicklime. The furniture polish is Murphy’s Oil Soap, only one of the most used brands in the country. And the wax is from a candle that’s not scented. All of which could be from almost anywhere,” she snorted. “My dice came up snake eyes.”

      Now that we knew Wallace had been a so-called holy man, I realized all those things would be pretty common in one of those big, expensive churches. But before I could think much more on it, my phone started ringing. I pulled it out and recognized one of the numbers I’d dialed yesterday. “It’s Tethys. I’ll put it on speaker,” I said, and hit the answer and speaker buttons before placing it on the table. “Hey. Did you find something?”

      “Gideon, it’s … oh. I suppose you know who I am,” Tethys said. “Is something wrong with your phone? There’s an echo.”

      “No, you’re on speaker. Abe and Calla are here.”

      “Oh, my. Captain Strauss. Hello.”

      “Lady Tethys,” Abe said evenly. If he’d noticed how flustered she sounded, he didn’t let on. But Calla and I exchanged a knowing, half-amused glance.

      She’d definitely noticed.

      “And … Agent Frost, isn’t it?” Tethys said in a calmer tone.

      “Special Agent, actually,” Calla told her. “Hey.”

      Tethys didn’t seem to know how to respond to that greeting.

      “Okay, we’re all introduced now,” I said into the awkward silence. “So did you find something?” Or did you just call to talk to Abe? I thought but didn’t vocalize.

      Tethys cleared her throat. “Yes. About that big operation I mentioned,” she said. “It seems they’re refining and testing this difference exclusion engine because …” She hesitated, and then dropped the bomb. “Dante himself is coming to New York for a personal demonstration.”

      I happened to be watching Calla when she said that, who turned a few shades of green and cringed aside like she was going to be sick.

      Because she was that afraid of Dante, or because she already knew?

      No. I refused to believe that Calla would know something that big and not tell me, even out of some misguided idea that she’d be protecting me from getting killed. In fact, every suspicion I’d had about her over the last few days was ridiculous.

      So right now I’d focus on the opportunity that Tethys has handed me. Because if Dante was coming here, I could destroy the son of a bitch. This time, I was ready for him.

      This time I had the Word.

      “Where?” I demanded at the phone. “Where in New York is he going to be?”

      “I don’t know. He never discloses his location. If he wants you, he finds you himself.”

      “All right,” I made myself say calmly. “Thanks, Tethys. If you hear anything more about it, let me know.”

      She agreed, and I ended the call with one thought overriding everything else. If Dante was coming here, I would find the bastard. He had to be stopped. All the destruction and suffering that Milus Dei kept causing would end when he did.

      And now that I had the means to end him, I’d damned well take the shot.
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      It was only around nine-thirty by the time Calla and Tethys left, but Abe and I both decided to turn in early and try to catch up on the sleep we’d missed the last two nights. There wasn’t much more we could do with the investigation until Calla worked her NSA magic and hopefully found Wallace. So I’d crash at his place again, and in the morning we would head off to our separate days of hurry-up-and-wait.

      We made a quick run to a convenience store, since Abe had run out of breakfast food and neither of us wanted to drag out in the morning until we had to. I was looking forward to a possible good night’s sleep. But my hopes that nothing else would happen tonight were shattered when we came back, unlocked and opened the front door, and a voice from inside called, “Leave off that light, will you?”

      Murdoch. How the hell did he get in there?

      Oh, right. He wasn’t actually solid.

      Abe was a bit irritated as we tromped into the living room to find a single lit candle illuminating Murdoch slumped in a chair. “Next time, wait until I get back before you make yourself at home,” he grumbled at the bogeyman in passing on his way to the kitchen. “Anybody else want a drink?”

      “I’ll take one, thanks,” I said, and then took a seat on the couch and looked at Murdoch. “Do you drink or eat anything? Like food, I mean.”

      He shrugged. “I can. Doesn’t do anything for me, though.”

      I had a lot more stupid questions about bogeypersons, but now wasn’t the time to ask them. He must’ve come here for a reason. I thought about telling him what we’d found out, that we had a very strong suspect — but then I considered his reaction when I told him we couldn’t actually locate the guy and decided against it.

      Abe, apparently, hadn’t arrived at the same conclusion, because he came in with the beers, sat down, and proceeded to tell Murdoch everything.

      The anger in him was clear, but Murdoch failed to flash into something terrifying and demand that we find Wallace right now. All he said was, “So your agent can find this guy, yeah?”

      “Most likely,” Abe said. “And then we arrest him.”

      For the first time in all this, I heard uncertainty in Abe’s voice when he talked about arresting the bastard. I’d been wondering how he was going to pull that off. There was no official investigation. He couldn’t even present the victim as evidence. So how could you charge someone with murder, when there wasn’t even a body?

      I wouldn’t bring that up yet, though.

      Murdoch didn’t really acknowledge the ‘arrest him’ part, but he didn’t protest it either. Instead, he turned to me and said, “And what about her soul?”

      This was news to Abe, since I hadn’t really explained it to him, either. “What about it?” he echoed. “I thought it just wasn’t there, or something.”

      “Um, yeah. It’s …” I took a long breath and wished Calla was here, so I didn’t have to explain this twice. I’d probably have to tell her tomorrow night. “The engine physically affects bodies, and souls,” I said. “I’m not sure how exactly. Something about the frequencies. For example, I think it forces you, I mean bogeypersons, into solid form.”

      Murdoch gave a curt nod. “Yes, I felt that, thank you,” he intoned. “So what happened to her soul?”

      Okay, so I was stalling. I had to just spit it out. “The engine ripped it apart,” I admitted quietly. “The same happened to Lothrian, and the vampires. And it will with anyone else they decide to attack with this thing.”

      “Those sick motherfuckers,” Abe growled, his tone reflecting the fury on Murdoch’s face. “I never thought anything could be worse than murder, but damn it, this qualifies.”

      Murdoch tensed, his fingers gripping the arms of the chair. “Is she suffering?”

      “Yes,” I said. No point in lying to him now. “I’m sorry.”

      “You’re sorry.” He closed his eyes — and when he opened them again, they burned red. “Fix it,” he said coldly.

      I winced. “You know I tried, with Lothrian. It didn’t work. I don’t know if I can —”

      “Fix it!” he roared, springing to his feet. “You’re the bloody DeathSpeaker. It’s your job to take care of the dead, and that’s what she is now, so you fix her.”

      Abe started to move, but I gestured him back. Murdoch wouldn’t do anything to me right now. This was grief talking, the absolute devastation of knowing that a loved one was gone and still not at peace and there wasn’t a damned thing you could do about it.

      But he was right … I could. I had to.

      “I will,” I said aloud. If I had to call on Kelwyyn again, or go to Cérunos himself, someone was going to explain to me exactly how I was supposed to do this job I’d been thrown into.

      For Precious. For all of them.

      Murdoch calmed down a fraction. Maybe he’d taken my word for it, but more likely he’d read my mind and saw that I meant what I said. “Fine,” he said, and changed the subject. “I came to tell you that we may have a problem.”

      “You mean a different one besides the ninety-nine we already have?” Abe said.

      “Unfortunately.” The bogeyman released a hard breath. “The survivors, the rest of us who live below — they’re pissed off,” he said. “Tired of living in the shadows and getting randomly slaughtered whenever these Milus Dei pricks decide it’s time to kill something. They want to come out and … well, conquer humanity.”

      “What?” I spluttered over the incoherent noise Abe made at the same time. “How many more are there?”

      Murdoch gave a half-shrug. “Hundreds. At least.”

      “Great,” I said. “That’s a pretty big fucking leap from hiding to conquering. Can’t we maybe find some kind of middle ground, like — I don’t know, occasional snacking?”

      “I talked them down, for now,” Murdoch said. “Told them you lot are in the process of stopping Milus Dei, and soon they’d be safe enough.” He looked hard at me. “You are going to stop them, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, we are.” There wasn’t as much conviction behind the words as I wanted, but I had every intention of seeing them through. Of ending this.

      “Good. I have to get back there, before Imogene and Caliban hurt themselves — or bloody Benji — trying to organize a damned coup.” He offered a slanted smile. “I’ll see myself out, shall I?”

      He walked into the kitchen. There was no sound of the door opening or closing, but he was gone all the same.
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      The next morning I was home by eight, and restless and irritated by nine.

      Since there was literally nothing else I could do until and unless Calla tracked down Richard Wallace, I decided to have another conversation with Cromwell. Tethys had left the skull here, so I might as well get started on those days and days it would take to translate the Scrolls. Despite my lack of options for doing anything useful, I suspected I might not be able to concentrate on a bunch of alchemical stuff that may or may not help while Milus Dei was out there ramping up to annihilate everyone. But I had to try.

      I laid the Scrolls out, found an empty notebook and a package of ballpoint pens, and summoned Cromwell. He appeared in the chair almost instantly, as though he’d been waiting for me to call him back, and stood to look over the table. “Have you found the ninth Scroll yet?” he said.

      “Welcome back. Nice to see you too,” I said. “And no, I haven’t. There’s a few more important things on my plate right now.”

      He huffed. “Nothing should be more important than retrieving that Scroll.”

      “Really? Because I can think of a few things,” I said, and told him about Milus Dei’s big operation to perfect and improve the difference exclusion engine, so they could show off their murdering and soul-shredding skills when Dante arrived in New York — which could be any day now.

      “I suppose you’re right,” Cromwell eventually said when I finished. “Stopping Dante is far more important than anything else.”

      “Yeah, well, I can’t stop him if I can’t find him. No one knows exactly where he’s going once he gets here, and New York isn’t a small place.”

      Cromwell appeared to give this some thought. “Dante will have a sanctum prepared,” he said after a minute. “Most likely a church. If you were to ask at all the churches, you’d be sure to find him.”

      I was laughing before he finished. When he looked offended, I said, “You don’t really have any idea how big this city is, do you?”

      “It can’t be that big.”

      “Oh yeah? Try about eight and a half million people, and a few thousand churches at least.”

      His stunned expression while he tried to contemplate that got me laughing again.

      “There must be a way,” he said at last when I’d calmed down. “Perhaps you could seek out churches similar to the Order’s headquarters — the Cathedral of the Light. It would be large, constructed of stone, with a grand steeple and tall stained glass windows.”

      “Great, so that narrows it down to about half the churches around here. Which is still thousands.” I shook my head. “I know you’re trying to help, and I appreciate it,” I said. “But unfortunately, we’re never going to find Dante by knocking on church doors.”

      “But you will find him,” Cromwell said. “You must.”

      “I know.”

      “And speaking of the Cathedral of the Light.” He started pacing in front of the table, one ghostly finger tapping his chin. “I mentioned that I didn’t know how to destroy Dante, but I may have just realized a way.”

      He definitely had my attention. “What is it?”

      “The Cathedral.” He nodded like he was convincing himself of something. “We created Dante’s form with Luna marble, mined from a private quarry in Italy that was operational in ancient Rome. And as he was to be the perfected representation of the Order, we chose to incorporate him into our sanctum, our home. So that a part of him would always be grounded within the community. Would remain part of us, as he would be the sum of our parts.”

      “Uh-huh,” I remarked, failing to see where he was going with this. Though it didn’t escape my notice that Dante was made out of marble named after the moon.

      “This part was the core of the material that shaped him. The heartstone,” he said. “It was harvested during the ceremony of creation, so that it would remain connected to him. And then, we incorporated the heartstone into the foundation of the Cathedral.”

      “Wait a minute. You’re basically saying that Dante has a heart, but it’s not in his body. It’s buried in a church foundation somewhere in England.”

      “Yes.” He smiled. “And if you destroy the heart …”

      “You destroy the body.”

      “Precisely.”

      I was suddenly glad I’d decided to talk to Cromwell.

      “Okay, so how do I find this heart of stone?” I said.

      “The exact location and position of the heartstone is recorded on the ninth Scroll,” Cromwell informed me. “Along with the instructions and formulas for creating the difference exclusion engine.”

      Of course it was on the ninth Scroll.

      “Hold on,” I said. “If Dante has the missing Scroll, then this whole heartstone idea is useless. I mean, wouldn’t he know that it could be used to destroy him? He’d have done something about it long before now.”

      But Cromwell was shaking his head. “Some of the information contained in the Scrolls, including all mention of the heartstone, was written invisibly.”

      “Yeah, well your invisible writing isn’t that hard to find,” I said, and pointed to the nearest segment of writing that had appeared with the reveal spell I’d cast. “I did it, and I wasn’t even trying.”

      Cromwell peered where I was pointing. “You used magic to accomplish this?”

      “A Fae spell.”

      “Dante is not Fae,” Cromwell said. “I’m certain he would not have found the hidden portions.”

      I wasn’t so sure, considering Dante had been pretty damned resourceful at forcibly recruiting Others to accomplish things he couldn’t. But I would deal with that possibility when it came up.

      For now, it looked like finding the ninth Scroll had just been bumped up several notches on my list of priorities — along with all the other fires I had to put out fast, before the whole world burned.
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      Abe’s bachelor-sized house was getting a little crowded.

      I’d been the first to arrive, and the two of us had dinner together for the third night in a row — subs from Jarder’s Deli this time, a neighborhood favorite. About an hour later, Tethys showed up in person. She hadn’t heard anything new from her contacts, but she’d said it would be helpful if everyone heard the latest developments at the same time. I figured she mostly wanted to hang around Abe, who was still oblivious to the signals she was throwing off.

      It was only a matter of time until she asked him to be her pool boy.

      Murdoch slunk in shortly after Tethys was settled. His mood hadn’t improved since last night, but at least he didn’t threaten anyone. He also didn’t have any new information, beyond the continuing restlessness of the Others who really, really wanted some payback.

      So it all came down to Calla. Who was late.

      I pretty much alternated between worry and outright panic until she showed up just after eight, full of flustered apologies about work that I waved off in favor of knowing she was alive. She followed me into the kitchen, accepted Abe’s offer of hot coffee that he’d just brewed, and sat down to realize there were a lot of expectant faces aimed her way.

      From the look on hers, I guessed her news wasn’t as good as we all hoped.

      She squared her shoulders and launched into it anyway.

      “So, Richard Wallace changed his name and had the records sealed,” she said. “He effectively placed himself in witness protection, only he skipped the part involving federal marshals. I did manage to get his new name, though. It’s Damarcus Abott.” She sighed into her coffee. “But there are no records of residence or contact information for his new identity. His funds were all donated to an unnamed charity. The only thing that shows up under the Abbot name is that he was ordained as a Catholic priest by Bishop Joseph Farr.”

      “Wait, so he’s still a preacher?” I said, and suddenly recalled the conversation with Benji — a man in a black dress, chanting in Italian. But I doubted Benji could speak Italian … or Latin, which was more likely what he’d been speaking.

      We were finally making some progress.

      Calla nodded a confirmation. “But if he runs a church somewhere, it’s not registered with any of the local diocese.”

      “I know Bishop Farr. He’s Milus Dei,” Tethys said. “I can track him down, find out if he knows where this Abbot is.”

      Murdoch made an agitated sound. “Got a better idea. How about I burn down every bloody Catholic church in this city, just to make sure we get the bastard?”

      “Don’t make me arrest you, Murdoch,” Abe said.

      “I’d like to see you try.”

      A brief shouting match erupted, and my mind went back to Cromwell telling me to look for a church that resembled the Order’s sanctum. Now that we knew there was definitely a church involved, we had a few more limiting factors that might help. Big with a steeple and stained glass windows wouldn’t cut it — but all that, along with the pure limestone that Calla identified from the trace evidence, and the fact that it was a Catholic church, could narrow the field considerably.

      “Hey, hold on,” I said loudly to cut through the bickering. “I might have something. I talked to Cromwell earlier, told him that Dante was coming, and he said to look for a church that’s like the Cathedral of the Light. If we can figure out what it looked like, it’s possible that with everything we have, we cut this down to a few dozen locations.”

      Tethys stared at me. “Or just one,” she blurted.

      “Uh-huh.” Abe turned sideways in his chair to look at her. “Pretty sure there’s more than one Catholic church in New York.”

      “Yes. But there’s only one Cathedral of the Light.” The stunned look eased slowly off her face, and her voice gathered strength as she continued. “It’s a historic building, but it’s not on any of the registers or listed with the diocese. In the late 1800s, the Cathedral was dismantled from its location just outside Brancaster Staithe, Norfolk, and shipped to New York, where it was reassembled. And still stands today.”

      Holy shit. I’d never been happier to know a historian, even if she was also a witch and a member of Milus Dei.

      Abe shot from his seat and grabbed his laptop from the counter. “Google Maps, here I come,” he said as he returned to the table and opened a browser window. “By tomorrow we’ll have this son of a bitch.”

      “Oh, you won’t find it that way.” Tethys flinched slightly when both Abe and Murdoch glared at her. “Only because it’s private and exempt property, and not included on any public records. But it’s here somewhere.” She leaned over to the map of Manhattan that Abe had pulled up and pointed to an area in Lincoln Square, tracing around a roughly four-block area. “Black limestone, Gothic architecture, triple spires. You can’t miss it.”

      Murdoch stood. “Let’s go, then.”

      “Whoa. Not so fast,” Abe said. “I told you, we need to do this the right way. That means a warrant — which I can get, but not until tomorrow morning.”

      Calla sat forward. “That’s damned fast for NYPD, Captain. I’m not sure even I could get a warrant that soon.”

      “Hey, us non-federal agents have our sources too,” he said with a grin.

      “Not fast enough,” Murdoch insisted. “If you all want to wait, go ahead. I’ll find the place myself, and —”

      “And you’ll do it without being seen, and then get the hell out of there.” Abe speared him with a look. “Scout the place out ahead of time. That’s fine. But you came to me for help, and we’re doing this my way. Not yours.”

      I was convinced Murdoch would keep arguing the point, but he sat back down with a huff. “Fine,” he said. “But when you go tomorrow, I’ll be there with you.”

      Abe nodded. “That was the deal.”

      I had reservations of my own. Namely that I didn’t think Abe had nearly enough to arrest this guy and actually make it stick. But I figured he knew what he was doing, so I wouldn’t bring it up.

      And there was a bigger concern I really didn’t want to mention: Dante was coming. He would head to the Cathedral of the Light. But if Abbot, who had to be in his employ, got arrested before he came, would Dante consider the location compromised? This was the only lead we had. If he went elsewhere, I’d never find him.

      Taking down the killer might destroy my only chance at ending Dante now, before whatever plan he had shifted into high gear — and caused more damage than I could ever fix.
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      Once we’d more or less cemented the plans for tomorrow, everyone headed their separate ways. I thought about staying at Abe’s again, but I kinda missed my own bed. It was nice to come home to, especially after years of not having a bed to call mine.

      Not that laying in my bed was helping me sleep.

      Eventually I got up and headed downstairs with the vague idea of fixing a snack or something. But nothing in the fridge looked appealing, and I didn’t feel like going out to get anything different. I paced around for a while, considered and dismissed the idea of talking to Cromwell again, sat in the living room and flicked through all of Netflix and Hulu before I gave up on that, too.

      I missed my brother. He would know what to do.

      Practically burning with frustration, I did another aimless circuit of the first floor. All of this, everything that was happening with Milus Dei developing ever deadlier weapons, and Precious and the rest being gruesomely murdered, and the Others planning a hostile takeover — it was only going to get worse, even after we took down Abbot. Especially then. Dante was the key to ending it all.

      I could take him out myself with just one word. Didn’t even have to touch him. If I could only get to the stone-hearted bastard.

      When my phone rang in my pocket, I just about jumped out of my skin. The unusual silence in the house must’ve unnerved me more than I thought. I pulled it out and didn’t recognize the number, but I answered anyway.

      “Gideon, it’s Tethys,” came in response to my cautious greeting. I could hear wind and distant traffic in the background. She was calling from outside somewhere. “I just spoke with one of my contacts, and I have some news I’m not sure how to handle.”

      A bad feeling rippled through my guts. “What is it?”

      “It’s Dante. He’s not coming to New York,” she said, and her voice dropped to a harsh whisper. “He’s already here.”

      I couldn’t manage a vocal response to that. Caution and something reflexive that was almost fear screamed through me. But a deeper part of me, the snarling beast that Dante created in my core when he killed Taeral — something that had never fully gone away — awakened to demand blood.

      And it didn’t want to wait.

      “Gideon?” Tethys said, barely above a whisper. “What should we do?”

      All the options flashed through my mind in seconds. We could forget going to the church, avoid going up against Dante unprepared, and maybe stake the place out and nab Abbot the next time he went somewhere. We could proceed as planned, go to the church tomorrow morning to arrest Abbot, and maybe I’d get the opportunity to kill Dante too. Or maybe he’d kill someone else I loved before I had the chance.

      But there was no way in hell I’d let that happen. Dante wasn’t going to lay so much as a finger on anyone I cared about, ever again.

      So option three was I go to the church alone, right now, and destroy his soul in a far more permanent way than his hired thug in priest’s clothing had destroyed Precious. Finish this without risking any more lives in the process.

      The beast demanded that I go with option three.

      “I’m not sure yet.” I lied to Tethys with absolutely no guilt over it, since she’d lied to me so many times. “How about we all talk about it in the morning when we get together, after Abe has the warrant?”

      I would’ve told her not to mention this to Abe at all, but I had a feeling that would pretty much guarantee she would tell him.

      “All right. If you’re sure we should wait.” She didn’t sound too sure about that herself.

      “I am, and we should,” I told her. “We already planned on tomorrow.”

      She didn’t protest again, and we ended the call. I stood there for a long moment, staring at the silent phone without really seeing it while I gave myself a chance to second-guess my insane, and possibly suicidal, plan.

      Was I really going to do this? Go up against Dante in the flesh, who was probably a thousand times stronger than he’d been in his Yusef-puppet, by myself?

      Yes. Yes, I was.

      I had to be the one who stopped him. Me, the DeathSpeaker, and no one else. That’s what everyone had told me from the beginning — Kelwyyn, the former DeathSpeaker; Nyantha, the ancient Sluagh psychic; Cérunos and the Morrighan, deities of the Fae; and Sir Livingston Cromwell, who’d created the menace that was Dante in the first place.

      Maybe I didn’t believe in destiny, but I believed in the tools I had. My unquenchable rage at everything Dante had done, my absolute determination to protect my family at all costs. Every brutal battle I’d survived to get to this moment, this confrontation.

      And, of course, the Word.

      Self-pep-talk finished, I threw on my jacket, grabbed my keys, and headed out the door, into the beginnings of a thunderstorm that had finally brewed itself up from the threatening, overcast gloom of the past few days.

      I would come with the storm, and strike Dante into oblivion.
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      Tethys had been right. The Cathedral of the Light was impossible to miss.

      I’d parked just outside the area she pointed out, and I could already see the central spire towering above the skyline a few blocks away. By now the rain was really coming down, and gusts of wind ripped the occasional sideways sheet of water that blasted me full-on and had me drenched within half a block. Over the city, lightning split the sky at regular intervals, timed almost perfectly with cracks of thunder that rolled and echoed down the concrete corridors I walked. Before long, the wind picked up to a nearly constant roar. It almost felt like the weather itself was trying to hold me back.

      I would’ve portaled here, but I didn’t know exactly where I was going. Until now.

      Soon the church itself came into view. ‘Big with stained glass windows’ didn’t even come close to describing the ornate audacity of the place. It was a massive Gothic nightmare, at once beautiful and terrible — as if every fallen angel in Hell had come together to design a dark, twisted tribute to the majesty of creation and damnation with the sole purpose of spitting in God’s eye.

      In fact, this place bore an eerie resemblance to the demonic church in Lightning Cove, where I’d managed to save Calla from being already dead. Except the Cathedral was easily four or five times bigger.

      Lightning flickered and flashed off the series of incredibly tall, thin arched windows that depicted scenes of conflict and war, death and suffering, salvation through sacrifice. The front doors, formed into a triple pointed arch that reflected the three spires crowning the building, were fifteen feet tall at the highest point and crafted from black wood with a gloss coating.

      The beast in me wanted to blast those doors to splinters and stride straight into the sanctuary like an avenging angel. But my survival instincts won that battle, and I slipped around the church to look for a side entrance.

      It didn’t take long to find one — a simple door under a small portico toward the back of the right side. I didn’t even have a guess about where it would lead, since I hadn’t spent a whole lot of time in churches except for when people died in one, but I knew it didn’t lead directly to the sanctuary. That was good enough for me.

      And the door wasn’t even locked. Definitely not normal for New York, but maybe these people were arrogant enough to believe they wouldn’t get robbed.

      I crept inside and resisted the urge to shake myself off. The rain had drenched me so thoroughly that water ran in streams and rivulets down my skin, even beneath my sodden clothes, and a puddle had already started to form around my feet. The air inside was cool and my body wanted to break out in shivers.

      If I caught the wrong person’s attention in here because I had to sneeze, I was gonna be really pissed.

      The door led to a crooked little back hallway with only one way to go. I followed it around the bend, annoyed that my shoes squished with every step, and it emptied into a kitchen that was practically the size of Abe’s whole house, complete with a restaurant-style dishwasher, two industrial mixers, three stoves, and four refrigerators.

      Did churches normally have kitchens? If they did, I doubted any of them were this big. They could feed an army out of this place.

      Chills went down my already cold spine as I realized they probably did.

      There was no one in the kitchen, or the equally massive pantry that I walked through next. On the other side of the pantry was a wide hallway. The closest end terminated in a door leading out the back of the church. An open door on the far side of the hall revealed stairs headed down — so probably a basement. And probably not where Dante was.

      I turned left, deeper into the church, listening for any signs of life as I moved. A few times I thought I heard distant voices, but this place was so big, they could’ve been coming from anywhere. I passed closed doors and increasingly strange open rooms — a giant closet filled with nothing but robes and weird buckle shoes, a library stocked with what seemed like seven hundred different versions of the Bible, a long, skinny room with a gleaming wood floor and a huge black cross on the far wall and nothing else.

      The hall ended in yet another closed door. As I approached it, I felt a sensation that I’d never personally experienced before — but Taeral had, when Dante took over Yusef’s body. The way my brother had described it was awful. And the actual feeling was so much worse.

      It was nothing. A great wall of pure, absolute nothing that absorbed even silence and reflected emptiness back. It was a void, a hole in the universe; the essence of existence to such a high degree that it cancelled itself out.

      Dante was behind that door.

      I couldn’t believe I’d actually found the son of a bitch.

      Every nerve in my body tensed with anticipation. I reached out, convinced I’d find this one locked, but the knob turned easily in my hand. As I pushed the door open, I sought the Word and held it in the front of my mind, knowing that I’d have to focus everything I had through it. The shape of its power burned like a beacon.

      There was light on the other side, muted and yellow and flickering. I held my breath and stepped through into a shadowed alcove that looked out onto a colossal sanctuary. Two rows of gleaming fifteen-foot-long pews with velvet padding, split by a wide center aisle that ran at least a hundred feet from the pulpit to the entrance. Tall, elaborate bronze candelabras flanked every pew, each of the hundreds of nozzles bearing a lit candle. The cathedral ceiling soared thirty feet above, and the near-continual lightning outside flashed colorful fractals through the stained glass as the rain beat against the windows that ensconced nearly the entire space.

      I moved carefully out of the alcove, trying to get a better view. There were recessed archways along the side walls between the towering windows, each holding a life-sized marble statue. Nine total, all of them male and carved in traditional, realistic Roman style. I had a feeling that if I looked closer, one of them would have Cromwell’s face.

      As I approached the edge of the platform where the priest would stand to address the masses, I spotted a tenth statue positioned on the floor in front of the pulpit. This one was arresting, stunningly beautiful — in an ominous, unsettling way that I couldn’t quite pinpoint. While the others were aged to dull ivory, the lone figure was almost pure white with the smallest breath of a blue tint that made it appear to glow with some inner light. The spotless white linen toga someone had draped on it looked dull in comparison.

      Its face was the most disturbing aspect. The eyes were blue gems, the perfectly symmetrical features carved into an expression of ultimate arrogance.

      The head turned toward me.

      I stopped breathing.

      Dante.

      The feeling that invaded me as I watched the statue come to life and approach was one of deep and instinctive dread, the primal core of humanity crying out in horror at the impossible made real. Grygg, at least, operated the way you’d expect from a living statue, with ponderous jerks accompanied by the grind of the stone he’d been carved from.

      But this … this thing moved with ease, in utter silence. As if it were no more substantial than Murdoch.

      And it kindled a rage far deeper than the encroaching dread.

      I would not stand here paralyzed by the sight of the ‘perfect’ man who’d caused so much suffering and death. I wouldn’t even give him the chance to speak. The Word burned, begging to be used. I thrust out a hand and lobbed it at him like a grenade.

      “Vinaśaka!”

      It tore from my throat and filled the great room, louder than the thunder outside. As the last syllable left my lips, an agonizing emptiness surged through me, as if I’d expelled everything under my skin and turned myself inside out. Jagged black lines shattered my vision, and I collapsed to the floor without feeling the impact. I couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, could barely breathe.

      There was no magic in me at all. I’d used every shred of it casting that terrible spell, and I sensed it would be a long time coming back.

      This was the cost of the Word.

      The silence surrounding me pressed against my eardrums, and I lay there waiting for my sight to return. I had to see him, to make sure I’d destroyed him, but my eyes refused to focus on anything. Shifting my position even slightly was impossible at the moment — it felt like the blood in my veins had been replaced with fire.

      It must have worked, though. I didn’t hear anything, and there was no way something that powerful had failed.

      After minutes or hours suspended in anguish, I started to make out shapes and colors. Somehow, I managed to exert enough pressure against the floor to roll over onto my back. The movement reawakened the fire in me, and I closed my eyes to concentrate on drawing breath after slow, steady breath until my head stopped swimming.

      Then I opened them to a shape looming over me, and words spoken in a voice like an angel. Specifically, the angel of death.

      “That was surprisingly unpleasant.”

      What was left of me shattered in defeat.

      I hadn’t destroyed him. Hell, I hadn’t even scratched him. All that power, and he was only slightly perturbed. The vaunted Word, the most powerful and deadly spell in existence, had done nothing but leave me utterly vulnerable to anything this beautiful monster felt like doing.

      If he killed me right away, I’d consider myself the luckiest nearly-dead man on Earth.
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      Dante didn’t kill me.

      He reached down, grabbed my shirt, and hauled me off the floor. There was no anger or malice in the gesture, and that just made it all the more chilling as he carried me across the room like a piece of luggage and deposited me in the front pew, facing the platform. I came damned close to passing out from the pain, but I refused to let him see that.

      Without a word, he crossed to the pulpit and slapped a palm against the front of the podium that supported a large, gilt-edged bible. A ring of alchemical symbols glowed into existence around his hand, and a pulse like a giant heartbeat surged from them, launching a concentric expansion of translucent ripples through the air that filled the room.

      I didn’t know shit about alchemy, but I could sense what he’d done. The church was wrapped in a barrier that no magic could penetrate, from either side.

      As if he somehow knew about the teleportation power I’d just picked up.

      “There,” he said serenely. “Now we can talk without you trying to escape, or kill me.”

      I clenched my jaw. “That word was the only thing I had to say to you.”

      He looked at me and gave a disappointed sigh, like I was a child who’d come to his house and scribbled on the walls. As if my attempt to kill him was little more than a petty nuisance. “Violence is so crude,” he said. “I thought we might seek a more elegant solution to our problem.”

      “Our problem?” I said. “My problem is you. So if you want to solve that, you can surrender. Or drop dead.”

      Damn it, I had to find a way out of this. If he was really going to just stand there and talk at me, maybe I could stall him long enough to get some of my mojo back.

      Except he was impervious to Fae magic. And DeathSpeaker magic, apparently.

      Dante fastened his blank blue gaze on me. “Our problem is the salvation of humanity,” he said. “That is my ultimate goal — the same as yours. To save the world.”

      I snorted. “Don’t give me that Christ-complex bullshit. You are not the savior of humanity.”

      “Aren’t I?” He moved a step closer, and every fiber of my being wanted to cringe away from his intensely unnatural perfection. But I could still hardly move. “I am the solution to every human problem,” he said. “Violence, disease, starvation, poverty, unrest. With me, humanity can realize absolute utopia.”

      “Yeah, how? By becoming statues?”

      “By becoming more.” Dante raised a hand and pressed it to his chest, like he was about to swear a solemn oath. “Do you not realize what my knowledge, my gifts, can bestow upon the world? Through the purity of alchemical balance, humans can eradicate suffering, even delay death itself.” His lips formed a mock-benevolent smile. “Like your human pseudo-father,” he said. “Surely you’ve noticed that Abraham grows older, weaker. Would you not wish to extend his life?”

      White-hot fury yanked me to my feet. “Don’t you even say his name, you monster.”

      “Ah, and there’s the righteous rage of the DeathSpeaker I have heard so much about.” That terrible smile remained. “A bit hypocritical of you, don’t you think? Or would you battle your way to the ends of eternity to reverse death for Abraham, or any of those you claim to love, as you did for your wretched half-brother?”

      The weakness came over me so fast that I dropped back on the pew to land with a jarring thud. I couldn’t even try to offer a response.

      “You have demonstrated the power to choose who lives, and who dies,” Dante went on in the same maddeningly calm tone. “You accuse me of believing myself the messiah? I accuse you of believing yourself a god. And a poor one, at that. One who selfishly chooses to save only those he personally deems worth saving. Whereas I would choose to save everyone.”

      “Would you, really?” I finally managed, even as I struggled to find my way out of the deep pit of doubt he’d cast me into. “Because by my count, you and your brainwashed minions have murdered a lot more than I’ve ever killed — or failed to save.”

      “Humanity, DeathSpeaker,” he said patiently. “This world belongs to humans. Your kind, and others like you, are an upset to the natural balance.”

      I glared at him. “Well, I’m part human, so my kind is everyone. And all of them, human and non-human, need protecting from you.”

      “Surely by now, you can see what you’ve been trying to protect.” Dante stepped forward, hands held out imploringly. “Vampires. Baughans. Shadow-spun, shambling nightmares. Creatures of pure evil that exist only to feed on innocence and extinguish the light of life.”

      His delicately sculpted hand lifted up as he gestured to take in the cathedral. “This place … this sanctuary, was made by humans, reaching out to a benevolent God to protect them from the horrors of this world. To give them comfort, and faith, and hope in times of fear. A place to celebrate in times of joy.” He sighed, a genuinely wistful sound that was unnervingly human coming from a block of stone.

      “And what have these abominations you’ve sworn to defend created, DeathSpeaker? Nothing. It is not in their nature to add to the glory of our world. They seek only to defile it, to steal away the things they desire, to destroy those that would curb their monstrous appetites.”

      He sounded so goddamned reasonable. I wanted to clap back, to tell him that Precious and Lothrian and Murdoch and even Benji were not soulless, malevolent monsters whose singular purpose was to consume humans. But the words died in my throat as I recalled what Murdoch had done to Daoin. How Lothrian and his friends would have slaughtered Abe and me, or tried to, if Murdoch hadn’t intervened. The hungry desperation in Benji’s eyes as he admitted that he’d tried to kill me, and as I forced him to promise that he wouldn’t drain Abe dry and leave him dead.

      How many people they would kill, if they decided to conquer humanity after all.

      Dante came closer, his footfalls as silent as a cat. “I can see the doubt in your eyes, DeathSpeaker. I know it well, for I too had experienced it in my early days.”

      I tried to heave myself to my feet, to find something heavy to smash him to dust with, to fight back against the wave of animal instinct telling me to flee from the sight of this thing that moved like a man. The surge of adrenaline just made stars explode behind my eyes, and I stumbled, falling toward the cold ground.

      Dante caught me in midair, as if I weighed no more than a leaf.

      “You might not believe me, but I once had hoped to save them myself,” calm, eminently logical Dante went on as I tried to wrench myself free of his grip. It was like trying to sumo wrestle with a bulldozer. “I spent decades researching ways to cure them from their unnatural conditions. I had hoped, as you no doubt still do, that in time these creatures could be brought into the light. That they could be redeemed and go on to magnify the glory of our world, to turn their talents to noble pursuits.” He deposited me back onto the pew, smoothing out my jacket like a loving mother even as my hands battered themselves against his unyielding form. “Do you know what happened when I tried?”

      I yanked myself away from his grasp long enough to sneer at his perfect face. “I can guess. You killed them all, because they wouldn’t take orders.”

      Dante’s look of mournful shame took me by surprise. “I did. But not quickly enough. By the time I had realized these monsters were beyond hope, they had slaughtered my inner circle.” He straightened himself to his full height and turned back to the pulpit, either convinced I was no threat, or begging for forgiveness from the gilded crucifix at the back of the altar. “A collection of the finest minds of their era. Philosphers, historians, poets. All men of God, who reached out to minister to those unfortunate souls.” The last word was literally ground out from between Dante’s marble teeth. “I can only dream of what wonders they could have accomplished, if I had not sacrificed them to my own naiveté.”

      The statue’s broad shoulders drooped, and he turned back to face me. “I do not blame them for what they did, you know. I realize now it is simply their nature. They descend upon our world as locusts upon a ripe field. But can you hate the locust? It simply does what it is ordained to do. And so do I.” The strength had returned to his voice, the brief façade of vulnerability evaporated. “This world belongs to humans. You have chosen the wrong side, DeathSpeaker. But it’s not too late. Stand with us. Help us save the innocent and cleanse the world of evil.” He paused to look hard at me. “We are the same, Gideon Black,” he said. “You and I. Together, we can stop them.”

      No. This was all bullshit. He was so confident, convinced of his superiority in every way. Overwhelmingly charismatic, so all his lies came out sounding implacably, rationally, and absolutely true.

      Like the cult leader he was.

      A bolt of determination ripped through me, and I shook off the effects of whatever spell he’d woven so deftly over me. “More like you and Charles Manson, you fucking lunatic,” I growled. “I am nothing like you. And you might as well kill me now — because if I get out of this, I will destroy you. I promise you that.”

      He laughed. It was the last reaction I expected, and it froze my blood. “Kill you? That won’t be necessary, now that your precious Word has failed,” he said. “You will survive to witness the consequences of your blind faith in these monsters— and you’ll wish you hadn’t.”

      I barely paid attention to his grandiose babbling. The flood of agony that filled me had finally abated to low tide, and I thought I’d be able to stand soon. Maybe I could still take him by surprise. If he’d decided that I wasn’t even worth killing, I might be able to rush him.

      The trifling fact that he was made of solid marble wouldn’t stop me from at least attempting to beat him to death with my bare hands. And I might’ve been just furious enough to do it.

      Dante seemed to sense me gathering myself for an attack, because he fixed me with a disgusted stare. “Perhaps I thought too highly of you, DeathSpeaker,” he said. “People rarely defy my expectations. I was convinced you’d see the error of your ways when the dregs of your world started to crawl out of their stinking sewers. But you seem determined to learn the hard way. So be it.”

      The ton of bricks that hit me along with that statement nearly shattered my bones. Now I knew why Lothrian’s body had been dragged all the way out of the Hive and up to the surface. And left to be found in Abe’s precinct. They hadn’t been trying to get away with murder at all. They wanted to get caught.

      Dante wanted me to find him.

      “You weren’t testing a new weapon,” I breathed. “You were baiting me.”

      “Please. The resonators needed testing. Using them to attract your interest was simply the most efficient way to accomplish my aims. Do you really believe you’re important enough to warrant a full-scale operation, merely to get your attention?”

      He sounded as condescending as ever. But for the first time, I saw a flicker of doubt in his cold, sapphire eyes.

      “Actually, yeah. I do.”

      I gritted my teeth against the oncoming pain and hauled myself to my feet.

      And the tiny, almost imperceptible downward flicker of his perfectly shaped lips sent another brickload of realization crashing into me.

      “You’re afraid of me,” I said. “I did hurt you with that spell.”

      “Hurt me?” He took a menacing step forward. “I am humanity perfected. I cannot be harmed in any way,” he said. “You, on the other hand, will soon curse your own unnatural durability.”

      At first I thought the sharp crack that filled the sanctuary was Dante breaking my spine with his mind, or something. But I was still standing, and the footsteps that followed the slamming sound didn’t belong to either of us.

      I was both overjoyed and more afraid than I’d ever been in my life to see Abe walk out of the alcove, gun-first, with Murdoch and Tethys flanking him.
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      Every part of me wanted to scream at Abe, tell him to get the hell out of here now before this maniac decided to write him off as collateral damage. But he’d never do it when I was so clearly in trouble.

      I’d just have to trust that Dante meant what he said about not bothering to kill people who weren’t a threat — with the glaring exception of me.

      “Didn’t anybody ever teach you to lock your doors in this city? Any asshole could just stroll right in,” Abe said with forced confidence as he walked toward Dante, his weapon never leaving him. “You’re under arrest for way too many counts of murder, conspiracy to commit murder, criminal coercion, unlawful imprisonment, extortion, blackmail, and probably a shitload of other stuff, up to and including being a total dick.”

      Beside him, Murdoch grinned. “I would’ve been happy just to get my hands on your little priest,” he said. “Throwing you into the bargain only sweetens the pot.”

      “By the way, Dante,” Tethys added, her features pale but determined. “I quit.”

      For a split second, Dante looked incredulous and just a tiny bit angry. Then he bestowed a coldly charming smile on them all. “How impressive,” he said. “I did foresee the possibility that someone would come to save the DeathSpeaker. I just didn’t envision that it would be any of you.”

      “Yeah? Well, foresee this, you insufferable wanker,” Murdoch growled and launched himself at Dante, already changing into something I couldn’t quite make out.

      Before he could finish the transformation, Dante raised a fist and opened his hand. Blinding light spilled from his palm, and for a few seconds, nothing existed outside the dazzling white shroud that enveloped the sanctuary.

      When the light faded, there was no trace of Murdoch.

      “Embarrassing.” Dante buffed his nails on the front of his tunic as if he’d smudged them. “Oh, and Captain Strauss, you’re free to leave,” he said. “Unless, of course, you’d like to watch me accept Lady Tethys’s resignation.”

      My stomach twisted itself into knots.

      He was going to kill her, and there wasn’t a damned thing any of us could do about it.

      But that wouldn’t stop Abe from trying. “You move another inch, and I’ll shoot you,” he said, his finger tightening on the trigger.

      Christ, I had stop this. The blast of light from Dante — I wasn’t sure, but I thought it might have done something to my dead spark. There was a pinprick deep inside me, a fraction of a speck struggling to latch on and kindle the darkness where my magic had been.

      And I still had a battery that might be able to jumpstart it.

      I braced myself for the pain I knew would come, and whispered, “De’àrsahd.”

      The moonstone lit up like Christmas. I was so relieved that I hardly registered the scourging anguish racing through me as my spark attempted to ignite.

      The glow commanded Dante’s attention. He looked from the pendant to me, a sneer already forming on his face at my pathetic attempt to defy him when I’d already failed. In truth, I was desperately trying to telegraph to Abe and Tethys that they should run, now, while Dante was distracted.

      “Tethys, no!”

      The hoarse shout came from Abe. I glanced over in time to see Tethys jump in front of him, arms raised as if she was about to cast a spell.

      “Honestly, Tethys,” Dante almost sighed, and snapped his fingers.

      Her head wrenched sharply to one side with a sickening crack, and she thumped to the floor, utterly motionless.

      Without a second’s hesitation, Abe pulled the trigger.

      The bullet hit Dante in the shoulder — where it flattened and bounced off, releasing a tiny metallic clink when it hit the wooden floor of the sanctuary. Dante barely flinched with the impact, but he blinked in surprise and glanced down at his shoulder for a brief second.

      That’s when I realized that he had been injured. Just not visibly. When I focused through the light of the moonstone on the place where the bullet hit, I could make out a faint shadow, the ghost of a crack. Some kind of viscous, gleaming fluid leaked from it. Not blood, but whatever he had that passed for it. Like molten gold or liquid sunlight.

      “Abe,” I said quietly. “Shoot him again.”

      Abe obliged. This time the shot spanged dead-center between his eyes, and his head snapped back a fraction. Another of those ghostly cracks appeared along the bridge of his nose, and more fluid oozed out.

      “Enough!” Dante roared, and clapped his hands over his head.

      There was another too-brilliant flash of light, and he was gone.
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      Abe immediately dropped next to Tethys and started searching for a pulse. He wouldn’t find one. I desperately wanted to sit down and catch a breath, maybe a nap, and that insane thought told me I was in danger of losing consciousness. So I stayed on my feet until Abe looked up and me and shook his head.

      “Yeah,” I rasped, too stunned to feel the horror and grief of what just happened. “I know.”

      He hauled himself upright slowly, the gun still in his hand. “Maybe we should go after him.”

      “He’s gone.” I could sense it. Dante had left the building. I didn’t know where he went, and at the moment I didn’t care. Seeing him murder Tethys — not just a human, but a powerful witch — with a snap of his fingers had left me so cold, I was surprised my teeth weren’t chattering.

      Yes, we’d weakened him. But not nearly enough.

      Abe stared at me, and I couldn’t tell if it was sorrow or disappointment on his face. Maybe both. “You shouldn’t have come here alone, kid,” he said heavily. “Why didn’t you wait until morning?”

      “It wouldn’t have mattered.” I pushed the words through numb lips. “Actually, it would’ve been worse if I hadn’t. He was completely invulnerable before I …” I broke off and swallowed, not sure I could really explain the Word without a long-ass back story and possibly an interpretive dance or two. “I’m sorry,” I said. “It was wrong, and I should’ve told you. But whether it happened tonight or tomorrow, the whole thing was a trap.”

      “What?” he croaked out.

      I shook my head. “It wasn’t a weapons test. Dante was trying to flush me out and get me to join him. To join Milus Dei. It worked … the first part, anyway.” I shuddered and glanced down at the body. “And Tethys died for it.”

      Oh, for goodness sakes, Gideon. Stop wallowing.

      The unexpected voice in my head was a bolt that nailed my brain to my skull. I staggered back and managed to plop my ass on the nearest cushioned pew instead of the hard floor. “I’m fine,” I gasped for Abe’s benefit and gestured vaguely in the direction of Tethys. “It’s her.”

      “Wait, is she … oh, right. The DeathSpeaker thing.”

      “Mmph.” I rubbed my head fiercely, trying to calm the throbbing. “Tethys, please don’t talk so loud. I think I have a magical hangover or something.”

      There was a rustling sigh, but it wasn’t in my head. It came from somewhere around Tethys’s body. From the stunned look on Abe’s face, he’d heard it too.

      We both stared as bluish-gray smoke started to curl from between her slightly parted lips, forming tendrils that twisted and circled one another in complicated patterns until the whole thing rippled into a semi-transparent but recognizable semblance of Tethys.

      “Er. Are you doing that?” Abe said.

      “Nope.”

      “I’m doing it,” the ghost of Tethys said. “I am a witch, remember? Really, this is just a simple manifestation.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly. My brain seemed to be lagging for some reason, and I wondered if there was any way I could reboot it. “I … I’m sorry for dragging you into this.”

      She smiled at me. “I came to you, Gideon,” she said. “From the moment I told you who I was, and what I’d done, I knew he would kill me. It was just a matter of when that happened. But I’m glad that my death helped to expose his weakness.” She turned her smile on Abe. “You are incredibly brave, Captain Strauss. I’m honored to know you.”

      “Uh, thanks. Sorry I wanted to arrest you.”

      “Oh, don’t apologize. That could have been fun.”

      Abe coughed and turned away, one hand going to the back of his neck.

      Tethys gazed at the spot where Dante had vanished from. “He has to be stopped,” she said. “I may be dead, but that doesn’t mean I can’t continue to help you. My mind is still intact. My body, on the other hand …” She looked down at it and sighed. “What a waste of thousands of dollars in plastic surgery.”

      I had to bite the inside of my cheek to hold back inappropriate laughter. At least she was taking her death well.

      “Well,” Tethys said. “Since it wouldn’t be practical for you to have a ghost following you around all the time, why don’t you go ahead and take a lock of my hair? Then you’ll be able to call on me whenever I might be able to help.”

      I was actually glad she’d suggested that. For some reason, it had never occurred to me to grab a little hair when I needed part of a corpse to summon its owner. I usually ended up taking a finger, or a whole hand, or a skull.

      This would be easier, and a lot less gruesome.

      I got off the pew with only minor difficulty, crouched down beside her body and took out my dagger. Once I’d sheared off a small hank of hair, I stared at it, completely blanking on what I should do with it now.

      Abe nudged me. I glanced up to find him holding out an evidence bag.

      “Oh. Good idea,” I said as I slipped the hair in and closed the seal. “Thanks.”

      “Yeah,” he muttered. “This is really frigging weird.”

      “Welcome to my world.” I grinned and straightened, tucking the bag and the knife into separate pockets.

      Tethys gave a nod, and her translucent form started to fade. “I’m sure I will see you both again soon,” she said. “In the meantime, perhaps you should get out of this place.”

      Just as she vanished completely, another voice came from the shadows of the alcove where the back entrance to the sanctuary lay.

      “I’m not going any-damned-where until I find that bloody priest and yank his spine out through his arsehole.”

      “Holy Jes — uh, crispy crackers!” Abe blustered as he spun toward the sound. “Murdoch. You’re a ghost now, too?”

      Low and bubbling laughter that sounded dredged from the depths of some ancient swamp preceded the bogeyman shambling out from the shadows, looking less human than ever. Parts of his flesh sagged and sloughed from his bones, and his face appeared to be melting away from his skull. “A ghost? Nah,” he said. “Takes more than a little flash of light to keep me down. Isn’t that right, Gideon?” One bloodshot, bulging eyeball rolled in my direction. “Still stings like a bitch, though. Now, let’s go and find Father Fucked, shall we?”

      Abe gave him a dubious look. “Maybe we should hold off on that until you … um, pull yourself together,” he said.

      Murdoch flapped a dismissive hand. Gruesome bits of him flew into the air with the motion. “That little appetizer you gave me should be plenty to tide me over,” he said as he slouched further into the sanctuary. “Your fear is like concentrated honey. Manna from heaven. Much more of that, and I could’ve overdosed. Happily, mind you.”

      Both Abe and I gaped at him. “You fed on me?” Abe said. “How?”

      “Oh, it turns out there actually is one thing you’re afraid of.” Murdoch raised an arm in a series of jerky motions and pointed a finger at me.

      Abe’s face darkened in anger. “You —”

      It was all he got out before the double doors at the other end of the sanctuary banged open to admit a tide of armed, black-clad Milus Dei soldiers.

      “Ah, fantastic,” Murdoch bubbled. “Dessert.”
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      I had no time to consider the implication that Abe really was afraid of me. Gunfire had already erupted all around us, and I caught glimpses of two of those satellite dish-backpack contraptions that Benji described as Abe dove for cover in front of the pew. He snagged my shirt, tried to drag me down with him, but I resisted long enough to fling my arms at the oncoming soldiers and summon whatever scraps of magic I’d managed to gather with the moonstone’s help.

      The screech of the engine’s deadly song burst across my brain at the same instant I shouted “Cíunaas!” with the last of my strength.

      At first I thought I’d failed, and Murdoch and I were both imminently dead. Then I realized that most of the pain was from exhausting my spark for the second time in the space of less than an hour. The sound was still there, but scaled back from brain-shredding shriek to a constant bright tone, like a hearing test that wouldn’t stop. Murdoch, who’d turned into a scarlet-eyed nun for some reason, had crumpled to his knees but was already getting back up.

      Bizarrely, the soldiers were still shouting, running around in some kind of battle formation, and firing their guns — in complete silence. At least they were starting to look a little confused.

      But the spell wouldn’t last long.

      I dropped down next to Abe, sweating heavily and gasping for breath. “They have two of those transmitters.” I was yelling, but I couldn’t help myself. “And I’m out of magic.”

      Abe leveled a grim smile. He reached into his jacket, produced his spare gun, and handed it to me. “Here you go,” he said. “Magic.”

      “I think I love you,” I said.

      He nodded, then sprang to his feet and let off two precise shots, one after the other. The hearing-test tone snapped off abruptly with the second shot.

      Abe crouched back down and threw me a look. “You’d better.”

      “More every day,” I said, unable to stop the grin that spread across my face as I wiggled the gun he’d handed me. “Should we arrest them?”

      “Yeah. Let’s.”

      We stood at the same time, weapons ready. The silencing spell chose that moment to wear off completely, and the sanctuary filled with alternating gunfire and screaming as the Murdoch-nun, now risen to about ten feet tall, surged through the ranks of soldiers swinging a yardstick the size of a small tree.

      Some of these assholes must’ve attended Catholic school.

      Abe and I started firing. I managed to hit something with one out of every two or three shots, while he struck his target every time. Unfortunately, continuing return fire meant that we had to keep diving behind the pew. Even with Murdoch growing slowly but steadily stronger and managing to incapacitate a few of them, we weren’t taking them out fast enough. They had sheer numbers on their side, and they would eventually overpower us.

      There was something else I could do. I’d finally figured out why my spark had struggled to come back, and why it had burned out again so quickly on a single small spell. It was because my DeathSpeaker magic refilled first — and I still had some of that. If I used the Lantern, I was pretty sure I’d be able to stop them all at once.

      I’d also traumatize Abe so badly that he might never speak to me again.

      But I would take that chance, because I’d rather have him forever afraid of me than dead. And I knew these soldiers wouldn’t bother taking him prisoner.

      I took a breath to bolster myself and handed Abe the spare gun back. When he started to protest, I said, “Get ready to arrest the survivors.”

      He blanched, and I saw it — the fear in his eyes. “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m playing the ace up my sleeve.” Somehow I managed to keep my voice from shaking, to prevent myself from betraying the awful sadness and shame that welled up in me with that look, from him. “You trust me, right?”

      He could still do that, even if he was afraid.

      “You know I do,” he said.

      “Good. Then cover me.”

      He gave a curt nod, stood, and started firing.

      I had to force my feet to carry me out from behind the safety of the pew, to the head of the center aisle. A few stray bullets zinged past me, one of them punching a hole in my jacket and grazing my side, but I barely noticed.

      Unable to look at Abe, I stared straight ahead.

      “Parik-sateh.”

      There was almost no strength behind the word, but it carried a conviction that was rooted in the core of my being to protect the man who’d saved my humanity, who’d been the only true father I had, at any cost. And the light that blasted from my eyes was strong enough to wash the entire sanctuary in phantom green, banishing the shadows from every corner and crevice all the way to the ceiling, even transforming the candle flames into flickering green sprites.

      If I’d looked in a mirror at that moment, I’d have probably scared myself to death.

      I was only partly relieved when it worked as intended. Everything stopped — all gunfire and movement and, it seemed, breathing. Even Murdoch froze in place and lost his demonic nun form as he shrank back to himself and cowered away from me.

      The last thing I wanted was to see what I’d done to Abe, but I forced myself to turn in his direction.

      And found him strolling casually toward me, a proud smile on his face and a bundle of plastic zip cuffs in one hand. “That’s one hell of an ace,” he said. “Think you can keep it up for a few minutes while I secure the rest of these shitheaps? I’d like to actually arrest somebody who’s still breathing today.”

      I laughed in an attempt to cover the lump in my throat. “I’ll help you,” I said, and held out a hand. “Citizen’s arrest. Always wanted to do that.”

      “Just tell ’em they have the right to sit still and shut the fuck up until I get some backup here,” he said, handing me half of the zip cuffs.

      We made short work of the surviving soldiers, cuffing their hands behind their backs, relieving them of their weapons, and zip-tying them to anything that was nailed down for good measure. Murdoch was waiting for us by the pulpit. When we approached, he suddenly found something fascinating on the ceiling and said, “Could you maybe turn off the death stare?”

      I shrugged. “Kavahta,” I said, and the green glow faded away. “You can look now.”

      Murdoch cleared his throat and slowly lowered his gaze. At least he looked like his quasi-human self now, instead of a Guillermo del Toro nightmare version of Swamp Thing. He opened his mouth, closed it, and jutted his chin out in defiance. “I guess that was pretty good, for a half-human … whatever you are,” he said. “Well done, little brother.”

      “Gideon.”

      Abe’s firm tone commanded my attention. I turned toward him, and he gripped my shoulders and locked his gaze on mine.

      “I will never be afraid of you,” he said. “I was afraid for you, and I always will be. Well, maybe a little less, now that I know you can do that scary-face stuff.”

      I could only nod my thanks, too filled with relief to speak.

      “Good talk,” Abe said with a bemused smile, and then let go and rounded on Murdoch. “And you don’t ever think about pulling that kind of bullshit again, understand?” he snapped. “You know damned well he would’ve let you feed if you asked him.”

      The bogeyman stared at his feet, abashed. “I was going to clarify, before these gobshites busted up the party,” he said — and then his head whipped up as absolute rage flooded his ruined face. “The priest,” he growled coldly. “I can hear his thoughts. Got you now, you sick, murdering bastard!”

      He pivoted sharply and dashed into the alcove.

      Abe and I immediately took off after him.
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      We just managed to catch a glimpse of Murdoch plunging through the door at the far end of the hall beyond the sanctuary, where I’d seen the stairs leading down.

      “Any idea where the hell he’s going?” Abe said as we ran the corridor.

      “I think it’s a basement.”

      “Great. More underground shit.”

      “At least it’s not the Hive,” I said. “Or New Brahma.”

      Abe made a choked sound. “Yeah, can’t say I’d ever want to visit a whole city full of vampires. Meeting one was enough.”

      “Especially if the one is Benji.”

      We reached the stairs and had to slow down. At least there were no sounds of death and destruction coming up from whatever waited at the bottom — yet. But the air was cool and damp, the draft current almost strong enough to form its own weather pattern.

      And there was a smell riding the draft that I didn’t want to think too hard about.

      The trip down reminded me of Cromwell and what he’d said about the heartstone buried in the foundation of the church. This whole building had been brought over from England, but they would’ve left the foundation at the site and built a new one here. Wouldn’t they?

      Tethys would know. I made a mental note to ask her, if this night ever ended.

      At the bottom of the stairs was a large room. Murdoch had stopped in the middle of it. I tensed and looked around, expecting to find him in a standoff with Wallace, but there was no one else there.

      No one living, at least.

      There were bodies slumped against the far wall. Four of them, human and dressed in Milus Dei black. Rivers of dried blood ran from their ears, and their death-glazed eyes bulged in fear. That was the smell I’d been trying not to focus on — the one present at every crime scene, in the morgue beneath the chemicals and in spite of all the air circulation, in my van after an especially nasty transport.

      Someone had been cleaning house. Those dead men had secrets that their bosses didn’t want them to tell.

      Which, of course, meant that I had to make them.

      Abe and I approached the bogeyman, and my mind spun with the extent of the operation here. The bodies, the workstations, the half-assembled equipment on its way to becoming more deadly weapons. All to force me to come to Dante.

      I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be able to tell Murdoch that’s what happened. That Precious, and everyone else, had died because of me.

      “I know, little brother.” He turned to face me with a haunted gaze. “Told you, you’re easy to read. But I don’t blame you. I blame him.”

      I wasn’t sure if he meant Dante or the priest, but it probably didn’t matter. Besides, I would blame myself plenty.

      That way I’d never forget exactly why Dante had to be destroyed.

      Abe stood beside me, his expression a careful blank. “You sure the guy’s down here?” he said to Murdoch. “I’m not seeing anyone.”

      “Oh, he’s here.” Murdoch pointed to a closed door at the far end of the room.

      A look passed between them that I couldn’t interpret, and Abe nodded.

      That was when the door he’d indicated banged open, and Abbot came out wielding the third transmitter.

      I collapsed as the deadly sound filled my head, dimly aware of Murdoch dropping to one knee and Abe drawing his weapon. But before he could fire, Abbot flicked a switch on the handle of the sound machine.

      Abe snarled and clapped both hands over his ears, his gun clattering to the floor.

      The bodies against the wall. Bleeding ears.

      They must have found a frequency that worked against humans, too.

      Abbot approached easily. As I struggled to focus on him, I realized he was wearing industrial ear protection and the most unpleasant smile I’d ever seen.

      “And here you are. The DeathSpeaker.” Abbot’s voice was amplified somehow, as if it’d been wired directly into the lethal scream that pounded through my skull. “My predecessor failed to terminate you, but I won’t make the same mistake. Human, Fae — every part of you will die at my feet.”

      His attention was focused so completely on me, he didn’t notice what Murdoch was doing. If I had any control over my body, my eyes would’ve popped out of my skull.

      The bogeyman was dropping a tab of acid. Where the hell did he even get that?

      Benji. Of course.

      “I’m honored to be your executioner,” Abbot went on, oblivious to Murdoch’s successful attempt to get on his feet. “And when my master sees what I’ve accomplished—”

      At that moment, Murdoch reached Abbot and casually tore the noise contraption away from him, looking dazed with wonder, as if the hands ripping the transmitter device to shreds belonged to someone else. “Hey. Good job there,” he said vacantly to himself.

      The sound ceased and I scrambled my way over to Abe, who was just getting to his feet. At the same time, Abbot finally realized he had a very serious problem on his hands.

      “How?” the priest spluttered, stumbling back from the blank-faced bogeyman. “The Engine is perfection. It cannot fail! You should be dead, you disgusting abomination.”

      Murdoch’s head came up, and at once his eyes were laser-focused. The grin that split his face was terrible to behold. “Abomination? That I am,” he said, advancing on the priest. “Oh, but you, my sweet morsel,” he practically purred. “You are so perfectly … human.”

      And then he changed.

      Whatever it was he turned into, the vision was definitely acid-powered. Some kind of nightmare creature mash-up with tentacles and too many eyes, and a thousand bright colors and warped shapes jammed together to scream wrong in so many ways. It hurt my everything to look at, and I turned away fast.

      Abe had his back to the scene too, and I tried to look him over, make sure he wasn’t too banged up. At least only one of his ears was bleeding. My head still rang with a steady undertone, but the remnants of sound were fading fast. “Can you hear me?” I asked him.

      He blinked, shook his head and gave a deliberate yawn, like he was trying to pop his eardrums. “Well, that sucked,” he half-shouted.

      So I guessed the answer was no.

      After a minute, we dared to glance back. Murdoch had toned down the acid trip and become a skin-crawling version of the Grim Reaper, looming over a cowering Abbot. The priest’s mouth was open, but no sound emerged. Instead, there was something like a heat shimmer in the air that seemed to lead from his parted lips to Murdoch’s nightmare-inducing face — as if the bogeyman was sucking out his soul.

      And then he stopped, and became Murdoch again.

      Abbot slumped and tried to crawl away, loudly begging for his life. He only made it a few inches before Murdoch planted a foot in his ass and sent him sprawling full-face on the floor. “I’m not going to kill you,” he said in silken tones as he walked around the prone man, grabbed a handful of hair, and jerked him to his feet. “You’re going to be arrested. Spend your life in jail.” He leaned in with a leer. “And every night, when the shadows swallow your cell … that’s where I’ll be. Waiting for you.”

      The priest blanched deadly white. “No,” he whispered, shaking his head violently. “You can’t do this to me.” His color returned slowly as he looked from Murdoch to Abe and me, the fear supplanted by outrage. “You can’t arrest me,” he sneered. “Do you know who I am?”

      “You’re the bastard who killed my Precious,” Murdoch spat, commanding his attention again. “Nothing else matters. Not your power, your money, your influence, your friends.” He took a step toward Abbot, who’d started to tremble. “Oh, my delicious, fragile, tiny speck of insignificant evil. Don’t fear death.” His grin surged back. “Fear me.”

      This time, Abbot screamed.

      He was still screaming when Abe went over and put the cuffs on him. “You’re under arrest for all sorts of shit,” Abe said. “Let’s start with assaulting an officer. I’m sure we can build on that charge later.” He looked to Murdoch. “You want to deposit this scumbag upstairs with the rest of them?”

      “With pleasure.”

      Abbot drew in a huge, tearing gasp. “No! Don’t leave me with him—”

      Murdoch unraveled into shadow and surged over the struggling priest. And they were both gone.

      “Well, damn,” I said into the silence they left behind, the beginnings of a grin on my face. “You arrested the hell out of him.”

      “Yup. Never got that warrant, but I’m pretty sure we can count on a confession.” He winced into a rueful smile. “My head is killing me. How’s yours?”

      “Like fresh-ground hamburger.”

      Just then, Murdoch rippled out from the shadows under one of the table. “You were right,” he said to Abe. “Murdering him wouldn’t have been nearly as satisfying. He’ll pay so much more this way.”

      Abe nodded. “You’re welcome.”

      The three of us stood there in silence for a moment, and I tried to quiet all the thoughts racing through my head, demanding attention. Right now I just needed to breathe. To remind myself that this was a victory, even if it didn’t feel that way. Yes, Dante had escaped alive. But we’d stopped a man who enjoyed murdering girls and throwing his money around to get away with it. We’d shut down the most powerful weapon Milus Dei had managed to bring against us so far.

      Well, we’d mostly shut it down. There was still one part left to destroy.

      I headed for the bodies slumped against the wall.

      “Gideon?” Abe called after me. “What are you doing?”

      “Finding out where they put that damned engine.” I stopped in front of the dead and reached out for the closest one. He was easy to find — so the human-calibrated noise didn’t damage their souls, at least. I wouldn’t be able to project a glamour for him, since my spark was still flat, but I intended to make this fast.

      As the dead man’s soul started gibbering, I interrupted sharply. “Where is the machine?”

      Behind the bookcase. There’s a hidden lever. Don’t know where.

      “Great. Thanks.” I started to let him go.

      I’m so sorry.

      The whisper caught my attention, and I paused. “For what?”

      We fixed the machine. We didn’t know. Misery layered his soft voice. Abbot told us that the engine was a source of cleansing energy. By the time we figured out what he was cleansing … I felt his mental shudder. They made us finish at gunpoint, and then ‘tested’ the human frequency on us.

      I thought about saying it was fine, that was just how Milus Dei operated, and a lot of otherwise decent people had been caught up in their lies and half-truths. But I didn’t have the energy to console any more redeemable bad guys today.

      So I let him go without another word, and looked around for a bookcase.

      There was exactly one in the room, against the wall to the left of the stairs. “It’s behind that,” I said for Abe and Murdoch’s benefit as I headed toward it, stopped and tugged hard on the side. It didn’t move, which meant it was attached to the wall.

      I started feeling along the back edges of the bookcase, hoping to find the hidden lever.

      After a few minutes, Abe and Murdoch came over and watched me with confusion. “Kid, what are you doing?” Abe said.

      “Um. Looking for a lever.” I told them what the dead man said. “My magic is still burned out, so I can’t unlock it that way.”

      Murdoch cocked his head, a thoughtful look on his face. “Step back a minute,” he said.

      I did.

      He moved up, grabbed either side of the shelves, and ripped the whole thing from the wall. It came away with a series of crunching splinters and revealed vast space behind it. Murdoch tossed the shelves and the heavy door they’d been attached to casually aside.

      “That’ll work,” I grinned.

      We hit the jackpot behind the secret door. Another big room, containing the difference exclusion engine and half a dozen completed transmitters. The ninth Scroll was in there as well, tacked to the wall with no more care than a kid hanging up a band poster. I took it down and settled it awkwardly in my jacket.

      Abe and I tackled the engine — him with bullets, me with a length of iron pipe I found among the detritus at the workstations. Murdoch handled the transmitters. It felt like a hollow victory, destroying all this after they’d already managed to kill so many with the fruits of their poisoned labor, but at least we’d managed to close off one more avenue of mass destruction for them.

      And we’d gotten one step closer to taking the king off the board forever.
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      After a quick check in the sanctuary to make sure all the assholes Abe had arrested were still secure, the three of us gathered by the back door. Abe had to call for backup soon, which meant that Murdoch had to make himself scarce.

      I’d stick around, but I would stay out of sight until someone officially called me for a body transport.

      “So, I have to ask,” I said. “How’d you guys know I was here?”

      Abe glanced down the hallway. “Tethys,” he said. “She came over to my place after she called you. Told me about Dante being in the city, said you wanted to wait until morning and figure out what to do there. To which I called bullshit.”

      “Uh, yeah. Good call,” I said sheepishly.

      “Don’t ever think I don’t know you,” Abe grinned. “So anyway, she did this thing where she could see you in her mind or something and, big surprise, you weren’t home anymore. You were here.”

      I couldn’t help smirking. “She scryed on me.”

      “Yeah, that,” he said. “She says you’re about to get killed, and you’re frigging twenty minutes out, so this guy—” he jerked a thumb at Murdoch, “—grabs us both and drags us through, I don’t know, some kind of nightmare? Then we’re here in five seconds.”

      “So he took you shadow-diving,” I said. “Lucky you.”

      Murdoch shrugged. “I’d already scouted the place out, so I knew exactly where you were.”

      “And we got here just in time,” Abe added with only a hint of rebuke.

      That was true. Dante wasn’t going to kill me, but he’d been seconds from torturing me, and there was no way I could’ve stopped him. I absolutely believed he would’ve made me wish I was dead.

      “Thank you,” I said. The words weren’t nearly enough to convey my gratitude, but it was all I could come up with at the moment.

      Abe patted my arm. “Frost would’ve come too, but I didn’t call her,” he told me. “Her cover’s still intact. We can’t risk her losing that.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I was going to catch seven kinds of hell from her when she found out what happened, but I’d take it. And she would see the point about not blowing her cover.

      Eventually. I hoped.

      “Speaking of your girlfriend,” Murdoch said. “I’d like to have Precious back now.”

      I nodded. “What are you going to do with her?” I asked reluctantly.

      “Not sure yet,” he said with a slight tremor. “All I know is that I can’t bury her. Can’t … leave her in the dark forever.”

      The pain in his voice went straight through me and stabbed at my heart. I fully intended to heal her soul, whatever it took, but I didn’t think it was possible to keep her permanently out of the darkness.

      Except maybe it was.

      “I might have an idea,” I said, careful not to sound too hopeful. “If I ask Calla to bring Precious over to Abe’s, can you meet us there after we wrap up this mess?”

      Murdoch nodded. “I’ll be there,” he said, and opened the door to the night.

      He slipped out without another word.

      I turned to Abe and gestured at the door. “I think we both have phone calls to make,” I said. “I’ll wait outside, maybe catch a little moonlight to recharge if the weather clears up. You’ll be okay in here?”

      “Yeah, they aren’t going anywhere,” he said. “And you’re not either. Right?”

      “Right,” I grinned. “See you on the other side of this thing.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      Abe headed back to the sanctuary, and I stepped outside and closed the door. The storm was over, the cloud cover that had blanketed the city for the last few days finally breaking up into gray cotton batting that allowed the moon and a few brave stars to peek through. I stole a few minutes to soak in whatever healing I could from the weak light, and then got my phone out and dialed.

      Calla answered after the first ring. “What’s wrong?” she said breathlessly.

      “Nothing, now,” I said.

      And I told her everything.

      It took me a long time to get through it. She only interrupted a few times to ask questions for clarification, and when I finished, she fell silent. Only I couldn’t tell whether it was a reflective silence, or an I’m-thinking-about-the-best-way-to-kill-you silence.

      Finally, she said, “You could have just told me about Precious’s soul.”

      “Wait a minute. So you’re not mad that I went all reckless loner against Dante and almost got myself killed?”

      “Oh, I’m mad about that,” she said. “But I understand why nobody called me. Abe is right. I have to maintain my cover.”

      I nodded, and then remembered she couldn’t see me. “Agreed,” I said. “So, er, I know I’m an idiot, but can you tell me why you’re so mad about the soul thing? Because I didn’t get it then, and I don’t get it now. I was just trying not to make you feel even worse about everything.”

      “You are an idiot,” she laughed. “Gideon, you don’t have to hide things from me to protect my feelings, especially if they’re affecting yours. I want to know when you’re hurting. If I don’t know, then I can’t help.” She paused, and then added, “I don’t want any secrets between us.”

      “Except when it’s classified,” I said with a smirk. “Okay. I get it.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah.” I not only got it, but I understood why the argument had confused me in the first place. I’d never been this close to anyone before, never cared for anyone in quite the same way I cared about her. And being a dumbass at relationships, it hadn’t occurred to me to consider that she felt the same way. That she wanted to protect my feelings and take away the pain when she could. Just like I’d do for her.

      She agreed to bring Precious to Abe’s. I was about to end the call when she said, “Gideon … about Dante.”

      There was so much reluctance in her tone that for just a second, my thoughts flashed back to the argument and the suspicion that she’d been digging for something. No matter how I tried, I couldn’t quite shake that feeling completely. “What about him?”

      “Um. The Word didn’t work.” I could practically hear her biting her lip. “How are we going to stop him?”

      I hadn’t explained to her about the heartstone yet. Not that I was keeping it from her, but it was another long story that didn’t have much to do with what was happening now, and I’d rather take the time to tell her properly. “One way or another,” I said.

      “So you don’t have a plan?”

      There it was again. The sense that she was probing.

      I had to stop thinking like that.

      “We can talk about it at Abe’s,” I said as the first sounds of approaching sirens drifted through the rain-soaked air. “I’ll see you soon, okay?”

      “Okay,” she agreed readily enough.

      My uneasy feeling lingered as we ended the call and hung up, but I put it aside.

      I still had a lot to do tonight.
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      Murdoch was waiting when Abe and I took my van back to his place.

      Calla had been by to drop off Precious but said she couldn’t stay. I’d managed to once again banish most of my unease over her behavior, but I knew that a small part of me would remain on guard. I’d trust her; just not blindly.

      I’d been burned too many times to have it any other way.

      Precious was in the spare bedroom. I was grateful to see that she hadn’t been sliced up and stitched back together, thanks to the whole virtual autopsy thing. Maybe they should do them all that way. But then again, the NYPD probably didn’t have a budget as big as the NSA.

      The three of us gathered around the bed. I didn’t even want to try the spell I’d failed to perform on Lothrian again, but I had to do something. I couldn’t let Precious, or any of the engine’s victims, stay in eternal torment.

      So I’d just have to call someone to help me.

      “You guys stay with her for a minute,” I said, already heading for the door. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Hold it, little brother.” There was a warning note in Murdoch’s voice. “Where are you going? You said you’d fix her.”

      “And I will. Five minutes,” I told him. “Trust me, okay?”

      He didn’t look like he wanted to, but he relented. Abe just nodded.

      I moved through the darkened house and headed out the back door. Wasn’t sure how this would work with him dead now, but being outside seemed to help the last few times I had to contact him. I sat on Abe’s back stoop and closed my eyes.

      “Kelwyyn,” I said. “I need your help.”

      The now-familiar swooping sensation filled me, but this time when it stopped and I opened my eyes, there were no impenetrable green Mists. I was in the Autumn Highlands cabin where I’d found Kelwyyn when Cérunos sent me after him, seated across a cozy kitchen table from my purple-skinned predecessor.

      “Gideon,” he said with a smile. “Are you not supposed to allow me to rest in peace? I am dead, after all.”

      “Yeah. Hope you’re enjoying that,” I said. “Let me just get straight to the point here. You know those DeathSpeaker powers I’m supposed to have now?”

      His brow arched up. “Yes?”

      “They don’t work.” I gave him the short version of the shredded souls and the restore spell that amounted to jack squat. “And I’ve got a bogeyperson who’s waiting to tear my limbs off if I don’t fix this, so maybe you could tell me what I’m doing wrong here,” I finished.

      Kelwyyn folded his hands in his lap and thought for a moment. “As I’ve not had access to the full powers of the Lantern myself, I cannot say with any certainty what’s gone wrong,” he said. “However, legends suggest that the Lantern itself is some type of soul crucible, a forge where souls can be shaped.”

      “Or repaired,” I said. “So if I draw the fragments into the Lantern …”

      He smiled. “Aye.”

      “Works for me.” I stood and gave him a nod. “I’ll let you get back to your peaceful death now. Thank you.”

      “Of course. Do you need me to send you back?”

      “Nah, I’ve got this.”

      I closed my eyes. When I opened them again, I was back at Abe’s. At least there were still a few things I could figure out on my own.

      Even if all this swooping around between realms made me a little dizzy.

      I went back into the house, mentally searching for the right spell, and found it. “Tiraz drah’kata,” I murmured, focusing on the mark of the lantern that was emblazoned on my hand. Part from me. Green-gold mist swirled from my fingers, and the staff holding the Lantern of Ghairm formed in my hand.

      When I stepped into the spare room, Abe and Murdoch took one look at me and moved away from the bed.

      I held the Lantern over the body. The fragments of Precious’s soul were clearly visible in the green glow, floating and swirling aimlessly through the air above her. With a simple thought, the scattered threads and flecks pulled themselves into the Lantern like filings drawn to a magnet, and the light inside the glass intensified to a blinding brilliance.

      This time, it had to work.

      I closed my eyes, and whispered, “Nyaní.”

      Finally I could see her, the shape of her in the gloom behind my closed lids, watching me with guarded curiosity. I was so relieved that I almost cried. I’d have to do the same for Lothrian and all the vampires, but at least I knew I could.

      Who are you? Precious whispered shyly.

      “A friend,” I murmured with a smile. “I have someone else who’d like to talk to you. Do you mind if I bring you to him?”

      She took a tiny step back. Will it hurt?

      “No,” I promised her, my heart breaking a little. “Not even a tiny bit.”

      Okay.

      I opened my eyes, blinked a few times, and projected her from the Lantern back onto her body. The blue tinge of death faded from her flesh almost instantly, her features relaxing into the appearance of slumber. Her limbs straightened, her eyes fluttered open — and unerringly found Murdoch.

      She sat up. “Papa?”

      Murdoch nearly knocked me down as he lunged for the bed, landing on his knees beside her. He scooped her into his arms and pressed her tight to him as her small hands came up to lace behind his neck, and she buried her face in his chest.

      I had no idea how he was able to hold a glamour — probably something to do with questionable bogeyperson physics — but I was glad he could.

      “Can you lot give us a minute?” Murdoch said thickly without turning.

      Abe looked at me, and I nodded. The glamour would hold well enough if I wasn’t in the room. We stepped out, closed the door and moved a little way down the hall.

      “Just have to put this away,” I said under my breath, and looked at the Lantern. “Ila drah’stavyam.” It glowed and poured itself back into my hand, fading slowly to leave its mark behind.

      “Okay, then,” Abe murmured.

      I shrugged, and we waited in silence.

      Around ten minutes later, the door opened and Murdoch stuck his head out. “All right. She’s asking for you,” he said.

      When we came back in, Precious was sitting on the bed with Murdoch beside her, holding her hand. She beamed at both of us. “Your name is Abe, and yours is Gideon,” she said, pointing to each of us in turn. “Papa told me what you did. You caught that awful man, and you fixed my soul. Thank you so much.”

      “You’re very welcome,” Abe said roughly as he tried not to let anyone see him wiping his eyes.

      I let him speak for both of us, since my throat was clenched shut.

      Murdoch looked at me with eyes that were more red-rimmed than usual. “So, this idea you had,” he said. “About the dark.”

      “Right. I don’t know how you’d feel about this, but …” I took a breath. “We could bring her to Arcadia,” I said. “The moon never sets there, so there would always be light.”

      Precious gasped in delight and clapped her hands together. “I love the moon! Can we go to Arcadia, Papa?”

      “Oh, little bug …” Murdoch reached out and stroked her ghostly hair. “You’d be so far from me,” he murmured. “What will I do without my only heart?”

      She smiled and placed a hand on his chest. “I am always right here,” she said, and then guided his hand to hers. “And you’re always here. No matter how far we are, we never leave our homes.”

      Murdoch shuddered and bowed his head.

      “It’s okay, Papa,” Precious said. “I know I can’t come back, but … the world has always been too dark for me. And this way, when you come to the light, I’ll be waiting.”

      He looked at her and smiled. “Then we’ll go to Arcadia.”

      The joy that filled her face brought fresh tears to my eyes.

      Abe and I retired to the hallway again, to give Murdoch some privacy so he could say goodbye. “I guess I can’t complain too much,” Abe said once the door was closed and we’d moved away. “At least I know where you’re going this time.”

      “Hey, I meant what I said about keeping you in the loop from now on,” I told him. And it’d be a hell of a lot easier now, knowing he wouldn’t be afraid of me — or lose his mind from witnessing all the impossible shit that magic could produce. If that hadn’t happened over the last few days alone, it was never going to.

      Which gave me an idea.

      “So,” I said. “Since this is going to be a short, violence-free trip … do you want to come over?”

      His brow furrowed. “What, to fairy world?”

      “Yes, but don’t let anyone hear you call it that,” I laughed.

      “You want me to go to Arcadia.” The frown smoothed out slowly, and he almost smiled. “Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad,” he said. “I wouldn’t have to fly, for one. I hate the damned airport. And I was planning on taking a personal day tomorrow, anyway, because keeping up with you is exhausting.”

      “It’s settled, then,” I said. “And don’t worry too much about the wildlife. Only half of it wants to eat you.”

      “Yeah, that’s great. So what does the other half want to do?”

      I grinned. “I think you’re going to love Arcadia.”
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      Last-minute concern flooded me after I’d opened a portal to Arcadia and Murdoch had already walked through. The glow of my moonstone tended to disintegrate him, and I’d just let him step into the eternal Arcadian moon, which was a hundred times more powerful.

      But when I crossed over after Abe, Murdoch was far from exploded. In fact, his face was completely …. normal. No trace of the bogeyman inside remained, not even so much as a bloodshot eye.

      He seemed embarrassed about that for some reason, so I decided not to ask.

      I’d brought us to the safest, most peaceful place I could think of, which happened to be a field not far from the Unseelie palace where we’d gathered for a similar goodbye to Levoran. Of course, normally it would be neither safe nor peaceful. But right now, with the nobles gathering in preparation for the council, no one would pay attention to us here.

      It was also far enough away from the Seelie palace that Taeral wouldn’t sense my presence in Arcadia and rush out to save me.

      “Er,” Abe said once we were all through the portal and it had closed behind me. “The grass is blue.”

      I had a feeling that wasn’t the only thing on his mind, this being his first visit to a place that wasn’t even on Earth, but he’d process it all eventually.

      Murdoch stood in the middle of the knee-high grass, clutching the glass jar that contained Precious’s ashes and looking around. After I released her soul, he’d decided that he wanted to cremate her, to free her body from the awful contortions she’d undergone in death. He’d gone off alone to take care of that and returned before sunrise.

      At least Abe and I had gotten a nap in before we crossed the Veil.

      “All right. This will do,” Murdoch said at length, and pointed to a lone tree on a slight rise at the far edge of the field, ten or fifteen feet from where the grassy expanse bordered the Unseelie Wood. “I think she’d like that spot.”

      We hadn’t discussed any sort of ceremony, but one seemed to occur naturally. Abe and I followed Murdoch in a solemn procession to the tree, the only sounds our footsteps rustling through the grass and the whispering chatter of the trees as a soft wind blew through the bare branches.

      Though the trees of the Unseelie realm remained forever leafless, there was no grass growing beneath this one. Instead, the ground of the small hill was carpeted with a layer of soft, multi-colored moss that sparkled like gems in the moonlight — as if it was meant to be an eternal resting place for a little girl who loved the moon, but was afraid of the dark.

      We stood in silence for a full minute. Then, Murdoch carefully uncapped the jar and tipped it, sprinkling the bone-white ash over the moss. “Goodbye, my only heart,” he murmured softly as the ashes formed a small cloud that danced on the breeze for a brief moment, and then settled into the ground.

      I heard a tiny sigh of contentment in my head, and couldn’t help a smile.

      Murdoch returned the cap to the jar and nestled it on the ground at the base of the tree. Then we moved to the other side of the hill, facing the woods, and sat down. There was no sense of urgency to get back. And it seemed right, somehow, to sit with her for awhile and just … exist.

      The bogeyman seemed content to lean against the tree with his head tipped back, watching the unfamiliar stars. Abe and I had settled a short distance away, and for a few minutes he looked around as if he was searching for something specific.

      Finally he said, “Is this all there is to fairy world? Blue grass and dead trees?”

      A laugh caught in my throat. “Uh, no. It’s a big place, and there’s no way to see it all from here.” I pointed toward the right, beyond the field. “The Unseelie palace is that way,” I said, and then nodded at the forest. “That’s the Unseelie Wood.”

      “So where are we now, the Unseelie Field?”

      “Yeah, something like that,” I smirked. “Sitting under the Unseelie Tree. I think the Unseelie Rock and the Unseelie Bush are around here somewhere, too.”

      “How about you shut your Unseelie mouth?” Murdoch quipped dryly, but I caught the faint teasing in his tone. He slid down a little ways from the tree and pulled himself up cross-legged next to Abe. “He’s right, though. This place doesn’t seem very magical,” he said. “Where’s all the toadstools and flowers and naked nymphs?”

      “In the realm of the Spring Court, mostly,” I said. “But trust me, you do not want to go there.”

      One visit in the vicinity of the Pan had been more than enough.

      “So what’s around here, then?” Murdoch said.

      I shrugged. “A shitload of forests,” I said. “And there’s the Wild Ones, probably some Redcaps, a bunch of banshees …”

      “Uh, Gideon?” Abe nudged me and pointed to a patch of rustling grass near the edge of the woods. “That wildlife you mentioned. Is there a fifty percent chance we’re about to get eaten?”

      Shit. “Could be sprites,” I said, already preparing to blast the hell out of them if a swarm of the gray-skinned monster bugs surged out at us. “They don’t exactly eat people, but they definitely bite.”

      Before I could explain exactly what a sprite was, a riot of color burst from the grass with the joyous sound of a hundred tinkling bells.

      My heart swelled at the sight. “Or it could be pixies.”

      Though I was thrilled to see them again, the best part of their appearance was getting to watch Abe, and even Murdoch, experience the actual source of magic in the Fae realm. They swarmed straight toward us, and soon the air was thick with a bright rainbow of butterflies, each of them bearing a tiny white flame of a pixie.

      I’d never seen Abe smile quite like that … like a child who’d asked only for a lollipop, and had been given the whole damned candy store.

      He held out a hand, the same way I’d done instinctively the first time I encountered pixies. Within seconds, one of them landed in his palm. It was a big one, dragon-green and crimson-red with gold-edged wings, bold and delicate and beautiful.

      “Oh, wow,” he said in an awed whisper, and then glanced sideways at me. “It’s a butterfly. Do they just call them pixies here?”

      “No.” I smiled and nodded at his hand. “The pixies are what’s riding the butterflies.”

      His eyes widened as he swung his gaze back and looked closer. At that moment, the pixie who’d chosen him lifted from her mount, zipping up to hover right in front of his face — a tiny female figure, solid white and glowing, her six wings fluttering rapidly as she chimed her bright, happy laughter.

      Abe’s breath hitched and stopped. When she leaned in and kissed the tip of his nose, a tear of pure joy slipped down his cheek.

      “She kissed me,” he sighed in trembling astonishment.

      “That means you’ll have a long life, and good luck,” I told him.

      “Doesn’t feel so lucky to me,” Murdoch suddenly grumbled.

      Abe and I looked over to see him still sitting cross-legged, with his arms held out to the sides — absolutely covered in butterflies, with only his scowling face clear.

      The two of us spluttered a laugh. Then the pixies joined in, a cascade of jingling tones like a forest made entirely of windchimes.

      “Ha-ha. Hilarious,” Murdoch groused, but even he cracked a smile.

      As quickly as they’d come, the pixies and their butterflies swirled overhead, forming a glittering cloud that darted off toward the woods and vanished into the trees. Their farewell laughter lingered on the breeze for a moment longer, before it faded as well.

      But the magic they’d brought would stay with us.

      The pixies’ visit felt like the best possible end for the grim reason we’d come to Arcadia, so we agreed to head back. Murdoch asked me to send him to the Hive where he could be alone for a while, so I opened a portal for him first, and then closed it and brought Abe and me to his house.

      It’d probably be a while before either of us saw Murdoch again, but I had a feeling the next time would be sooner than the two years between our prior encounters.

      When we got back, Abe insisted on making breakfast. I wasn’t about to argue. We feasted on sausage links, scrambled eggs, and toast, and then brought coffees to the living room to relax.

      Eventually, our light conversation turned to more serious subjects.

      “So, you said Dante was completely invulnerable before you did something to him,” Abe said. “What was it?”

      I frowned at the memory of my epic failure. I’d been so sure it would work. “It was a spell,” I explained. “Kelwyyn, the guy who was the DeathSpeaker before me, taught it to me. Sort of. It was supposed to … well, destroy his soul. Basically erase it from existence.”

      That was the short version, but it got the point across.

      Abe contemplated that for a minute. “Yeah, but didn’t you say this guy’s made out of nine souls? Maybe that means he’s got nine lives — you know, like a cat.”

      My jaw dropped. “Actually, that makes perfect sense,” I said slowly. “The Word worked. It only destroyed one of the nine souls, but that was enough to weaken him. Make him vulnerable.”

      “Great. So, just, say the Word eight more times,” Abe said.

      A bitter laugh escaped me before I could stop it. “I can’t. Using that spell just once took every bit of my magic. Left me weak as hell, too. I couldn’t even stand up after I cast it. There’s no way I’d be able to do it eight times in a row.”

      Abe made a frustrated sound. “In that case, you’re not even doing it one more time,” he said. “Not if it leaves you helpless around that stone bastard. We’ll find another way.”

      “Yeah, we will. Plus he’s scared of me now, so he won’t try any more of that arrogant ‘we’re both the same, join the dark side we have cookies’ bullshit.”

      “Please tell me that he really said that,” Abe snorted.

      “He was thinking it.” I grinned and sipped my coffee. “For now, I say we celebrate that we drove the motherfucker off without a whole-ass army. Just you, me, and the law.”

      “And a Murdoch.”

      “That too.” Also Tethys, and Calla, and even Viv, though she didn’t know she’d helped. A handful of mostly humans had managed to bring the high-and-mighty, souped-up golem, who was basically calling himself the messiah, down a few pegs.

      So for the first time, I had hopes that the whole-ass army we were putting together could finish the job.
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        * * *

      

      Thanks for reading!

      If you enjoyed HEART OF STONE, please consider leaving a review on Amazon to share your thoughts. Reviews are a great way to help other readers find new books and new authors to enjoy.

      You can also join my mailing list to be among the first notified when new books are released, as well as receive information about periodic book sales and special offers.
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