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Chapter 1
 
Begin Coded Transmission
 I trust you are enjoying your newfound freedom, Mr. Singravel. I have arranged for your release to go unnoticed by certain individuals, and I now expect you to fulfill your end of the bargain. I require you to procure several manuals on golem crafting. Additionally, you will provide me with any and all information about the various groups that monitor paranormal activity in Boston, including details on any persons of particular note. Send these updates via this secure channel, but do not expect further contact from me. I will be incommunicado while I attend to some pressing matters.

I should not need to remind you that failing to perform adequately will lead to punishments much worse than imprisonment in Ashgate. However, should you prove unsuccessful, I am confident I can find other ways for you to serve me. Your predecessor's soul was used to fuel the ritual that ensured your release.
 -RM
 End Coded Transmission 
Sunrises were beautiful here on the Bright Side, the realm of fae. And today’s sunrise would’ve been gorgeous if it weren’t for the advancing enemy army, the erupting volcano and the earthquakes. Instead of a cool dawn with sparkling dew and a gentle breeze, a heat haze shimmered in the air. When the winds gusted, it was like a sandstorm of ash. The tremors, which were coming more frequently, toppled people and structures to the ground.
 I’m sure the enemy leaders felt smug. After all, it was their mages who were tampering with the environment. Their army, one hundred thousand strong, was three times larger than the entire population of the Urisk city they were advancing on. And the Urisk themselves rarely caused any trouble. They were known for their hospitality, their friendliness and their desire for harmony. To a group of warmongers, that’s like holding up a sign that says, “Please Conquer Us.”
 I wondered what the enemy generals thought as they surveyed the battlefield. The Urisk didn’t have an army. Instead, about five thousand of them knelt on the ground, their feather-topped heads bowed, flecks of ash settling on their dull gray skin. Perhaps they thought the Urisk planned to beg for mercy. Perhaps the generals thought the Urisk were praying for some imaginary god to swoop in and save them. 
 In either case, the generals would be wrong. The Urisk aren’t begging for mercy and they aren’t praying to an imaginary god. 
 They’re praying to me.
 Now pardon me for a moment, I have some swooping and saving to do. 
 I stepped out among my followers and focused. Their heads turned toward me, expressions of hope on their faces. Their almond eyes, whether orange or green, glowed with an inner light that flickered with anticipation. I could feel their faith in me, and the power that faith gave me swelled. I felt like I could do anything and everything. Save the people, drive off the army and repair the land. I grinned, cracked my knuckles and concentrated on the lava that was rolling in a great red river toward the city.
 When I’d prepared for today, the Commander told me I had two goals. One, bolster my followers’ faith by letting them see me protect them. I pointed at the lava and, in a power-amplified voice, commanded, “Stop!” The lava obeyed. I threw my arm out to the side and the lava steamed, cooled, and turned to solid rock.
 A gust of ash and grit blasted across the gathering of my followers. I threw my other arm out to the side and shouted, “Enough!” The wind died immediately and the ash vanished from the air. The Urisks’ faith in me increased, and that gave me more power. Having faith in your god is one thing. Personally witnessing that god controlling the weather and landscape tends to make even the most skeptical individual a believer, and it turns a believer into a zealot. My power increased accordingly.
 With the Urisk out of danger from the elements, I concentrated on the army. My senses were amplified so that even at this distance of three miles, I could clearly hear the murmurings and confusion of the mages. They’d never seen anything like what I’d just done. Then again, I’d bet they’d never fought a god before.
 And that brought me to my second goal for today: spank the enemy and spank them hard.
 I had no desire to get up close and personal with the army. The soldiers were hobgoblins and trolls, and even from this distance they smelled awful. So instead, I conjured a giant avatar of myself. There was panic among the ranks as a hundred-foot-tall human appeared at the head of the army. I concentrated, willing the avatar to raise its giant foot and crush a cluster of soldiers beneath a size three hundred Reebok high-top.
 Disciplined as they were, the soldiers scattered. I made the avatar laugh, and the sound rumbled the land and threw the soldiers to the ground. I played Godzilla for another few minutes, enjoying the squishing of the hobgoblin and troll soldiers. My avatar opened his palms and waves of flame bowled forth, turning half a mile of the landscape to black ash. 
 I smirked when I realized there were no survivors. I suppose should’ve left a few of the enemies alive so that they’d carry word of what happened back to their superiors. Then again, when a hundred thousand soldiers disappear, that sends a message, too. 
 I dismissed my avatar and focused on repairing the land. I opened my hands and spread my arms as wide as I could, sending power forth. Tremors rippled along the ground as I smoothed the ragged land flat again. The world shook as I crushed the volcanoes back into the ground and converted the magma to healthy soil. Blue grass sprang from the earth and silvery trees stretched toward the sky. I made months’ worth of growth happen in minutes. I made the ground sink in some places and filled the depressions with fresh water. 
 With the land healed, my next task was to ensure my people’s safety. I raised my arms and brought a thirty-foot wall of stone up around the city. I turned to the mass of short gray forms behind me and basked in their faith. Their eyes, glowing orbs of orange and green, flickered like strobe lights. This was the equivalent of joyous laughter. Their faith struck me again, so strong it staggered me. I took an involuntary step back as I ran a hand through my hair. It was slick with sweat. Channeling that much power was taxing for anyone, even a god.
 Lotholio, my high priest, came forward and knelt before me. “Lord Corinthos,” he said. His words were telepathically communicated in his native tongue, but I understood him clearly. “You have truly performed miracles today. Our people owe you everything.”
 I placed my hand on his thin shoulder and bade him rise. I looked out at the crowd of Urisk, all kneeling before me. Okay, playtime was over. I had to put my formal god-face on now. I spoke then, using the power so they could hear me as if I were standing in front of them. “You are safe now. Let no Urisk feel fear.” 
 We walked into the city, my followers telepathically cheering. Their eyes flickered with joy and relief. I resisted breaking into a celebratory dance; a god needs to command respect, and I doubted my lousy rendition of the Macarena would loan itself to that. We came to my cathedral, a massive stone structure that the Urisk had fashioned for me with the raw power of their minds. I turned back to the crowd. They immediately fell silent.
 “I must leave you for a time, but I will watch over this realm and its people. While I am gone, Lotholio speaks for me. Heed his words as you would mine. You have my blessing.” I sent a wave of health and warmth into them. Any who had injuries, mental afflictions or physical illnesses would be healed. I could feel their faith building again. It was getting too powerful. I needed to leave.
 I turned back to Lotholio. “Be safe, my friend,” I said with a smile.
 “Lord.” He caught me by my shirtsleeve, then seemed abashed that he’d touched me. “Lord, are you sure you cannot stay? Your presence will be reassuring as the people rebuild.”
 I put my hands on his shoulders and stared into glowing green eyes. “The people need to stand on their own, Lotholio. You know that. Do not be afraid, I will always hear your prayers when you need me.” He seemed uncertain, and I knew it was because of the high priest role he’d found himself in. “Loth, you found me, remember? You risked traveling through another dimension, made contact with outsiders, and found the help your people needed. You are the best person to lead while I am gone.” He set his narrow jaw and tried to look strong. “Loth, do you believe in me?” 
 His eyes dimmed and brightened from top to bottom, a sign of shock. “Of course, Lord.”
 “Good. Because I believe in you.” I grinned and turned away from him. I moved to a pylon just in front of my cathedral. “Aviorla, open to home.” A portal opened in the pylon before me, tall enough to step through. Smells and sounds that were totally alien to the Bright Side drifted in from the other side. I grabbed my leather bomber up off the ground and turned back to the people. “Today we have won a great victory. Now it is time to celebrate. Let the festivities last for a week and a day.” I made fireworks and a rainbow appear in the sky. 
 As my people’s eyes flicked with amazement and joy, I stepped through the portal. It led to a world that only Lotholio had seen, to a city that served as a hub of paranormal activity. The city I call home. 
 It’s called Boston.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 2
 
Begin Coded Transmission
 There are three organizations you need to be wary of in Boston. The Strangers, who ensure prophecies come to bear; the Chroniclers, who monitor the time stream; and the Caulborn, who protect the citizens from paranormal and supernatural threats. Of these, the Caulborn will be the most troublesome. They will fight you every step of the way if they discover your intentions. Their agents are gifted with a myriad of supernatural talents; fae familiars, magical weapons, and, in one case, deity-like powers. Extreme caution should be exercised when dealing with them. 
 -NS 
End Coded Transmission 
 I shrugged off the familiar feeling of vertigo as the portal closed behind me, and gave a sigh of relief as my powers dropped down to a more manageable level. Removed from the Bright Side, I was far from near-omnipotence, but I didn’t feel like I was about to explode, either.
 I stood in an alleyway behind the Children’s Museum and let the sounds and smells of my hometown wash over me. A tricked-out VW Jetta was pumping bass so loud I was amazed the car didn’t shake apart. A strong scent of low tide came in from the harbor, and that, coupled with the dumpster in the alley, made for a truly nauseating aroma. I was grateful that my senses weren’t as acute here as they were in the Bright Side.
 My cell phone played the first few bars of Mozart’s Eine kleine Nachtmusik. “Hello, Thad,” I answered. 
“Vincent,” Thad said. “Thank Prada you’re back. Can you swing by the store? Miguel was supposed to pick up a package two hours ago, he hasn’t shown up yet, and I need to leave here in about forty minutes to meet James.” 
“On my way.” That didn’t sound like Miguel. He was never late for anything. I wondered if his latest assignment had anything to do with it. Miguel had been looking into several paranormals who’d recently gone missing. Maybe he’d finally gotten a break in the case.
 I left the alleyway and moved with the throng of people on the sidewalk. I checked my watch; it was just after noon. Twenty minutes and another dimension ago, I brought an entire fae realm and its people back from the brink of destruction. Now I wanted a shower and a nap. I’d have to settle for a Pepsi from Thad’s back room once I got to his antique shop.
 Antiquated Treasures is in a building that blends right in with the others around it. Once inside, though, it’s obvious the place is something unique. Thad carries antiques from all periods of history, from Victorian era furniture to Ming Dynasty vases. One piece of Thad’s collection was worth more money than I saw in a year. A faint chime rang as I pushed the metal door open, just audible over the gentle violin music that was playing through the store. The scents of jasmine and honeysuckle drifted over me. They were relaxing smells, the kind that said, “It’s nice in here, you’d like to stay a while and spend some money.” 
 Thad was placing a ‘sold’ sign on a display of antique Tudor chairs as I walked in. He turned and pranced over to a middle-aged woman who was standing at the counter. Thad’s close to six feet tall, beanpole-thin, and keeps his dark hair short. Decked out in a bright orange shirt and khakis, he stood out in any crowd. He looked up and waved at me. I joined him and the woman at the counter.
 “Now, Mrs. Rosenbaum,” Thad said, “the chairs will be delivered tomorrow at 10 a.m. sharp. I think they’ll be positively splendid in your parlor.” He gave a limp-wristed gesture of approval and the woman smiled.
 “Thank you so much, Thaddeus.” She turned to me. “And might this be the infamous James I keep hearing so much about?”
 Thad shook his head. “Oh, no, Mrs. Rosenbaum. I simply couldn’t be with anyone so much shorter than I am. Also, I prefer blondes. Still, Vincent’s eyes are the most lovely shade of brown, aren’t they?”
 “I’m just the stock clerk, ma’am,” I said. She gave me a dismissive smile and turned her attention back to Thad. He rang her up and walked her to the door. “Now, you let me know if there are any other pieces you need for that showplace of a home, Mrs. Rosenbaum.”
 “I will, Thaddeus, I most certainly will.” She left the shop and Thad put a “Closed” sign in the window. He walked back to me and gave me a bear hug. “I’ve been worried sick, sweetie,” he said. He lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper, despite the fact that we were alone in the store. “How’d everything go? Are they going to be okay?”
 “Everything’s fine, Thad.” I smiled at him. “You’re still lisping.” 
 Thad waved a hand and sighed. “I know, I know. James has been saying that I’m ‘overplaying the gay’ lately,” he made quote signs with his hands, “but the lady customers just eat it up.” He looked at me seriously. “You look tired, Vincent. Are you sure you’re all right?”
 “Remember Mrs. Bonnekil’s physics exams back in eleventh grade? This was like that, only with hobgoblins.”
 “I’m pretty sure Bonnekil was a hobgoblin,” Thad said with a wave. “But I suppose if you’re making cracks about high school, you’re probably okay.” He inclined his head to the rear of the store. “Miguel’s package is in the back room.” I gestured for Thad to lead the way and we went through a wooden door marked Employees Only. 
 The back room of Antiquated Treasures reminded me of the closing scene in Raiders of the Lost Ark. Crates and boxes were stacked everywhere, and Thad’s the only person who could find anything back there. Heck, I work here part time, and I have a hard time finding stuff. In addition to selling antiques, Thad supplies the Caulborn with artifacts and other magical devices. I started humming the Indiana Jones theme song as he led me through the stacks. “Oh, stop that,” Thad said without looking at me. “My organizational system is the pinnacle of logic and order. It’s not my fault you can’t grasp it.”
 “Yeah, you’re right, Thad. Chaos theory always was beyond me.” He turned without breaking stride and jabbed me in the shoulder. The stacks of crates gave way to a small clearing with a desk, a dorm fridge and a microwave. Piles of papers were neatly arranged on the desk, and today’s mail was tidily bundled with a rubber band. As Thad went over to one of the stacks, I took a soda from the fridge. Thad pulled out a small cardboard box, about a foot and a half long, from one of the piles and handed it to me. “Here you are,” he said. “Tell Miguel that it was the best diviner I could find, and I left instructions on how to use it in the package.”
 “Do you think it will help him find those missing paranormals?” 
 Thad tipped his head to one side. “For the amount of trouble it took me to find that, I certainly hope so. Tell Miguel to stop by if he has any questions. Or,” Thad smiled, “if he just wants to chat.”
 I gave a short laugh and took another swig of soda. Thad picked up the stack of mail and snapped the elastic around his wrist. He stopped on the Victoria’s Secret catalog. Thad lived in an apartment above the shop, so all his personal mail came here. He held up the catalog so I could see it. “Is this the one Petra’s in?” 
 “Might be,” I said, moving next to him. Thad paged through the catalog, then stopped on a two-page spread of a marble-skinned woman draped across a set of red satin sheets. She wore a black lace teddy with matching garters and stockings, and her dark brown hair spilled out all around her. 
 “Oh, I love what the photographer did here,” Thad said. “Look at her eyes, she looks so smoky and sultry.” Thad flipped through a few more of the pages and stopped on another shot of Petra. “Look here. She looks so statuesque.”
 You have no idea how right you are on that one, Thad. I wonder what you’d think if you knew Petra came out of a box from the back of your shop.
 “Where is Petra, anyway?”
 “She’s been on an extended shoot,” I said. “Punta Cana? Costa Rica? I can’t keep all the little islands she goes to straight. She’ll be home in a few days, though.”
 Thad nodded. “Oh, what’s this?” He leaned over and tapped a blinking button on the answering machine. “Mr. Piper, this is Robert Maxwell,” a man’s voice said. “Thank you for contacting me. I am extremely interested in the pieces you mentioned. Please call me back so we can arrange a time to view them.” Thad smiled.
“Now this was a lucky break,” he said, gesturing to the phone. “For the last month or so all this man has wanted is antique reading glasses and telescopes. It’s hard to find that stuff. Then, last week I caught wind of an estate sale. The deceased had a whole cache of antique reading glasses, and I paid a pretty penny to scoop them up.” He pointed to a small case on the edge of the desk. “I have eight pairs of Benjamin Martin eyeglasses here. Mr. Maxwell should be very excited.” 
 We spent the next ten minutes discussing the best way to organize the back room for this week’s incoming and outgoing deliveries. I’d be back later in the week to arrange everything. When we were done, I finished my soda, gave Thad a hug and left the shop. I pulled up my jacket’s collar as I stepped onto the street. Mid-October in New England gets chilly, and it was a subtle reminder that winter was just around the corner. 
 After a brisk walk, I arrived at Caulborn headquarters, a brick structure done in the style of an old mill building. The door was solid steel, and there were no windows on the lower two floors. I pushed through the front door and florescent lights flickered on as it closed behind me. The foyer I was standing in was barely a ten foot square. I walked to a door directly in front of me and pressed my hand onto the scanner next to the door. The door clicked open and I entered the office building proper. 
And that’s when the zombie attacked me.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 3
 
Begin Coded Transmission
 There are numerous superstitions regarding children born with cauls. From a medical perspective, the child is born with the amniotic sac wrapped around the head, like a veil. Cultures around the world believe these children are destined for great things or possess magical powers. Legends say they can tell the future, are extremely lucky, cannot die by drowning and a host of other useful abilities. Others, such as Vincent Corinthos, gain a powerful link to a certain species of fae. 

Due to agent fatalities, we know that most of these legends are false. One confirmed ability is a caul’s power to prevent mental compulsion and domination. On the whole though, cauls are unpredictable, and further analysis on an agent by agent basis will be needed to determine the full scope of each Caulborn’s innate abilities. 
 -NS 
End Coded Transmission 
The zombie reeked of sewage and it struck out at me with a hand that was missing a couple of fingers. Its blue-tinged skin was covered in filth, and its few remaining clumps of dark hair were plastered to its scalp. As it lashed out, something slammed into me, knocking me aside before the zombie’s attack connected. I rolled with the impact and managed to not drop Miguel’s package. 
I regained my balance and tapped the Urisks’ faith. One of the perks to being a god is you gain the ability to do anything your followers can. And since the Urisk have innate psychic powers, I do, too. I sent a telekinetic push out, slamming the zombie in the chest. It stumbled backward, and I noticed the thick silver band around its neck, which was attached to a metal pole. Jake, the Caulborn’s lead security guard, held the pole steady. His thick arms barely strained as he kept the creature stationary. He angled the pole and pushed downward, pinning the zombie to the ground. 
“Easy, Vincent, it’s restrained,” said a woman’s voice. Kristin Tanis stepped into view and made some notes on a pad. She was dressed in her usual orange and yellow hazmat suit; standard attire for someone who spent most of her time with the Underdwellers who lived in the sewers and abandoned subway lines. “Sorry about that, I should’ve had Jake keep it farther away from the door,” she said as she rubbed her eyes. Her black hair was starting to show threads of white, and I noticed the crow’s feet by her gray eyes were more pronounced. Kristin had been a Caulborn since I was in diapers, and she’d forgotten more about the occult than I’ll ever know. “No worries, Kristin. Hello, Jake,” I said, releasing the Urisks’ faith. “And thanks for bumping me out of the way, Mist, wherever you are.” Mist is Kristin’s Fylgiar, a guardian spirit who evidently takes the form of a dog. I say evidently because Mist is invisible to everyone, including Kristin. Luckily, Kristin has a sense of where she is, and they can communicate telepathically. Kristin nodded to a space just to her left.
“Mist says, ‘You’re welcome.’” 
I gestured to the zombie. “Who’s the new friend?” 
“Well, I’m going to need Doc Ryan to help me do some reconstructive imaging to be sure, but I think this might be Seamus McElery.” 
I blinked at the zombie. “Isn’t he one of the missing fae Miguel has been looking for?”
Kristin nodded. “Yeah. I picked him up in the sewers about five miles from here.” Jake twisted the metal pole, forcing the zombie onto its back. Kristin deftly scraped off a piece of its skin and placed it into a small plastic tube, which she quickly capped. “Jake, kindly take our guest to holding room one.” Jake nodded and hauled the zombie back to its feet. Then he pushed it down a side corridor, where the elevator down to the holding cells was. In the six years I’d worked here, I think I’d only heard Jake speak about fifteen words. 
“What could zombify a fae?” I asked.
Kristin turned to me and shook her head. “No idea. But I think Mikey owes me a beer for this one.” She sighed and patted at a spot to her left. A disembodied, satisfied sound that wasn’t quite a growl and wasn’t quite a purr filled the air. “It’s always something, Vincent. Demons, ghosts, fae, and now zombies. I’d hoped I’d seen the last of them after that incident in Oklahoma.” She shook her head. “I need to run an analysis on the zombie’s tissues and begin the reconstruction process. Catch you later.”
We parted company and I walked past Jake’s security station and took the elevator up to the third floor. The electronic display dinged as I ascended. Floor 1 – Medical. Floor 2 – Workshops. Floor 3 – Offices. I stepped out as the doors swished open. The foyer I was standing in was cheerily lit with light pouring in from outside. Potted plants flanked the door beyond, and between me and that door was a heavy mahogany desk. Leslie, the implacable secretary, sat behind the desk. She was a plump woman in her late fifties with curly gray hair, piercing hazel eyes and a perpetual frown. Stacks of papers were neatly arranged around her, and she was expertly filing those papers into folders.
 “Afternoon, Leslie.” I smiled. 
 “Afternoon yourself, Mr. Corinthos,” she said, eyeing me over the tops of her half-moon glasses. She tsked as she looked at the silver watch on her wrist. “You’re late. Galahad was expecting you ten minutes ago.” 
I shrugged. “You know how it is around here, Les. Trains run late, the sidewalks are clogged with tourists, and getting past the zombies in the lobby all make for one heck of a commute.”
Her eyes betrayed the faintest flicker of a smile. “He’s showing our newest agent her office. The one right across from yours.” I thanked her and pushed through the door. As I walked down the hall, Galahad and a young woman carrying a binder stepped out of the office opposite mine. 
Galahad turned to look at me, and as I opened my mouth to greet him my Glimpse kicked on. A gift from my father, a Glimpse lets me see a random bit of a person or an object’s past. This Glimpse showed me a much younger Galahad XI. His hair was thicker and salt and pepper instead of gray, and there weren’t as many lines on his face. He was wearing a priest’s collar and his face was crimson with anger. “How could you let them do this?” he shouted. “You knew! You knew and you did nothing! They did those things to children! To children!” There’s someone else in the room with Galahad, but my Glimpse isn’t strong enough to make him out. I only see a red and white blur, and when the figure speaks, it’s a droning buzz.
 Galahad’s face goes calm, the dangerous kind of calm. He reaches up to his neck and pulls the white priest’s collar out. “Go to Hell,” he says in a level voice, and I can hear the capital H when he says it. He throws the collar on the floor and turns on his heel. The Glimpse faded, and I was returned to the here and now. 
 I tried not to let on that anything had happened. I’d known that Galahad had been clergy at one point, but he’d never told me about this. I rubbed my forehead and Galahad smiled as he walked up to me. “Welcome back, Vincent.” He gestured to the woman at his side. “This is Megan Hayes. She’s recently been assigned here from New Mexico.”
 I extended my hand. The top of Megan's head barely came up to my chin, and her blond hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She looked like a petite china doll, but her grip was strong. “New Mexico?” I asked. “Were you part of the Roswell detail?”
 “Yes, that’s right,” she said in a chirpy tone. “I was part of the Diplomacy & Negotiations branch.” Her smile was bright, and a dimple formed in her left cheek. “I’m very happy to meet you, Vincent.”
 “Megan is going to be training with us for a while, Vincent.” Galahad said. “I think it best if she shadowed you.”
 “She’ll know the best places to eat by the end of the week.” I smiled. Megan grinned back, her dimple deepening and her ice-blue eyes twinkling. Dang, she was cute. 
Leslie came down the hallway and Galahad excused himself to speak with her. Megan began flipping through her binder. As the pages turned, I could see photos and Caulborn documents.
 “What do you have there?” I asked.
 “Some material on the local legends and paranormal phenomena in this part of the country,” she said. “Wow, I thought a lot of this stuff was just scary bedtime stories, but these things are real.” She looked like a kid paging through a Toys R Us catalog. A moment later, Galahad returned to us. 
 “Vincent, Leslie tells me that Miguel has not checked in today, and he’s not answering his phone. I'd like you and Megan to stop by his apartment and make sure he’s all right.”
 “Sure thing, boss.” 
I dropped Miguel’s package off in his office, and then Megan and I headed for the elevator. “I read your personnel file, Vincent, and I have some questions if you don’t mind.” She turned those dazzling blue eyes up to me, seeking permission. 
“Sure, go ahead.”
“Okay, you’re not exactly human, right? You’re a half-god, the son of Janus and a human woman. Galahad brought you in six years ago, specifically to handle a fae situation. You helped an Urisk get back to his home realm, and now the Urisk worship you as their god. Your file has the notation Vincent Corinthos, God of the Dovers, but the people you helped are called Urisk. Where’s Dover come from?” 
 Wow, this girl could talk fast. I tried to put my thoughts in order. “Ever hear of the Dover Demon?” I wasn’t surprised when she shook her head. “Okay, back in the seventies, a handful of teenagers saw this ugly creature with gray skin and luminescent eyes running around Dover, which is about twenty miles west of here. The papers dubbed it the Dover Demon. Now, there are all kinds of wild theories on what the Demon actually was, but in reality it was an Urisk who came to our world from the Bright Side. The Dover Demon nickname stuck, so sometimes you’ll hear people call them Dovers.” 
We left the building as we talked. “I’ll drive,” Megan said as she led me over to a blue Toyota Tercel. “I need to learn my way around the city.” 
We drove over to Miguel’s apartment. The ride was short, and Megan’s GPS did most of the talking. She seemed extremely focused on the road, and not wanting to distract her, I kept my mouth shut, except for when I told her where to park. We walked inside Mikey’s building and headed up to the fifth floor. I knocked three times on the door. “Mikey? It’s Vincent. You okay in there?” No response. I waited a minute and knocked again. When no response came a second time, I tried the door. I yanked my hand back in surprise.
 “What’s wrong?” Megan asked.
 “The door handle is cold. Freezing cold,” I said. I put my hand into my jacket pocket and used my coat to turn the handle. The door wasn’t locked, and that made me cringe. Door handles can be cold, hot, or they can even talk to you in this line of work and it’s not necessarily a bad thing. But an unlocked Caulborn’s door is always a sign of trouble.
 The apartment was so cold I could see my breath. Patches of frost were on the furniture, and the windows were covered with ice. Megan whistled and rubbed her arms as she stepped inside. It was a good twenty or twenty-five degrees colder in here than it was outside. “Mikey?” I called. I wasn’t surprised when I didn’t get an answer. 
 We did a quick loop of the apartment. The entire place was cold, but nothing looked out of place until we got to the bedroom. Some of the furniture had been knocked around, and I found Mikey’s 10mm on the ground next to the bed. There was also a large patch of ragged ice on the floor. It looked like there might have been a larger block of ice there at one point, and the main piece of it had been broken off and carried away. There were thin tracks on the floor through the frost as well, like tiny sled skids or wheels. I waited a moment, hoping my Glimpse would kick in. Nothing.
 I walked back to the front door and checked the wards Mikey had laid. Any non-Caulborn who crossed over them should’ve been hit with a staggering amount of electricity. They had been detonated. Something had crossed over that and survived? I shuddered. 
 “What could do something like this? Some sort of ice demon? Or maybe a frost-based fae?” Megan asked as she snapped pictures of the apartment with a small digital camera.
 “A freeze cannon,” I responded. “One designed to drop a target’s body temperature down to absolute zero and hold them indefinitely.”
 Megan tilted her head at me. “And you know that how?”
 I gestured for Megan to follow. We left the apartment and I locked the door behind us. “We’ve dealt with someone like this before. Her name is Keri Greene. Let’s see if the building’s security caught anything.” We headed down to the building’s superintendent’s office. The super recognized me from before. He didn’t know exactly what Mikey did for a living, but Mikey told me the super thought he was some kind of CIA spook. So the guy never even asked me for ID; he just said he understood. We were given a copy of the last two days worth of tapes, and the super let us use his office to view them. 
 Galahad had seen Mikey yesterday afternoon, so we found that point on the tapes and watched them on fast forward. Sure enough, at about 2 a.m. this morning, three men came out of the elevator, and one of them was pushing a large box, about the size of a coffin. They made their way down the hallway and picked open Mikey’s door. Two of them produced weapons and they dashed inside. There was a dazzling flash of light, Mikey’s wards being detonated. A moment later, the third man pushed the box into the apartment. About five minutes later, all three of them came out of the apartment, pushing the box. A thin tendril of fog curled out of the apartment as they left. I cursed.
 Mikey had been kidnapped. 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 4
 
Begin Coded Transmission
 Because of his partially divine heritage, Vincent Corinthos is codenamed the Godling in most Caulborn documentation. Born with a caul, Vincent was marked as a potential agent from very early on. Any traits he may have inherited from his father are classified and will require additional work to obtain. 

Galahad XI recruited Corinthos specifically to work with an Urisk named Lotholio. The particulars of why Galahad chose Corinthos for this task are unknown. What is known is that Lotholio had crossed from the Bright Side thirty years earlier and had been across the country and back again, seeking aid for his people from America’s supernatural community. He had apparently given up and was about to return to the Bright Side when he was discovered by Caulborn agents in Massachusetts. This encounter would be the first step toward Corinthos’ ascension as a deity on the Bright Side.
 -NS 
End Coded Transmission 
 I took the tapes in hopes that we might be able to electronically enhance them and get a better look at the men’s faces. We went back to headquarters and up to Galahad’s office. He called for us to enter when we knocked on his door. 
 The chamber beyond was a sparsely furnished study. The walls were bare, save for a simple charcoal drawing of Christ looking up to Heaven. A small table with three chairs sat in the middle of the room, and beyond that, a wooden writing desk. The only thing that seemed out of place was the sword that was thrust into a block of red marble. It always reminded me of Excalibur, and from what I’d Glimpsed, the story wasn’t that much different.
 Back during the days of the round table, a sword appeared in a block of red marble. None of Arthur’s knights were able to draw it, and Arthur decreed that any knight who could would be the greatest of them all. Lancelot’s son, the original Galahad, was able to, and he went on to find the Holy Grail. Since then, the sword in the block of marble has reappeared at various points in history. The person who has drawn the sword has always become a great champion of good, a Galahad. Joan of Arc found it once. So did George Washington. There have been nine other Galahads since the original, making the man across from me the eleventh. I’ve never learned my Galahad’s real name, even with my Glimpses. 
 “Megan, Vincent,” he said with a smile. The smile faded when he saw the look on my face. “What’s happened?” I told Galahad what we’d found and my suspicions. He blessed himself and folded his hands in front of him for a moment. “It sounds like you’re on the right track, Vincent. Do what you need to do to get Miguel home to us.” He pressed an intercom button on his desk. “Leslie,” he said, “please print off directions to Keri Greene’s most current address. Vincent and Megan need to pay her a visit.” Leslie chirped back a yes, and less than two minutes later, Megan and I were headed to her Tercel with a set of directions that were still warm from Leslie’s printer. 
 “So tell me about this Keri Greene,” Megan said as she slid behind the wheel.
 “As far as we know, she’s the only priestess of an obscure god called Thollan. About four years ago, she got it into her head that Thollan was going to come to the world and scour life from the planet with flames. She was convinced that the only survivors would be the ones that she encased in ice.
 “Greene worked in cryogenics, so she had access to a bunch of freezing technology. She modified it and created a freezing apparatus that was colder and more powerful than any other cryogenic device in the world. She stalked a bunch of people that she thought the world would need after its fiery cleansing; doctors, construction workers, farmers. She froze about seventy people before we caught her.”
 “What happened to her?”
 “Miguel, Kristin, Miguel’s ex-partner, Nathan Singravel, and I confronted her down in a warehouse. She was convinced that the scouring flames would happen that very night, and told us that we were interfering with the will of a god, the usual monologue you might expect. She tried to freeze herself, too, but Nathan stopped her. We held her down until the time had passed, and then she just fell to the ground weeping. When she realized Thollan’s apocalypse wasn’t going to happen, she started the thawing process and surrendered.
 “We took her to Ashgate and she only served a few years of her sentence. She was a model prisoner and was paroled about a year ago.”
 “Ashgate? Isn’t that the local paranormal prison? If she wasn’t paranormal herself, why did she go there?”
 Dang, it was beginning to look like Megan always asked multiple-part questions. “Yes, Ashgate is the local prison. It’s out on one of the islands off the coast. Galahad will probably take you out there personally to introduce you to Warden Garside. As for why Greene went there instead of a normal jail, it’s because of the nature of the situation. We weren’t sure if Thollan would retaliate at the people who had imprisoned his priestess, and wanted the appropriate security measures in place.”
 Megan nodded. “Back to Greene. You think she believes this Thollan is going to try something else?”
 “Maybe. She’s the only person I know who can make things that cold.”
 “So who were the men who kidnapped Miguel? Hired help? Thollan cultists?”
 “Not sure. Greene was charismatic enough that it wouldn’t surprise me if she’d built up a cult. She didn’t the first time around, but this time, who’s to say?” 
We drove to Keri Greene’s townhouse. She was lucky enough to have one of the end units, with a relatively private balcony. Let me tell you, in Boston privacy is something you have to pay through the nose for. In fact, I’m pretty sure you have to sign over one of your kidneys and your firstborn child to get a spot like this one.
 Megan knocked on the front door. It swung open. I hung my head. I had a bad feeling about this. “Keri Greene?” Megan called. “This is Agent Hayes. My partner and I need to speak with you.” There were no sounds coming from inside, not even a TV. “Ms. Greene, we are concerned for your safety and are coming in. If you need help, please let us know where you are.” We walked in. Megan had produced a 9mm and held it ready. I had the Urisk’s faith prepared for a quick telekinetic thrust, and my switchblade was tucked comfortably up my sleeve. 
 The front door opened to the living room. The room was furnished in tasteful tans and blues; I’m sure Thad would’ve made some remark about the feng shui of the place. The walls were decorated in a musical motif. There were instruments hung directly on the walls, alongside paintings of sheet music.
 From the living room we could see into the kitchen. We did a quick check there, found nothing, and then headed upstairs. The first room we found was a home office. This room looked like it had been ransacked. Desk drawers were lying on the floor, the closet was open and a myriad of boxes and envelopes were scattered all over the floor. There were papers everywhere. “Wow,” Megan said. “Someone wanted something pretty badly in here.”
 “Yeah,” I said. “And it looks like they got sick of looking.” I pointed at the computer desk. “There’s a monitor and a keyboard, but no computer. Whoever did this must’ve taken it.” 
 The next room was the bathroom. I did a quick check of the medicine chest. Cough syrup. Multivitamins. Mouthwash. No prescription drugs or anything out of the ordinary there. Megan had continued on down the hall as I rummaged around in the bathroom.
 “Vincent.” Her voice was unsteady. “Over here.” 
 I shot into the room, my knife dropping into my hand. The first thing that struck me was the smell. It was like rancid meat. Megan was leaning against the wall, her face as white as a sheet. She pointed over her shoulder, then she ran from the room with her hand over her mouth like she was going to be sick. The room contained a large dresser, a queen-sized bed and a TV cart with a DVD/TV combo unit. I could see a foot sticking out on the other side of the bed. I hastened over and found Keri Greene’s body. She was lying face-up, and her head was inside the doorway to another bathroom. Just to the left of her head was a wig. At first, I didn’t understand why Megan had reacted so violently, but then I realized the wig was actually the top of Greene’s skull. 
 Her head had been cut open and her brain removed. 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 5
 
Begin Coded Transmission
 Like most Caulborn, Corinthos struggled to communicate with Lotholio. When the Urisk was found, he was ill; his head feathers had fallen out and his fingers elongated. Caulborn researchers speculate that this was due to a prolonged absence from the Bright Side. Lotholio was unable to speak human languages, but eventually learned to write. Corinthos himself tutored the creature in English, and displayed an empathy for Lotholio that no one else had. From their scribbled correspondence, Corinthos learned of the danger the Bright Side faced, and devoted much of his free time to helping Lotholio with his mission of securing aid for his home realm. 

At some point, Lotholio began to believe that Corinthos could actually help him. When this happened, Corinthos gained Urisk-like psychic powers and the ability to speak with Lotholio telepathically. It is believed this was the moment when Lotholio began to see Corinthos as something more than human.
 -NS 
End Coded Transmission 
There was blood everywhere in the bathroom. The smell was overpowering and for a moment, I thought I might throw up, too. I pulled out a handkerchief from my coat pocket and held it over my face. It helped a little. Now I was sniffing blood and gore through something that smelled like old leather. It barely took the edge off the scents, but it was enough. 
 I focused on the body. Keri was stark naked. There were tiny bite marks along her calves and shoulders. They looked like they’d been made by something with a child-sized mouth filled with razor-sharp teeth. The bites were deep, and blood had dried in thick red streaks from each one. A handful of long slashes ran along her shoulders, too.
 “What did this?” Megan asked from the doorway. Her color was still off, but her voice was steadier. 
 “No idea,” I said. “Can I borrow your camera?” She nodded and I turned my attention back to the body. Megan crossed over to me and held out a small digital camera. I snapped some pictures and made some notes on a pad while Megan looked around the room. “Okay,” she said. “I haven’t seen signs of forced entry. Do you think she knew who did this?”
 “I don’t think so. I think she was getting out of the shower and got ambushed.”
 Megan gestured to the comforter. “What do you make of these?” There were a series of parallel slashes in it. Three lines, then three more just up and to the left of those, then three more up and to the right of those.
 “Claw marks, maybe?” I took a few pictures. Megan produced a measuring tape and noted the size and length, which I added to my notes. 
 “How do you handle corpses out here? Does our office have a diviner? Or someone who can read aura residue?” Megan asked.
 “We’ll tell Doc Ryan about it, and he’ll come out here with Jake to collect the body and take it back to HQ for analysis. If they can’t find anything, they’ll probably get Mrs. Rita involved. She can do some minor divinations.” Megan nodded. She still looked like she might get sick, but she was keeping it together pretty well. I stared at the body, again hoping my Glimpse might kick in, but nothing.
 We looked around the room and took another pass through the townhouse, but didn’t find anything else. We went back to the office and told Galahad about our gruesome discovery.
 Galahad blessed himself. “I will have Dr. Ryan and Mrs. Rita take whatever actions they see fit.” He rubbed his forehead. “I believe that Miguel's disappearance may be related to the case he was working on. I think it’s best if you take that on as well.” He tapped a series of buttons on the table. A panel on the wall slid away, revealing a large plasma TV. 
 “Several of the community have gone missing recently.” When Galahad says community, he means supernatural individuals. The TV screen snapped to life and showed a young woman and a small boy, perhaps seven years old. “This is Justine and Casey Delion. They’re werewolves. No one’s seen them for close to a month.” The screen changed again. This time, a short man with piercing green eyes was displayed. “This is Seamus McElery. He’s a fae. He disappeared about a week after the Delions.” The screen changed again and showed a green figure with oversized ears and glowing orange eyes. “Even the gremlins are disappearing. This is Axlesnapper.” 
 Galahad’s voice was grave when he spoke again. “From what we’ve been able to gather, none of these people had anything to do with one another. I’m concerned that something new has moved into town and it’s preying on our community.”
 “So you think that whatever was doing this got wise to Mikey and took him out before he found anything?”
Galahad nodded at me. “It seems likely. Miguel had been working this case for about a week before he went missing.”
Megan tilted her head to one side. “That means he’s probably got notes somewhere in the office, things he suspected, what he’d learned so far. We can start with that.”
Galahad nodded. “It also may be beneficial to speak with the Midnight Clan.” 
 “The vampires?” I asked. “Do you think they’re involved with this?”
Megan frowned. “That doesn’t seem right. I thought I read somewhere that they have a pact they abide by to keep us from wiping them out.”
 Galahad nodded. “That’s true, and no, Vincent, I don’t believe the vampires are behind this. But the Midnight Clan is a powerful political force in the underworld. They see and hear things we don’t. If anything new has moved into Boston, they’ll know about it.” A map appeared on the screen. A red box highlighted the vampire lair. Galahad pressed a few more buttons and we got several street level views of the building.
 “Go back to the map, please.” Megan said. Galahad did. She studied it for a moment. “Is that Mass General Hospital?” she asked, pointing to a building just northeast of the lair.
 I nodded. “Yes, the legal blood they receive comes from the hospital. They don’t like to be far from their food.” 
 Galahad turned back to me. “I was hoping you’d speak with the vampires on my behalf and see what they had to say.”
 “Diplomacy isn’t my strong suit, XI. Are you sure you want me to talk to them?” 
 Galahad XI grinned. “I admire your honesty, Vincent. But the vampires do not enjoy speaking with me, and they have refused my earlier requests for a meeting. It took me some time to finally convince them to speak with agents on my behalf.” 
 He’s not a priest anymore but I’m sure he’s got enough faith to burn every vampire in this city. They’re smart to be scared of him. 
Galahad noticed Megan’s furrowed brow. “Miguel Gomez was the agent in charge of vampire relations,” he explained. “He’s been the Caulborn liaison to them for years, so the vampires were reluctant to meet with anyone other than him.” He gestured to Megan. “Luckily, you have extensive experience with negotiations and diplomacy. The vampires specified two conditions to the meeting.” He held up a finger. “Whoever came couldn’t be clergy, and,” a second finger went up, “no holy artifacts or relics of faith can be brought to the meeting. Those were their exact words.” Galahad gave me a meaningful look, and I couldn’t help but smile. 
 “I see,” I said. “And you are nothing if not a man of your word. When is the meet scheduled?”
 Galahad returned the smile. “The meeting’s set for 9 p.m. tonight. The lead vampire is named Tom Bruli. I’ll tell him to expect you.” Galahad stood, and Megan and I did the same. “Megan, Leslie has some additional paperwork for you to complete regarding your transfer. Please tend to that.” Megan nodded and left the room. Galahad stood and watched her go, then turned back to me. He slid a manila folder across the table. “This is a copy of Megan’s personnel file, Vincent. I thought you might want to know a bit about your new partner’s background.”
 I took the folder and flipped it open. “Anything juicy in here I should know?”
 “Only that she’s extremely talented. I believe she’ll make Guardian, perhaps even Care Taker, someday.” 
 I whistled softly. “Wow. She’s that good?” 
 Galahad nodded. “I think we’re very lucky to get an agent like her, especially at a time like this. And I can’t think of a better person to show her the ropes around here than you.”
 “Aw, shucks, boss, you’re making me blush.” I smiled.
 “You’d best get back to work. Godspeed, Vincent.”
 I left the conference room, headed back to my office and plopped down in my chair. I laid Megan’s file in front of me and took a quick look at the contents. Basic stuff showed up on the first page. Date and place of birth, date granted Caulborn rank, previous assignments. There were a few other tidbits that I took note of. Megan could speak eight languages, three of which aren’t spoken natively on this planet. She had successfully negotiated a peace treaty with the Shreallin people, something that no other Caulborn had been able to do. She was listed as an expert marksman with handguns and several forms of alien weaponry. Wow, that little cutie was dangerous. 
 I finished skimming through the file and tucked it in my desk. I did a quick check of my email and voicemail and rearranged a couple of the Star Wars action figures on the bookshelf next to the door. As I repositioned Obi Wan Kenobi, Megan walked in. 
“So, partner.” She smiled. “What’s our first step? Work on enhancing the security tapes? Interrogate Keri Greene’s neighbors?”
 “Actually, Miguel recently requested a piece of equipment that might come in handy,” I said. “Come on.” We walked across the hall and into Miguel’s office. The place had a lived-in feel to it. There were photos of Mikey’s nephews, a football autographed by the 2002 Patriots, and three cases of various flavors of coffee stacked in the corner. An iced tea bottle filled with juice from Mikey’s chewing tobacco sat next to his computer. I grabbed the package I’d brought in earlier, along with Mikey’s makeshift spittoon and we went back into my office.
 “This is a diviner,” I said, holding up the box. “Mikey had asked for it to track down the missing paranormals. Let’s see if it can point us to him.” I opened the box and withdrew a slender glass tube with a bulb on either end. One bulb looked like frosted glass, the other was metal. I handed the device to Megan and pulled out a sheet of instructions in Thad’s handwriting. 
Thad always includes a bunch of information on the history and magic that makes up a particular piece, but right now I wasn’t interested in that. I skimmed it for the operation instructions. “To operate the diviner, first unscrew the metal bulb from the device. Then place a hair, nail or fluid sample in the metal bulb and reattach it. If the sample’s owner is within five hundred miles, the diviner will provide an image of their location, and will indicate how to reach the owner’s location.”
 Megan whistled. “Wow, that’s one powerful device.” She passed it back to me.
 “Yeah,” I said as I gently unscrewed the metal bulb. “I think there are only one or two like this in the world.” Megan’s nose wrinkled as I poured the tobacco juice into the bulb and reattached it. As soon as I had, the frosted glass bulb at the top of the rod turned clear, and showed us a fuzzy picture of Miguel. I could see he was lying in a bed, but I couldn’t make out any details beyond that. It was like trying to watch a scrambled cable channel. Then the bulb went dark. I waited for a moment, but nothing happened. 
 “Maybe it needs batteries?” Megan asked.
 I pulled out my cell phone and dialed Thad. “Antiquated Treasures, home of your next showpiece,” he answered.
 “Thad, I’m trying to use the device you gave Miguel, and I’m having some trouble.” I explained what I’d done and the results I’d gotten. 
 “Sounds like its charge was disrupted,” Thad said. “Could have happened in transit if they carried it through a portal or used a dimensional jumper to deliver it to me. Bring it back to the shop and I’ll start the recharge process.”
 “How long will it take to charge?” 
 “That sort of magic is very delicate. The charging process takes at least a week.” 
 I stared at the rod in my hand and felt my heart sink. This artifact was the best way to find Miguel and the other paranormals and its batteries were dead. I made an effort not to swear. 
Thad’s voice perked up. “Gotta go, sweetie. James just came in. Drop the diviner off and I’ll get to work on it. Toodles.” 
I hung up and put the artifact back in its box. 
 “No good?” Megan asked. 
 “No good.” Miguel and the others were in danger. We couldn’t sit around and wait for the rod to recharge. “We’re going to have to do this the old fashioned way.” I rubbed my eyes for a moment and took a breath. “Okay, we can ask the Midnight Clan about the missing humanoids, but I don’t know if they’re the right people to ask about gremlins.”
 “Who would be?” Megan asked. 
 “Right this way,” I said, getting up from my chair and going to the office door. “His name is Gea—” 
“Vinnie!” 
I turned in time to catch a green form that had hurled itself at me. As I detangled myself from the tiny green body, I saw Megan drop the hand that had been reaching under her jacket. “Hello, Gearstripper,” I said when I finally got the gremlin free. I set Gearstripper down and knelt so we were almost at eye level. Gearstripper was only about a foot and a half tall, and rail thin. With his neon green skin, oversized ears and bright yellow eyes, he looked like a Muppet gone horribly wrong. 
 “Hi Vinnie. Didja see the new TV I wired up for GXI? Pretty cool, huh? Best resolution those things can get wholesale is 1080p, but I tinkered with it and got it up to 3240q! Those guys at Sony can’t even make q yet!” Gearstripper’s small three-fingered hands were a blur as he gestured. “And, this is the best, I’ve got it rigged up to my custom PlayWiiBox 8! It started out as a PlayStation 3, but I made some mods, added an Xbox 360 and a Wii and now the thing can play just about every game ever made for every system. I’m working on adding the old legacy systems next. Do you still have that Sega Saturn? I bet I could wire that in there too and get Clockwork Knight running real slick.”
 I had to laugh. “Gears, do you ever come up for air? How can you talk so much with such tiny lungs?” Gearstripper opened his mouth to speak again, but I held up a hand. “I did see the TV. Very cool about the resolution. I bet the Patriots games look great on it. Nice job with the PlayWiiBox8. Bring it over some night and yes, you can have my old Saturn. Then you, me and Petra will have a gaming party.”
 Gearstripper’s luminescent yellow eyes widened. For a moment, they reminded me of the Urisks’ eyes. “Really? That’s so cool! Rock on, Vinnie, rock on!” Megan watched the exchange with a look of amused bewilderment. Gearstripper noticed her, scampered over to Megan and held out a hand. 
 “Hi! I’m Gearstripper. I don’t know you yet, but I can’t wait to.”
 Megan’s dimple reappeared as she bent down to shake his hand. “I’m Megan Hayes. I’ve never met a gremlin before.”
“That’s okay,” Gears replied. “I’ve never met a Megan before.” His own grin split his face in two. Megan began peppering Gearstripper with questions. Gears responded as fast as she could ask, shooting back questions of his own, and the rapid fire Q&A session left me feeling like I was watching some demented ping-pong match on fast-forward. 
 I cleared my throat just as Gears was about to ask something else and they both turned to look at me. I smiled at the gremlin and said, “We were just on our way down to see you, Gears. I need to ask you some questions. Can you focus for me?”
 Gearstripper took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and then let the breath out slowly. “Focus,” he whispered. His eyes snapped open. “Go.”
 I barely kept the smile off my face. “A gremlin named Axlesnapper went missing recently. Did you know him?”
 “Her,” Gearstripper said. “Axle’s a girl. You'd like her, Vinnie, she’s sharp.”
 “When’s the last time you saw her?” 
 Gears pondered this for a moment. “Maybe a week or two ago? She was going to go do some work for the Midnight Clan.”
 “What would the vampires want with her?” Megan asked.
 “Well, they can’t call the Maytag repair man when something breaks, so they use us instead. I think they needed some help getting a wireless network set up. They’re not very tech-savvy, you know. I was down there about three or four months ago, set up their iTunes to play wirelessly throughout the place. I even offered to put speakers in some of their coffins, but they said no.” Gearstripper looked disappointed.
 “Don’t feel bad, Gears, the acoustics in a coffin probably aren’t that good. Did the vampires ever threaten you or anything like that?”
 “No.” Gears shook his head firmly, causing his ears to flop from side to side. “They’re very professional. You fix something for them, and they pay you. They’re very prompt about stuff like that.”
 Now for the question I’d been dreading. “Do vampires ever feed on gremlins?”
 Gears laughed, a twittering sound. “Heck, no. I don’t think there’s enough blood in one of us to even be a snack to them. Also, we heal too quick; our skin would close around their fangs and we’d get stuck in their mouths. Vampires like to seem slick, like to seem suave. Kinda hard to be suave when you’ve got a kicking gremlin stuck to your face.” Gears and Megan both giggled, then the gremlin’s face became serious. “Do you think something bad has happened to her? I mean, sometimes she goes scrounging for a while and I don’t hear from her. I thought that might be what she was up to.”
 “Not sure, Gears.” 
 The gremlin’s face tightened into an expression of determination. “I’ll see if I can find her for you, Vinnie.” 
 I clapped the little fella on the shoulder. “Thanks, Gears. Swing by in a couple of nights with your games. Petra’s out of town right now, but she’ll love to see you when she gets back. Maybe she’ll make one of those kitchen sink sundaes you like.” Gearstripper’s eyes widened and the look of pure joy on his homely little face made me smile again. “I need to get going, Gears. You take it easy.” Gearstripper gave me another hug and then bounded down the hallway, calling out all the flavors of ice cream he would have in his sundae.
 Megan nodded toward the retreating gremlin. “Is there really that much ice cream in that sundae?”
 “Yep. Twelve pints of Ben & Jerry’s, two jars of chocolate sauce and a can or two of whipped cream. Top it off with sprinkles, M&Ms and whatever other candy’s lying around, and you’ve got yourself a kitchen sink.”
 “What, no cherry on top?” 
 I shook my head. “Oddly enough, neither one of them likes cherries.” 
“How long does it take to eat that?”
 “Not long. Gremlins have a metabolism that’s roughly on par with the speed of light, and they’re pretty fierce when it comes to ice cream.” I checked my watch. It was half past six. My stomach rumbled. “Hmm, let’s grab something to eat.” We went down the corridor and took the elevator back to ground level. I nodded to Jake again and we left the building. 
We got in the car and I gave Megan directions to one of the local pizza places. On the way, we stopped at Antiquated Treasures. Thad had gone for the night, so I let myself in, dropped off the diviner and then we went to the restaurant. Traffic was pretty heavy at this hour. We could’ve walked faster, but having the car later was more important. 
Caratelli’s was your typical family pizza parlor. The place had about ten tables, two soda coolers and a pinball machine that I’d never seen running. It also had the best pizza I’d ever had, outside of the North End. But traffic there would be hell right now, and this place was closer to the vampires’ lair. I ordered a meat lovers’. Megan had a salad. 
 We ate in silence for a few minutes as I tried to figure out where to start; we had a lot of ground to cover. Megan looked at me and asked, “So why do you do this?” I raised my eyebrows at her. “This,” she said, gesturing to the two of us. “Be a Caulborn agent. You’re a god, Vincent. So why work like this?”
 I shrugged. “I like helping people. It may sound cliché or trite, but there you go. There are a lot of scary things out there, and I can protect people in ways that others can’t.” I reached for another slice of pizza. “You should have some of this.”
 “Thanks, but that’s making my arteries clog just looking at it.” 
 I shook my head. “No, for the garlic. It’ll make you less tempting to the vampires.”
 “That really works?” 
 “Yep. A lot of the old legends are true. Silver, garlic, sunlight, holy symbols. Garlic won’t make a vampire run away from you, but it will make your blood burn him if he tries to drink it. Imagine the hottest salsa you’ve ever eaten, and that’ll be pretty close.”
 “Some people like food that hot.”
 “And so do some vampires. It’s no guarantee, but it never hurts to be prepared. Now, let’s talk about what’s going to happen when we get to Mr. Bruli’s house.”
“Seems pretty cut and dried to me,” she said. “We ask him some questions and hopefully figure out where the missing people went.”
 “Not what I meant. Have you ever seen a vampire before?” She shook her head. “All right, you know how a caul protects you from mental domination? Well, vampires are always exerting a subtle form of mind control. They’re walking, talking corpses, but they use their powers to look like everyone else. Just relax your eyes, and your caul will allow you to see them as they really are. It’s a dramatic shift, and I want you to be prepared for it.
 “Also, forget anything you’ve heard that makes vampires out to be tragic, noble or misunderstood. They’re evil and they’re only out for themselves. They accepted the pact that the Caulborn laid out only to prevent humanity from hunting them to extinction. They’re living in hiding right now, but we have to watch them constantly so they don’t make a grab for power.”
 Megan frowned at me. “If they’re that much of a threat, why not just wipe them out and be done with it?”
 That was a valid question, and I’d be lying if I hadn’t thought the same thing myself. “For the same reason that you were negotiating with hostile aliens, Megan. Ultimately, we have a lot to learn from each other. Vampires are experts at manipulating the underworld, both politically and magically. They’re long-lived, and can teach us things that the history books can’t.” 
 She nodded. “I see what you mean. They’re a necessary evil.” She took a piece of my pizza and chewed it thoughtfully. “Huh, that’s not bad.” 
Once we’d finished eating, we drove to the address Galahad had given us. I had Megan drive a few blocks farther down and we parked on the side of the street. As I plugged some quarters into a parking meter, Megan gestured at the dashboard clock. “We’ve still got lots of time before we’re expected. What do we do now?”
 “We’re going to make good use of the time,” I replied as I headed down an alleyway between two buildings. “Come on.” I ventured halfway down the alley, and then turned to make sure Megan was following me. The alley was dim, the nearby streetlamps its only source of illumination. I squatted down and took a slow breath. The alley reeked of trash, which was exactly what I wanted. Megan’s nose wrinkled in distaste, but she knelt down next to me, her head cocked in a rather cute gesture of confusion. Then I drew upon the Urisk’s faith in me and mentally called out to the rats. 
I could sense a handful of them scurrying through the dumpsters, skittering along the neighboring alleys. There were dozens more under the street, crawling through the sewers. I didn’t need that many. Three or four would do. I called out to the ones in the dumpster ahead and willed them to approach me. Megan squeaked and jumped to her feet as three of them answered, charging out from beneath the dumpster. They stopped about two feet from me, sat back on their hind legs and looked at me the way a dog looks at its master. I pictured the vampires’ lair in my mind, making it clear where I wanted them to go. Once I was sure they understood, I pointed, and the rats took off down the street. 
 Megan stepped next to me as I stood up. “What was that all about?”
 “Just running recon.”
 “With rats.” It wasn’t a question, it was a statement of disbelief.
 I nodded. “Yes, with rats. The Urisk communicate telepathically. They found that their telepathy didn’t work on humans, something about the human personality blocks their attempts at communication. That’s why the original Dover Demon wasn’t able to talk with the teenagers he encountered. But they can talk to most other creatures on this planet. When they visit our realm, they use small creatures like rats and squirrels to do surveillance for them.”
 She paused. “That doesn’t sound like a typical caulborn-to-fae linkage,” Megan said. “How can you do that?”
 I tried not to chew my lip. Galahad wouldn’t have sent her along if he didn’t trust her. “I get my powers from the Urisk. Their faith means that anything they can do, I can do, too, on a much bigger scale. If I really wanted to, I could command every rat in this city to dance in the streets.”
 “That’d be something to see. I suppose you could make quite a living as an exterminator.”
“Now there’s a career I’d never considered. But never mind my job options. I sent the rats to investigate the vampires’ lair.”
“I figured. How much detail can you get out of them? Will they give you an exact count of sentries, potential traps, that sort of thing?”
“Not exactly. It’s more like being able to see what they’ve seen. So think of it as if I were looking through their eyes. If one of them spots a trap, I’ll notice it, but they don’t know that a wire running across a set of stairs is something to be wary of. They’ll just go around it. They’ll avoid people, though, and that will give me a feel for where the sentries are. Now we just need to wait.” We went back to Megan’s car. The vehicle’s warmth and pine air freshener were a welcome change from the cold, smelly alley.
 The rats came back a short while later. I got out of the car and crouched down in front of them. I let the images of the building run through my mind, let my brain translate the smells and sounds the rats had heard to something comprehensible. Once I was confident I understood everything they had showed me, I dismissed them with a wave of my hand. They squeaked and scampered back down the alley. 
 I opened the car door and said to Megan, “They told me where the guards are, and doesn’t look like the vampires are planning anything sneaky.”
 “I thought you said we’d be under their protection.” 
 “That’s true, but it doesn’t mean I’m going to take chances. Come on.” She got out of the car and started down the street. We entered a connecting alleyway when the first of the shadows detached itself from the walls above us. It dropped down silently and resolved into the form of a man about six feet tall. Two more appeared behind him. Crap. Next time I’d need to get some crows to check the surrounding buildings’ rooftops. 
 “Two behind us,” Megan whispered.
 “Actually,” a voice called, “there are four behind you.” 
 Did I mention that vampires really did have super acute senses? “We are here with Tom Bruli’s permission,” I said. 
 “Well then,” the leader said, “I guess it’s too bad we don’t care what Tom Bruli says.”
 Double crap. These weren’t Midnight Clan vampires. These were Blood Runners, the other vampire clan that called Boston home. 
 “We are representatives of Galahad XI,” Megan said, positioning herself so that she could draw the weapon beneath her coat. “Remember the pact. You are not to feed on humans.”
 “Oh, I’m aware of the pact’s terms and rules,” the leader said as he moved toward us. “However, we’re hungry, and really, the fun thing about rules and conditions is finding ways around them.” He took a step forward. He was tall and in the shadows I could see he had a muscular form. While I couldn’t make out his features, his eyes glowed red. “The simple truth of the matter is we can do whatever we want, so long as we don’t get caught. Now then,” he gestured toward Megan and me. “Let’s eat.”
 
 
 
 



Chapter 6
 
Begin Coded Transmission
 Being the first non-Urisk to be able to speak their language, Lotholio brought Corinthos to the Bright Side. Details of what transpired there are unknown, but the believed outcome is that Lotholio established Corinthos as a god, one who would deliver them from the tyranny of the races that continually conquered their realm. Over time, Corinthos attracted a cult following and drew more power from the Urisk’s faith in him.
 -NS 
End Coded Transmission 
“Oh, Leonardo,” one of the voices behind the leader said. “You never let us have any fun anymore. Look at the blonde, she’s too scrumptious to just feed on.” 
One of the other vampires stepped up to the leader. This one was shorter with a wiry frame. They were about six feet away from us. The new speaker’s eyes flickered red and he spoke to Megan. “Come here, darling, let me show you the bliss of the Night.”
 Evidently lover boy didn’t realize he was dealing with people who were immune to mental compulsion, because he was most surprised when Megan’s 9mm flashed out and shot him twice in the chest. He staggered backward and fell against the dumpster in a heap.
 To my surprise, the other vampires started laughing. “Pete, you totally deserved that. Honestly, ‘bliss of the Night?’” 
 Pete grumbled as he stood up. “Bitch,” he hissed at her. “You’re going to regret that.”
 “Actually, she’s not,” I said. “You are going to leave here right now.” I readied the Urisk’s faith in me. I might be able to take one or two vampires in a straight-up fight, but six? No, for six I’d need some special effects. 
 The leader, Leonardo, sounded amused. “Is that so? Or else what, tough guy?”
 I smiled. “Remember you asked that question, Leo.” I tapped the Urisk’s faith in me, letting it flow along my body. It radiated out as a pool of shimmering blue light, encasing Megan and me. The vampires shied back. All except for Pete, that is.
 “Oh, come on,” Pete said. “It’s just light.”
 “Pete,” Leo warned. 
 “Don’t try to stop me, Leo,” Pete said. “The bitch is mine.” I was guessing Pete was a recently made vampire; it’s the only reason he’d be so brazen and ignorant of holy light. He lunged forward and Megan produced a second gun. No idea where this one came from, but it looked like a ray gun out of a 1950’s sci-fi flick. She never fired it, though, because as Pete came into contact with my light, he burst into flames. That’s the great thing about being a god; I’m a living holy symbol. None of the vampires could get close to us. 
 Pete’s shrieking, burning form staggered away from the light and collapsed to the ground. Blue flames wound around his body and the scent of burned, rotted meat filled the air. A few moments later, a charred skeleton was all that remained of him. Now, with the pool of light encasing us, I got my first good look at our assailants. They were dressed like they were going out to some goth club. I rolled my eyes. 
 “You guys are way too full of yourselves, you know that? So now, if I were you, the next question I’d ask is, ‘Can I outrun the expanding pool of blue light?’” I willed my faith radius to widen, and the vampires hastened backward. Then the one farthest away from me screamed. In the dimness, I could see that more forms had dropped from the walls and were killing the Blood Runners. 
 Megan brought her ray gun up and I could tell she had targets marked, but she never needed to shoot. The Blood Runners, held at bay by the Urisk’s faith, couldn’t run away. Their only course was through the other vampires, who had stakes and swords. Leo’s little pack was wiped out in just a few moments. In the glow of blue light, I could see headless vampire corpses collapsed in the alley, and other crumpled forms that were crumbling to ash. 
 “Caulborn Corinthos? Caulborn Hayes?” a woman’s voice asked.
 “I’m Corinthos,” I said. “Are you with Tom Bruli?”
 “Yes, my name is Lucille. I was sent here to find you when you did not arrive on time. Are you well?”
 “Fine,” I said, releasing the Urisk’s faith. The light vanished and the alley plunged back into darkness. It took my eyes a moment to readjust to the dimness, and let me tell you something, a moment can feel like an eternity when it’s dark and you’re surrounded by vampires. 
 “I am relieved to hear that,” Lucille said. I couldn’t make out Lucille’s features, but her form was slender, and she moved with the unearthly grace that only vampires and cats possess. I could also see that two of her vampires had Leo pinned to the ground. He looked to be the only survivor. “I would hate to think that anything would have happened to the Galahad’s people. The Galahad’s forgiveness only goes so far.”
 Leo groaned as Lucille’s vampires hoisted him to his feet and pushed him back down the alley. Lucille stopped ten feet away from me. “Caulborn Corinthos, you have my personal word that no harm will befall you or Caulborn Hayes. If you will please accompany me, I will take you to Mr. Bruli.”
 “Of course, Lucille, and thank you for the assist.” She nodded and the group of us continued down the alley and into a better lit parking lot. Megan gave a quiet gasp and almost missed a step. Yep, she’d pierced their illusions. We moved up to an older three story office building. I was surprised that the place had as many windows as it did, but if my hunch was right, they’d be blackened somehow on the inside. 
 Lucille and her group led us up the stairs and into the building. We crossed through a foyer with several heavily armed guards, and then into a larger room beyond. It looked like it might have been a cube farm at one point. The place was dark, but there were scattered pockets of dim light. I sensed more than saw the other vampires. At a word from Lucille, one of the vampires flipped a switch and lights flickered on. Given their highly acute night vision, the vampires probably only used the overhead lights when they had human visitors.
 The dim light I’d seen was coming from computer monitors, and there were half a dozen vampires tapping away on keyboards. I could hear faint music coming from several places all around me. The vampires had eclectic tastes in music, as I distinctly heard the closing bars of a Metallica song followed immediately by Barry Manilow. 
 “Before we proceed, agents,” Lucille said. “I would ask that you relinquish your weapons and holy symbols, per our arrangement with the Galahad.” Megan placed her 9mm on the metal tray that another of the vampires held out. I noticed she didn’t put her ray gun down, but didn’t say anything. I set a cross on the tray. It was best to let the vampires think that’s what I’d been using to hold our attackers back. Then I set my switchblade on the tray, which earned a curious glance from Lucille. “A knife fighter? There aren’t many of you left in the world.” 
 “What can I say? I’m old fashioned.” My gaze swept the room again, and then came back to Lucille, who instructed the vampire with the tray to store our weapons. Lucille looked to be about twenty-eight or twenty-nine years old. She had gray eyes and flawless pale skin. Her dark hair was braided, and her clothing was by a designer whose name I couldn’t pronounce. 
 I relaxed my eyes and let my caul filter out her illusion. Lucille’s skin withered and yellowed, and her brilliant white smile browned. Deep hollows formed beneath her eyes, which were a dull pink. Her fangs peeked out over decomposing lips. I let the illusion return. Staring at the walking dead can get unsettling. Other vampires, clad in similarly stylish clothing, moved around us. I counted at least nine more, and they were all armed with swords or guns. I was grateful for the Urisk’s faith, but just the same, I wouldn’t want to have to fight my way out of a place like this. 
 “This way, agents,” Lucille said as she gestured down a hallway. Several members of her group broke off, but the two pushing Leo stayed with us. We walked through several more sets of doors before we came to a stairwell. Three more vampires joined us. They cuffed Leo’s hands behind his back and clasped more chains around his ankles. 
Lucille noticed Megan eyeing the chains. “They’re a special titanium alloy,” she said. “He’s probably strong enough to break them, but it will take him a few minutes to do so. And in that time, every one of my people will have put a stake through him. Twice.” 
Leo glowered at her, but made no moves. Maybe he thought he could talk his way out of the problem when he saw Bruli. More likely, he knew that if he tried anything, he’d be dead in a flash.
 We went up the stairs, Lucille, Megan and I at the front, while the group of other vampires pushed Leo up behind us. We got to the third floor and were led into a pitch-black hallway. Lucille turned on another set of dim overhead fluorescents and took us into an office. There were several male vampires standing at various points in the room, but I picked out Tom Bruli right away. He was seated on a couch, feet propped up on a table, swirling a martini glass filled with blood. Two females were lounging on either side of him. I had to give Bruli credit, he could craft a convincing illusion. He appeared as a prosperous man with slicked-back hair, dressed impeccably in a suit that cost more than Megan’s car. 
 The women were just as extravagant, clad in designer dresses and sparkling with jewelry. Their illusions gave them milky white skin and elaborate hair styles. They looked like they were ready for a night out in some Hollywood bar. The women giggled and pawed playfully at Tom’s suit and hair, then sat back with sulky expressions as we walked in. Tom gave me a look up and down and then turned his attention to Megan. His gaze lingered on her for much longer and a smile flicked across his lips. It was obvious he was thinking that Megan looked tasty.
 I relaxed my eyes again, and saw the cadaverous forms on the couch across from me, complete with glowing red eyes and fangs. Bruli’s skin was dull gray and rotted in several places. His perfect hairdo was also an illusion. He only had three or four clumps of hair left on his head, and these looked greasy and tangled. His fangs were dark yellow and long. And sharp.
 “Caulborn Corinthos and Hayes, I presume?” My caul let me hear two versions of his voice. The first was the one he wanted me to hear—smooth, calm, commanding. The other was a harsh, grating rasp. They were like echoes of one another, and to keep the conversation straight in my head I focused on the voice I knew was the real one. The unpleasant one. Megan and I nodded, and Tom turned his attention to Lucille and the bound Leo. “And this?” he asked as he sipped his drink.
 “Blood Runner, sir,” Lucille responded. “Caught a group of them attacking the Caulborn.”
 Bruli’s eyes flared red. He was in front of Leo now, holding the other vampire by the throat. Megan’s eyes were huge; neither one of us had seen him move. One of his female companions caught the glass that he’d dropped before moving. It only fell an inch or two before she snatched it. “You dare to attack Caulborn?” Bruli hissed. “Have you no idea of the ramifications of such an action?”
 Leo sneered. “Ramifications? You’re a fine one to talk about ramifications, Bruli. How many Blood Runners did you think you could kill before we’d get wise to you?”
 A look of genuine confusion flickered on Bruli’s face. “What are you talking about?” 
 “Three of our clan have gone missing over the last two weeks,” Leo said. “They all vanished in this area. What have you done with them?” I had to give Leo credit, he had guts. I didn’t know if I could puff out my chest like that if I were chained up.
 “I could ask you the same question,” Bruli said. “Two of my own have disappeared this month.” Leo’s confusion was genuine, as well. Tom saw it. “So perhaps here we have a misunderstanding.” He snapped his fingers and one of the lounging female vampires flashed across the room and returned with a silver thermos. “However, you cannot attack people within my clan’s boundaries and expect no consequences.” He took the thermos from the woman and carefully unscrewed it. 
 Lucille and the other guards forced Leo to his knees. Tom poured the thermos’ contents over Leo’s head and took a few quick steps back. The clear liquid caught fire as soon as it touched Leo’s scalp and began to eat its way through his head like acid. The air was filled with the scent of burning undead flesh and Leo’s dying shrieks. The fire burned through his head, exploding through his eye sockets and mouth, then continued to burn down his throat and into his torso. The burned out form that collapsed to the floor a few moments later only vaguely resembled anything humanoid.
 Tom carefully capped the thermos and handed it back to the woman. “Holy water,” he smiled. “It really is remarkable what one can purchase on the Internet.” He gestured to a pair of lounging males, who began cleaning up the mess.
 Bruli’s little display was just for our benefit. I could tell that he was trying to reassure us that the Midnight Clan followed the pact and would enforce its terms. Just the same, I was straining to keep my face smooth. What had just happened was absolutely stomach turning, and I hoped it didn’t show. I glanced at Megan. Her face was a mask of cool indifference. “Mr. Bruli,” she said, her tone matching her expression. “We understand you are busy and certainly do not wish to take up any more of your valuable time than necessary.”
 Bruli looked at her as if seeing her for the first time, and his red eyes widened slightly. “Do call me Tom, my dear,” he said smoothly, taking his place back on the couch. “And I do apologize for any unpleasantness you experienced en route here.”
 Megan waved a dismissive hand. “Galahad XI has asked us to speak with you on a matter of some importance. Shall we speak here, or is there somewhere else you would rather discuss this?”
 “My people are loyal, Caulborn Hayes. Here will be fine.” He gestured to a pair of leather recliners that sat facing the couch. “Please, make yourselves comfortable.”
 Megan and I each took a chair. Bruli’s red gaze stayed fixed on Megan. For her part, Megan sat there calmly, her legs crossed, her hands resting in her lap. If she was nervous, she sure didn’t show it. Bruli wasn’t even looking at me and he made me uneasy. I had to give Megan credit, she was good. 
 Bruli smiled. “To business, then.” 
 “Oh, you and your business,” said one of the women seated next to Bruli, who detached herself from the couch and moved toward me. Now, I was certain that had I been seeing her disguised, I would’ve been enthralled, but a walking corpse moving toward you while swaying its hips is unsettling, to say the least. “Let’s have some fun, first. What do you say?”
 “I’m spoken for and she’s the jealous type,” I responded.
 “Tut, tut,” she said, seating herself on the arm of my chair and brushing my ear with a pale, dead hand. “I don’t mind sharing. She could play too, if you’d like.” An unwelcome image of me, Petra and a corpse in a threesome sprang up in my mind. This was going beyond disturbing. I gently removed her hand. Her flesh was cold and clammy, and touching it made my skin crawl. She pouted, then turned her attention to Megan. “How about you? I could teach you things that would drive any man or woman wild.” 
 “Tempting,” Megan said in that same cool tone, “but I’ll pass.” The vampire pouted again. Then she squinted at Megan and froze. 
 “Strigoi Viu,” she whispered.
 Oh shit. I glanced at Megan. If she knew what that meant, she gave no reaction. Her face remained that perfect mask of composure. 
 “I do believe you are correct about that, Marla,” Tom said with a smile, which he turned on Megan. “Let us discuss our business, Caulborn Hayes. Then perhaps we may get to know one another better.” He turned to me as if I were an afterthought, “And you as well, of course, Caulborn Corinthos.” 
Marla reseated herself next to Bruli, but didn’t take her eyes off Megan. 
 Over the next ten minutes, Megan and I gave them a quick rundown of the people that had disappeared. Bruli shook his head. “Aside from my own people, I have not heard of any of the community going missing. I will make some inquiries, though, and will send a message to the Galahad if I learn anything. Will that be sufficient?”
 “Quite sufficient, Mr. Bruli,” Megan said, rising. “Caulborn Corinthos and I thank you for your time this evening.”
 Bruli stood opposite to her and gave a short bow. “It was truly an honor, Caulborn Hayes.” He held up a hand. “While I wish for Caulborn Gomez's safe return, I would ask if we might have the pleasure of your company again some evening. It’s been some time since a woman of your particular caliber has graced this building.” The women on the couch tensed at this remark, and their eyes narrowed at Megan. I held the Urisk’s faith ready, just in case.
 “Perhaps,” Megan said. “You must understand that my duties are my first priority, Mr. Bruli. Finding these missing individuals is my one and only goal at the moment.”
 “My dear,” Tom said, “if you only focus on your duties, you will find that life will pass you by. You have many, many years ahead of you, and the weight of duty only gets heavier as the decades pass. Do remember to enjoy yourself from time to time. Pay an occasional visit to us, that’s all I ask. I’m sure we could learn much from one another.”
 “That is a gracious offer, Mr. Bruli. I shall consider it. Thank you again for your time this evening.”
 Tom nodded to us and showed us out of the office. Lucille took us down to the lobby where our weapons were returned to us. That done, Lucille walked us out of the building and back to the alleyway where we’d first met her. “Any idea what might have happened to your people?” I asked. “The ones who vanished?”
 Lucille shook her head. “None. The Blood Runners have always been reckless, we figured they had something to do with it. Now that we know otherwise, though...” She sighed as she trailed off. I noticed she kept me between herself and Megan. It was like she was afraid of the other woman. That bothered me. Could it be possible that Megan really was Strigoi Viu? Lucille turned to me. “I trust you can make it back from here?” 
 “Yes, thank you for the escort, Lucille.” 
She nodded to us and disappeared into the night. Megan and I strode to the Tercel. I was amazed at how poised Megan was as she moved. We got back into the car and shut the doors. 
 Megan started the car, placed her hands at a perfect ten and two position on the wheel, and drove for about two blocks before she pulled over again. Her knuckles were pure white. “Megan?” I asked. 
 “They scared me,” she whispered. “They’re so...wrong.” She turned to me, stark horror shining in those brilliant blue eyes. “They called me Strigoi Viu. What does that mean?”
 Crap. “Well,” I began, “In Romania, they believed that someone born with a caul would rise as a vampire lord after they died, and would command armies of undead. Until you die, you are called Strigoi Viu, or living vampire.” Megan’s face paled even further and she brought a hand up to her mouth. “I wouldn’t worry about that, though,” I added. “As far as I know, none of the Caulborn have ever reanimated after they died.”
 I could see that she was fighting to keep her composure. Way to put her mind at ease, Corinthos. “Don’t worry, Meg,” I said, taking one of her hands. “I was scared too when I learned about that particular legend. Then I did some research, talked to Galahad and a few other people, and found out that’s all it was—a legend. Caulborn have been active here in America for over four hundred years and there’s never been a single account of Strigoi Viu. It’s the same in all the other countries we have offices in. If you’d like, tomorrow I can point you at the places I learned from.” I’d mention this to Galahad in the morning. Better safe than sorry. 
She nodded, a quick, jerky motion, and gave a nervous laugh. “I suppose it is pretty silly. Everyone knows vampires are made, not born.” She was trying to convince herself, I could tell. She took a deep breath and when she let it out, some of her composure returned. “Besides, that’s the first time I’ve ever heard of this legend. If it were true, it would be present in other forms in other cultures.” She nodded to herself again, the motion more natural this time.
 “We’ve had a busy evening,” I said. “You up for a pint?”
 She leaned her head against the headrest and let out a short laugh. “More than you can know.”
 “Great. There’s a bar I know called the Seanake that’ll take care of us. And there’s a guy there who might know some things about the missing people.” 
As Megan drove to the bar, we talked about what we’d learned. Bruli might not know what had happened to the abducted, but the vampires were losing their own and were on edge. That could turn into a clan war if left unchecked. We’d have to keep Galahad apprised of that. After about fifteen minutes, plus an extra ten circling the parking lot for a space, we walked into the Seanake.
The Seanake's a really old school Irish pub. They served Guinness just right, and there was live music every night. The great thing was the music was always traditional Irish drinking songs; no up and coming bands here, only guys who can sing Whiskey in the Jar and Seven Drunken Nights. I smiled as we entered the bar, which was about three quarters full. Three waitresses were scooting back and forth from the bar to the tables, trays loaded with beer and pub grub. 
 There was an empty table near the corner, about ten feet from both the bar and the band. That table was always empty, and even if the place was packed, no one would sit there. I took Megan over to the table and then walked up to the band, which had just finished one of the more off-color renditions of Wild Rover. I handed the band leader a twenty.
 “Finnegan’s Wake,” I said. He nodded his thanks, pocketed the cash and I sat down at the table. A waitress came over and I ordered four pints of Guinness and a shot of Bushmills. 
Megan cocked her head at me. “So where is this contact of yours?” 
 “He’ll be here shortly. Relax, enjoy the song.”
 We listened to the band play. I sang along, as did most of the patrons and the staff. The song was about one Tim Finnegan, an Irish bricklayer who fell off a ladder and was presumed dead. The mourners at his wake gradually became rowdy and spilled whiskey on his corpse. This brought Tim back to life and he was most indignant that they thought he was dead and that they were spilling his whiskey. 
Our waitress returned with the drinks as the band finished to a booming round of applause. I turned to the third chair at the table and found a pale, dark-haired man sitting with us. He whistled and hooted his appreciation of the music, then knocked back the shot of whiskey.
 “Now, these lads know how to send a man off proper,” the newcomer said with a smile as he took one of the pints in front of him. 
 Megan jumped in her seat and I saw her reach under her coat. 
 “Easy, Megan. This is Tim Finnegan. He’s my contact here.”
 She squinted at him. “He’s a ghost,” she said. There was both wonder and horror in her expression. I winced. Tim was pretty laid back as far as spirits go, but they typically didn’t like being reminded that they were dead. 
 Tim smiled. “This one’s as sharp as a pin, Vinnie,” he said to me. Then he paused. “You didn’t break up with Petra, did ya?”
 “No, Tim, Megan is a business associate.”
 His eyes twinkled as he looked at her. “If I’d had business associates with figures like that when I was carryin’ me hod, I’d never have gotten any work done.” Megan shifted in her seat and blushed. 
 “According to that song, you spent most of your time drunk, anyway,” she said.
 He gave her an indignant look. “I do me best work when I’m drunk, thank you very much.” He turned back to me and spread his hands. “Now, what brings you to me tonight?”
 I told him about the people who had gone missing. “It’s only paranormals, Tim. I was wondering if you’d heard anything from the spirit world.”
 Tim rubbed his chin and stared into his Guinness for a few moments before he shook his head. “Nothing springs to mind.” He drained the rest of his pint and I passed him a second glass. “But I’ll keep me ears open.” He looked at me and the joviality left his face. “But Vinnie, vampires, werewolves and gremlins are all strong and resourceful. They’re the predators, not the prey. Whatever’s taking them is going to be bad. It might be dangerous even for someone like you. So be careful, lad.” His eyes sparkled again. “After all, not many people come in here and buy me pints anymore.”
 “Can I get you anything else?” Our server, a perky young woman of about twenty-three, had materialized next to our table in that way only a waitress can and smiled at us.
“Thank you, we’re all set,” Megan said. Our waitress smiled again and left the bill. When we turned back to the table Tim was gone. When you’re a ghost, entrances and exits are always dramatic. I imagined the director’s notations for Tim’s comings and goings as, “Exit - Stage Immediately In Front of You.” Megan looked at the spot where he’d been sitting and then at me. I just shrugged. 
 “Is he reliable?” she asked. 
 I nodded. “If any one of the missing people dies, Tim will hear about it, and he’ll pass it on to us.” 
She sipped her Guinness, then leaned back from the table, closed her eyes and let out a slow breath. “Today I found a woman whose brain was stolen, met a gremlin, several vampires, and a ghost.” She tipped her head to one side and opened her eyes. “And my new partner is a god.” Her dimple appeared. I started to say something when a crash, followed by a shattering of glass and a yelp of pain from our left took our attention. One of our fellow patrons had decided to do a jig on the table and had fallen off and broken his leg. Our waitress hollered for the bartender to call for an ambulance, and hastily set about making the man comfortable until the EMTs arrived.
Megan looked at me. “Could you heal him?”
I shook my head. “I can only do stuff like that for my followers.” Even if that guy decided to worship me, I wouldn't be able to do anything for him. That was the catch of being a half-deity; there was some rule out there that said you couldn’t have members of your own species as followers. That was why even though Hercules, Perseus and Achilles were half-gods, they were never able to tap their followers' faith to do anything miraculous. 
 “So are the Urisk your only followers?” Megan asked.
 “Yes, and keeping them safe is tricky enough.”
“What about other creatures? Other fae, vampires, aliens? Would you be able to have them as worshippers?”
I shrugged. “I’ve never sought out other followers, but yeah, I guess that would work.”
“So you’re a god who runs on inhuman faith. And that faith lets you do whatever your followers can, as much and as often as you want?”
“Something like that,” I said. “Gods are like machines that run on faith instead of electricity. Each day when I listen to my followers’ prayers, it’s like recharging my batteries. The more I tap my followers’ faith for power, the faster those batteries drain.”
We chatted for a few minutes more while we finished our drinks, then we left the Seanake and she gave me a lift back to my apartment. “See you tomorrow, partner,” she said with a smile. She drove off and I headed inside. My apartment was number 314, and the previous tenant put a “.” between the 3 and the 1. So when I got home, I always thought of pi, and then of pie, which made me hungry.
I grabbed a quick snack, cleaned up, brushed my teeth and headed for the bedroom. My apartment isn’t huge, but it’s got enough room for Petra and me. I looked at the pictures of the two of us on the wall, and then at the calendar, which had the day after tomorrow circled in red. Inside the circle, the word ‘Home!’ was printed in Petra’s girly handwriting. The ‘o’ in ‘Home!’ was a happy face. God, I missed her. 
I stretched out on the bed and closed my eyes. Fae wars, a de-brained woman, kidnapped paranormals and vampire attacks would be enough to give anyone nightmares. 
Especially me.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 7
 
Begin Coded Transmission
 Details of what transpired during Corinthos’ crossover to the Bright Side are sparse, but from other interrogated fae we have learned that Corinthos’ psychic powers were amplified. This was illustrated when he single-handedly threw back a wave of hobgoblin soldiers that were attacking an Urisk farming detail. The Urisk who witnessed this were in awe of the Godling, and it is believed they were among the first to evangelize him to the other Urisk, proclaiming his heroic deeds.
 -NS 
End Coded Transmission 
I was trapped in a demonic forge. The cavernous room’s only light came from the hellish red light of the forge’s flames, which easily reached the ceiling. The blacksmith, a crimson-skinned fiend with fangs as long as my index finger, pounded on an anvil with a hammer the size of a toaster oven. The blacksmith saw me and snarled, hurling the sword he’d been forging at me. I tried to turn, but it was like I was stuck in a vat of molasses. The world barely moved as I willed my body to run. 
 About halfway to me, the sword turned into a man whose eyes gleamed like glass. He stretched his arms out and chains burst from his hands. The chains ensnared me, dug into my skin, wrapped around my neck. I tried to raise my arms to break free, tried to summon the Urisk’s faith, but my body and my powers refused to respond. The man slammed into me, drove me to the ground. A blade appeared where his hand should have been and he drove it at my throat.
 I came awake with a start and almost fired off a real telekinetic blast in response to the dream. I caught myself just in time. The last time that happened, we had to replace the bedroom door. I rubbed my eyes and tried to shake off the unease of the nightmare. I glanced at the clock. It was just after six in the morning. Might as well get up.
I started my morning out as I always do, by answering my follower’s prayers. I opened my mind to them, and their voices flooded into my mind. Many of them were just speaking their daily litanies, part of a routine that Lotholio and the other priests had instilled into them. Some of them asked for health or strength, and these I granted. With each prayer that I heard, my faith reserves refilled a bit more.
Twenty minutes later, I stood up and gave a satisfied stretch. When I was fully charged with the Urisk’s faith I felt like I could take on the world. So hi ho, hi ho, it’s off to work I go. 
When I got to HQ, I walked down the hall and saw that the lights were on in Megan’s office. I stuck my head in and found her in front of a whiteboard, a pad of paper in one hand and a marker in the other. In pristine handwriting, she’d written out the names of the missing and what we knew of them so far. The board was color-coded, with notes about the missing appearing in green, questions in blue, and miscellaneous bits of information in brown. 
“Oh, hi, Vincent,” she said when she noticed me. “I copied these from Miguel’s whiteboard.” She held up the pad and gestured to her own board. “I’ve been going over this for the last hour, but I’m not having much luck.” We spoke for a few minutes while we reviewed what we knew so far. We took another look at the tapes we’d recovered from Mikey’s apartment, but even with the enhanced footage, courtesy of Gearstripper, we couldn’t see much. After about forty-five minutes of rewinding and replaying, it was obvious we weren’t going to solve anything.
 “Up for a road trip?” she asked.
 “Where to?”
 “The Delions had a cottage in Dublin, New Hampshire.” She tapped a map printout. “From what the Caulborn files say about the Delions, Justine would take her son there when the moon was full. The last full moon coincides with the time they disappeared.”
 I glanced at my watch. It was just after nine. Traffic shouldn’t be too bad heading north. “Sounds like a plan,” I said. “Let’s go.” 
 During the drive, Megan peppered me with more questions about the Caulborn’s activities in the New England area. She’d done a lot of research on her own, and I was impressed with how sharp her memory was. After driving for a little over two hours, we arrived at our destination. The Delion house was a small, two bedroom cape, located just off of Route 101. The yard was heavily wooded, and the nearest neighbor’s house was over half a mile away.
 “Wow,” Megan said as she stared at the red and gold leaves on the trees. “It’s so pretty.”
 “Yeah,” I said as I looked around. “Not many people around, middle of nowhere, yep, this is a great place for a werewolf to hang out.”
 There was an aging green Hyundai in the driveway. Judging by the amount of leaves that had built up by its windshield wipers, the car hadn’t been driven in some time. We did a quick loop around the house; everything seemed normal. We went to the front door and rang the bell. I rang it again when no one answered after a minute. Another minute later, Megan looked at me.
 “I don’t think anyone’s going to answer,” she said. I glanced away for a moment, and when I looked back, Megan had a slim leather case in her hand. She removed a thin metal tool from the case and crouched down in front of the doorknob.
 “Lockpicks?” I asked, raising my eyebrows.
 Megan looked up at me. “What?”
 “Nothing,” I said. “Just wasn’t expecting you to be geared for B&E.”
 “I love B&E,” she said, her dimple blooming as she turned her attention to the lock. “Seventy percent of my time was spent in negotiations. That other thirty, though, that was when we’d have to break into some delegate’s quarters and retrieve information or equipment. So B&E was practically a requirement for what I did.”
 Megan gently raked the lock and her dimple deepened when the tension key turned. The lock clicked and she swung the door open. “I’ll go first,” she said as she ducked inside. She already had her 9mm out. I hadn’t even seen her draw it, nor had I seen her put the pick set away. Dang, the girl had fast hands. We moved through the small kitchen. Everything was neat and tidy here. The kitchen gave way to a living room, and this was where all hell had broken loose. A large, recessed skylight in the ceiling was completely shattered, and fragments of glass and smears of blood were everywhere. Leaves and small tree branches were scattered among the furniture, blown in from the outside.
 “Holy cow,” Megan whispered. “What happened here?”
 “Looks like the Delions were taken by force, and they didn’t go without a fight.” There were splatters of silver liquid on the floor, as well. 
 “Something attacked them with silver?” Megan asked, gesturing to the splatters.
 “I don’t think this is silver,” I said. “Molten silver would’ve burned marks onto the furniture and rug. Do you have an evidence kit in your car?” She nodded and ducked out to grab it. When she came back, I scraped up some of the silver onto a piece of paper and dropped it into a small plastic vial. We paced around the room, Megan taking pictures. I hadn’t seen her pull the camera out either. Where was she keeping all this gear?
 “What do you make of these?” Megan asked, gesturing to a strand of vines on the floor as thick as my wrist. I knelt down next to it, and as I did, my Glimpse kicked on. I saw a slender reed of a man snapping his hands out in front of him. Vines burst forth from his arms, entangling a beast on the other side of the room. The beast, a wolf almost as tall as me, roared in rage and struggled for a moment before slumping to the ground. The vine man effortlessly hoisted the wolf over his shoulder and extended his arm toward the skylight. Vines shot up, and they went up and out of the house. The Glimpse faded.
 “You all right?” Megan asked.
 I shook myself. “Sorry.” I relayed the Glimpse to Megan.
 She whistled. “What sort of creature can shoot vines from its hands?”
 I pulled a large plastic bag from the evidence kit and carefully slid the vine inside. Doc Ryan could analyze it, along with the silver fluid. “Could be fae. Dryads do stuff like that, but it’s unlikely since it was inside the house. I’m not sure what else could do it.” We spent a few more minutes going through the house. There were more splotches of the silver fluid and a few more vine fragments, but nothing more. 
 We got back in the car and Megan started us home.
 “Do you mind if I ask you something?” she asked. I gestured for her to go ahead. “How does that Glimpse thing of yours work? Can you see anything? Is it always random? Can you pick what you want to see? Or who? Or when? Like, could you look back and see who shot JFK, or what happened to Jimmy Hoffa?”
 I tried not to laugh at that last one. “Okay, I’ll try to explain as best as I can. Each Glimpse is tied to a particular person, place or object that I’m looking at. It lets me see a moment in their past that was important or especially formative. I can’t consciously control when it happens, and I can’t control how long it lasts. Sometimes, I Glimpse twenty or thirty seconds worth of time, and other times, it could be twenty or thirty minutes.”
 The only time I can actually control a Glimpse is if I look back on my own life. I can choose to remember everything that happened at a particular point in time, and relive it in my mind. That’s how I got through school without ever studying; I’d just look at the pages in a book, and then Glimpse back during the tests. I kept that little secret to myself, though. 
 Megan nodded. “I hope you don’t mind these questions, Vincent. These are new waters for me, and I want to understand as much as I can.”
 “Not at all. You’re very driven. Galahad says you could be Care Taker someday.”
 Megan nodded. “That’s what I’m shooting for. I can see a world where the paranormals don’t have to hide anymore, where aliens and vampires and everything in between can co-exist. It may sound naive, but it will happen someday, and I hope I can be the one to do it.”
 I wondered if Martin Buckham, the current Care Taker, ever had similar ambitions. He oversaw everything the Caulborn operatives did, and under him we definitely won more than we lost. All too often though, it seemed like our job was to stay one step ahead of the next paranormal crisis. “That’s a very ambitious goal, Megan,” I said. 
 “That’s why I need to be out here,” Megan said. “I need to understand as much of the community as I can, see what’s back in the dark corners, and know how those beings see us. Many of the alien races we’ve encountered see us as a primitive race with a lot of potential; they see us like children. But I can see us becoming a power in the universe. In order for that to happen, all the peoples of the earth have to be united, and I have to understand how all the pieces fit together.” She blushed and her dimple popped out. “Sorry, that probably makes me sound stupid, doesn’t it?”
 “Not at all,” I said. “It’s a very lofty goal, but I’ve seen enough in the last five or six years to know that anything is possible.” It would probably take Megan her entire life to get the first steps of something like that in place, but if she could, and she was able to name successors who would honor her vision, that might be possible. It would probably take hundreds of years, but I didn’t want to rain on her parade. 
 We got back to Boston and I headed to Medical while Megan went upstairs to speak with Galahad. Doc Ryan was making some notes on a page as I walked in. “Afternoon, Doc,” I said. “How goes the battle?”
 The Doc ran a hand through his thinning white hair and gestured to the papers on his desk. “This zombie Kristin brought in has to be one of the strangest things I’ve seen from an anatomical perspective. Its organs are in the wrong places, and there are membranes stretching through tissues that I’ve never seen before. Add to that it seems to have been rotted alive by some disease I’ve never encountered before, and you’ve got yourself a case of weird shit.” 
He lit a cigarette and took a puff. “You know I’ve been working with the Caulborn for almost fifty years now? It’s crazy, Vincent, absolutely crazy. In five decades I’ve treated diseases that cause vampirism and lycanthropy, I’ve healed wounds that were infected by black magic, I’ve de-animated zombies and cyborgs. And still, just when I think I’ve seen it all, you kids find something new.”
 “Come on, Doc, you know you love it.” 
 He smiled at me as he let out a smoke ring. “I never said I didn’t. Just the same, sometimes it’d be nice if someone brought me something I’d already seen.” He gave a short laugh. “Just once I’d love to say, ‘oh, yeah, I know what that is.’” 
 I handed him the vial with the silver stuff I’d scraped up. “Well, how about this?”
 He took it in his aged hands, and his bushy white eyebrows rose. He swirled the liquid in its container, watching how it stuck to the sides. “At first glance, I’d have said melted silver, but that’s not right. The way it’s clumped together reminds me of a blood clot.”
 “You know anything with silver blood?”
 He sighed. “No, no I don’t. So I guess I’ll have to find out for you, eh?” 
 “You’re the best, Doc.”
 He pointed at me, a thin tendril of smoke rising from his cigarette. “Damn straight. Don’t you forget that.” He slapped a label on the vial, made a quick note, and then put the vial into a rack of test tubes on his desk. Gearstripper popped out from beneath the desk. 
 “Okay, Doc, I just loaded a bunch more RAM into your computer. The facial reconstruction program should run much faster now.”
 “Thank you, Gearstripper,” Doc said. “I can finally get that reconstruction analysis going for Kristin.” He gestured to the bag I held. “Something else?”
 “Yes.” I pulled out one of the vines and laid it on the desk. “I need you to tell me what these are.”
 Gears hopped up on the table. “Oh, I know what those are.”
 The Doc and I looked at him. “You do?” I asked.
 “Well yeah,” Gears crouched down next to the bag and stared intently at the vines. Then he looked back up at me. “Plants,” he said.
 I stared at him for a moment, then he burst out into squeals of high-pitched laughter. His tiny, sharp teeth shone brightly as he laughed. “Oh, I got you good!” he squeaked. “You should see the look on your face, Vinnie! Plants!” The Doc and I couldn’t help but laugh along with him. Gears was laughing so hard he fell onto the table, holding his sides. After a moment, he calmed enough to stand back up.
 I made an effort to keep a straight face. “Allow me to clarify. I require an analysis run on these plants, Master Gearstripper.” I turned back to Doc Ryan. “I think they’re supernatural in origin, and anything you can tell me about them will be good.” I filled the Doc in on what I'd Glimpsed.
 The Doc rubbed his chin. “This is more up Mrs. Rita’s alley than mine. I’ll run some preliminary scans on them, but she’ll be able to tell you more.” He scooped up the bag of vines and placed them in a plastic bin on the desk. “She’ll be here in a few hours, and knowing her, she’ll have answers for you before I get done analyzing your silver goo.” 
“My appreciation to you both.” I smiled. The Doc waved me away with his free hand and took another drag on his cigarette. I excused myself and headed up to Galahad’s office.
 Megan was already there and had briefed Galahad on what we’d found in New Hampshire. “What’s your next move?” he asked.
 “I’ll work on what happened to Seamus McElery next,” I said. “There’s an Urisk ritual that I might be able to use to see what happened to him, and if Kristin’s right about him being turned into a zombie.”
 Galahad pursed his lips. “How much time will you need?”
 I checked my watch. It was just past four. “Not long. I should be back here by nightfall.”
 “I’ll come with you,” Megan said.
 “Thanks, Meg, but this is kind of a god-only situation.” It was hard to describe the intimacy I felt for my followers, and there weren’t many people I’d be willing to share that with. Petra, sure. Anyone else? Well, probably not. 
 “All right,” Megan said. “I’ll see if I can find out anything else about Seamus McElery on this side while you’re gone.”
 Galahad nodded at both of us. “God be with you, Vincent. I will pray for your safe return.”
 I winked at him and left the building. Crossing over to Bright Side requires what’s called a phasilion, a living portal between our world and the fae’s. You needed to know exactly where the phasilion was, and it needed to approve of you. Phasilions were both gates and gatekeepers. While some were malevolent and invite people in only to deposit them in the middle of a flesh eating troll’s lair, most were cautious about letting humans through. Luckily, the phasilion behind the Children’s Museum likes me.
 The phasilion looked like another part of the building, to the left of a dumpster. But if you looked really hard, you could see very subtle movement within the bricks, like specks floating across their surface. I gently placed my hand on the surface and closed my eyes.
 “Vincent Corinthos,” a gentle female voice said. “Back so soon?” 
 “I need to do some searching, Aviorla,” I replied. “One of the Bright Side’s sons has gone missing, and I need to learn more about him.”
 “Of course,” the phasilion replied. “Shall I take you to the Urisk?” I nodded. “Safe passage and peace to you, God of the Urisk.” A portal opened in the wall and I stepped through into a pocket of pale yellow light. I closed my eyes and was swallowed by a strong sense of vertigo. The first time Lotholio had brought me through Aviorla, I’d thrown up everything I’d ever eaten in my life. Even after years of going back and forth between realms, I felt a little woozy. 
 There was a change in pressure around me and I opened my eyes. Another portal had opened before me, Aviorla’s exit. Through it I could see the bright purple sky of Bright Side. I stepped through and stood before the church Lotholio and my other followers had built. It was a spiraling tower that stretched a hundred feet into the air. Despite the fact that it stood in full sunlight, the white stone that comprised the tower was always cool, and the whole thing looked like it was carved from a single rock. 
 I pushed open the doors to the tower and stepped inside. Lotholio stood in the foyer of the building, speaking with some of his priests. They turned at the sound of my entrance, and their glowing eyes all brightened from top to bottom. Surprise. They immediately fell to their knees, eyes lowered. 
 “Rise,” I said. This part has always made me a little uncomfortable. Even after all this time, it was hard to get used to people bowing and scraping before me. I gave them all a blessing, easing their tensions, restoring their strength. They stood, their scrawny gray bodies clad only in the green and blue stoles that marked them as priests. I looked at Lotholio. “Do you vouch for these men’s faith, Lotholio?”
 “Yes, Lord,” he replied, nodding his feather-topped head. 
 “Good. One of the Bright Side has gone missing, and I need men of strong faith to aid me in my search.”
 “We will send scouting parties out immediately,” said one of the priests.
 I smiled at him. “Thank you, but that isn’t what I need right now. The four of you kindly go to the upstairs ritual chamber.” They bowed and hastened toward a stairwell. Lotholio turned to me.
 “Lord, what do you plan?”
 “I think something bad has happened to a Tuatha de Danann named Seamus McElery. I’m going to try the rite of Shallar.” Lotholio nodded and we went upstairs. The ritual chamber was twenty feet across, with a basin of water at the center. I say basin, but it’s about the size of a kiddie pool. The room was lit by glowing stones, and the white floors and walls were completely unadorned. I told the priests and Lotholio to sit around the pool while I removed my shoes and socks and rolled up my pants. I stepped into the pool and waded to its center. The lukewarm water barely came up to my calves. 
 I looked to my priests. “Begin the prayers of Shallar,” I said. They closed their eyes and began to chant. Lotholio and I developed Shallar shortly after the Urisk began worshipping me. This ritual lets me see anything that ever happened in the world. It let me learn more about the Bright Side quickly, and better understand its people. I got the idea for it from my Glimpse, but unlike Glimpses, I can control what Shallar shows me. The downside is that it requires five Urisk chanting to me for the duration. Once they stopped, Shallar was over.
 I concentrated on the image of Seamus that Galahad had shown me, and I saw a younger version of the fae in a small village. I followed him for a time, then sped the vision up. Seamus grew, aged, married, had children, and those children moved on. One night, Seamus’s wife was killed in a troll attack. Determined to take revenge, he sought out the troll’s cave. What he didn’t realize was the entrance was guarded by a phasilion, and the gateway transported him to my world. Seamus stared at a model T Ford that was chugging down an old Boston road. 
 At this point, the images Shallar granted me became fuzzy, and the vision slipped. I ground my teeth in resolve and clenched my fists. Getting Shallar to show me something that happened outside of the Bright Side would take a lot of effort. I willed the pictures in my head back into focus and the vision cleared. Some time had passed. Seamus was older now; he looked like he did in the pictures. The cars on the street around him looked like they were from the sixties or seventies. The vision slipped again, and my nails bit into my palms. I screwed my eyes shut, and sweat ran down my face. The Urisk’s chanting was more like shouting now, and I knew they couldn’t keep this up much longer.
 The vision showed what looked like present day. It was nighttime and, going by the marquis of the movie theater Seamus was leaving, it was only a few weeks ago. As Seamus walked past an alley, a chain snapped out from the darkness and wrapped around his ankle. He hit the ground with a grunt and was dragged into the blackness beyond. The vision followed Seamus and I saw a man who looked similar to the one I’d Glimpsed with the Delions. Instead of vines, chains burst from his hands, ensnaring Seamus. Seamus’ skin smoldered wherever the chains touched it; steel and fae do not make a happy combination. As Seamus howled in pain, a pair of short, shimmering forms descended on the fae and began biting him. Green blood rushed from his wounds.
 Seamus screamed something in Gaelic and a spear made of light and fire materialized in the air above him. The spear moved of its own accord, stabbing his assailants. The short forms shrieked and fell back. The spear surged forward and impaled the chain man. It punched straight through his chest, then spun in the air and punched through his back. The two holes it left behind were as big as my fist. The chain man fell to the ground. The spear hovered over Seamus and dragged its point through his bonds, snapping them like paper. 
 The fae stood, but he was woozy. I wondered how much blood he’d lost from the bites that were running along his legs. The vision slipped again, but it couldn’t have been more than a minute. Seamus staggered out of the alley and collapsed on the sidewalk. A woman walking by ran to his side, helped him up and began walking him toward a building called the Hope Clinic. I tried to sharpen the vision, to see more of the woman. She was mid-thirties, maybe, dark hair pulled back in a bun and octagonal glasses. I wanted to see more, but at that moment one of my priests collapsed. 
 I jumped out of the basin and knelt beside the fallen Urisk. Pale pink blood ran from his nose and his eyes were dim. I placed my hands on the sides of his lumpy head and sent healing waves through him. His breathing eased and the blood vanished. I gently set him back down, then stood and turned to the others. “You have all done well today. I commend your faith and your devotion. See that this man rests and is made comfortable.”
 Lotholio had the others gather up the fallen priest and take him to his chamber. Then he stood next to me. “Did you find what you were looking for, Lord?”
 I nodded. “I need to go, Loth. Thanks for this.” He bowed, and I made my way back to the phasilion. A large throng of my followers had gathered outside the cathedral, and they all fell to their knees when they saw me. I smiled at them, feeling the warmth of their faith. I sent out a wave of blessings through them, and their eyes sparkled with delight.
 I said a final farewell to Lotholio and stepped into Aviorla. When I crossed back into Boston, it was just after seven. I caught a cab back to the office. When I got inside, I found Jake handing over a couple of McDonalds’ bags to Gearstripper. Gears peeked inside his Happy Meal and squealed at whatever toy he found inside. Jake nodded to me and then resumed his position behind the desk.
 “Hi, Vinnie,” Gears chirped. “Want a cheeseburger?” I accepted the sandwich as we walked down the hallway. Gears snatched fries from one of the bags and asked, “Is Megan with you?” His ears drooped slightly when I shook my head. “She’s nice. Not as nice as Petra, but she’s nice. Is Petra coming home soon?”
 “Tomorrow, actually. She should be back around dinner time.” Gears’ face split into a grin. “She’ll love to see you. Maybe you guys can cook something.” Gears skipped on down the hallway while I ducked into my office. I picked up the phone and dialed. 
 “Grady,” a rough voice said on the other end of the line.
 “Evening, Frank,” I said.
 “Mr. Corinthos,” the voice said, suddenly very formal. “How can I help?” Frank Grady was a detective with the Boston PD. About three years ago, his daughter was abducted by shadow men. I got her back unharmed, and Frank’s been an extremely helpful person ever since. 
 “Two things. First, there was an altercation just outside of the Hope clinic recently, and I’d like to know if anyone reported anything. Second, there are a handful of people in my community who have gone missing. I’m going to fax over some photos to your office. I need you to check if any of them have wound up in the city’s morgues.”
 “Absolutely, Mr. Corinthos.”
 “Please call me on the usual number if you hear anything.”
 “I will.”
 “How’s Katrina?”
 “Going to her first dance recital tomorrow night,” Grady said, pride in his voice. “She’s very excited.”
 I grinned. That little girl was just as charming as they came. “Well, you tell her I said to break a leg.”
 “I will, Mr. Corinthos.”
 I hung up and took a bite of the cheeseburger Gears had given me. It was cold, but I hadn’t eaten in a while, and food was food. As I licked some ketchup off my fingers, I faxed over the photos. Then I went over to my whiteboard and grabbed a marker. I listed the names of the missing, some notes about what we’d found in New Hampshire, and some of the things I’d seen about Seamus during Shallar. 
 I capped my marker and stepped back from the board. I stared at it for a moment, hoping that something would click, but I knew I didn’t have enough information yet. I needed more. I glanced at my watch. It was just after eight. Mrs. Rita should be in.
I went to the medical wing and found Mrs. Rita typing away on her keyboard. “Good evening, Vincent,” she said, her Creole accent seeming out of place in her Korean features. I didn’t know how old Mrs. Rita was. I didn’t know her first name. She was not really a doctor or a nurse, she was more like a medicine woman. She had lived everywhere, and had a ton of kids and grandkids, but she looked like she was in her late forties. She and Galahad knew each other from before somehow, but I hadn’t been able to learn much beyond that.
“Evening, Mrs. Rita,” I said. “My new partner and I found a corpse earlier today. Have you had a chance to look at it?”
Mrs. Rita nodded as she shifted her bulky frame in the chair. “That was a gruesome thing you found, Vincent.”
“Could you divine anything?”
She frowned and shook her head. “I searched for aura residue, psychic imprints and a few other things. Nothing. All of nature’s creations should leave some traces behind.” She said the last part softly, almost to herself.
“So the killer did a really good job cleaning up after himself.”
Mrs. Rita pursed her lips. “That, or the killer is not from nature. I did find large amounts of a powerful tranquilizer in her system, though. The machine is analyzing that now,” she said as she gestured to another computer. “Perhaps that will enlighten us. Once it is done, I will put together the rest of my notes and give them to Galahad XI.” She took a sip from the #1 Grandma mug she had on her desk. “I met your new partner earlier this evening, Vincent. Megan seems like a lovely person.”
“She’s perky, that’s for sure,” I said. 
“Perky and inquisitive.” Mrs. Rita said. “That one wants to know everything. Galahad is right, she may make a good Care Taker someday.” Mrs. Rita turned back to her terminal. “I do not mean to be rude, Vincent, but I have a lot of work left to do on this, and I still need to analyze those vines you brought in.”
I thanked Mrs. Rita, shrugged into my coat and left the office. I took the T back to Mass General, and ducked into the alleyway Megan and I had visited last night. I tapped the Urisk’s faith in me and summoned a few dozen rats. They rushed up to me, and formed up in rows, like tiny rodent soldiers. I kept my instructions simple. I pictured the shadowy forms and the vine and chain men in my mind. Watch for these. If you see them, send word to me. Pass this on to your brethren. 
 I snapped my fingers and the rats took off into the night. I knew that I’d done everything I could for the evening, so I took the train back to my neighborhood. I live in Quincy, which is just south of Boston. The train pulled into the last stop on the red line and I walked out into the cold night air. There was a steady flow of traffic and no shortage of lights. Apartments, stores, gas stations, everything almost as bright as day. 
 The people I passed on the streets kept their eyes on the ground as they walked. Everyone hurried along, minding their own business, not wanting to bother anyone else. So I tried to be as nonchalant as possible when I realized something was following me. 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 8
 
Begin Coded Transmission
 As more and more Urisk witnessed Corinthos’ actions, more and more began to believe that he would save them from the advancing hordes of hobgoblins and trolls. Until the Godling’s arrival, the Urisk had been cowed by the sheer numbers and ferocity of the hordes. Those who resisted were killed slowly and brutally, so that despite their psychic powers, the Urisk lived in fear. 

 As Corinthos fended off more and more attackers, the Urisk were emboldened and began to fight back. Corinthos organized them into ranks, and built up a small militia of psychic warriors. Years passed, with the hobgoblin and troll war chiefs suffering more and more losses. It is believed that at this point, the Urisk actually began worshipping Corinthos. As his following grew, so too did his power. 
 -NS 
End Coded Transmission 
 It stayed in the edges of my vision, and when I casually swept the area, whatever it was disappeared. I didn’t change my pace, but I checked that my switchblade was handy and readied the Urisk’s faith in me. I dashed across a street, just making the walk sign. I heard a skittering behind me, but when I turned, I didn’t see anything. The noise stopped too. I let my eyes go out of focus, and just caught a shadow at the edge of my vision again. I didn’t turn. Instead, I lashed out with a blast of telekinetic force.
 I hit something. It was short, maybe two and a half feet tall, and weighed about fifty pounds. It lurched as I hit it, and I could make out a shimmering form, like a rippling shadow. I latched onto it telekinetically and pulled it toward me. The thing shrieked and yelled at me in another language. German, maybe? Hearing the high-pitched disembodied voice was unnerving, and I struggled to keep it trapped. Then something caught me in the knees from behind and I collapsed to the ground. I wasn’t about to give whatever had suckered me a chance to move into for the kill, so I sent out a quick telekinetic push in all directions.
 I hit both things hard enough to throw them to the ground, but their near invisibility kept me from pinning them down. I heard a retreating series of clicks and the shadows were gone. I groaned and was barely able to push myself up to my feet. The legs of my jeans had been slashed through and blood was running freely. Damn. I limped back up to my apartment. I locked the door and made sure the wards against intruders were active. Anyone who tried to enter the apartment who wasn’t me or Petra would get a nasty surprise. 
I leaned against the door and put my hand to my head. My forehead was getting hot already. My leg was tingling and my nose was getting stuffy. That was actually a good sign. I needed to clean up and use the phone before the healing fever really kicked in. 
 I headed straight into the bathroom. I grabbed a washcloth and scrubbed the blood from my leg. The cut was closing before my eyes. Another three or four minutes and it would be totally scabbed over. I rubbed some salve into the cut anyway and changed into a pair of sweats. I threw the jeans over the back of a chair. I’d sew them later. Yes, I can sew. Then I picked up my cell phone and scrolled to the entry for Uncle Dave.
 He picked up on the second ring. “Yello,” came a thick Boston-accented voice.
 “Hi Uncle Dave, it’s Vincent.” Uncle Dave was the code name for the Caulborn’s lifeline. If you got jumped in the field, if you were in over your head, or if you weren’t going to be in the office for a while, you contacted Uncle Dave. Then he could notify Galahad and send in the cavalry. If you were out of the office, Uncle Dave called you twice a day, every day, until you got back. 
 “Vinnie, my boy, how’s my favorite nephew?”
 Because we might be calling Uncle Dave from places non-paranormals can overhear, we had to speak in a sort of cant. “Hanging in there. Had an unexpected chat with a couple of strangers.” Translation - Two unidentified creatures attacked me.
 “That’s nice. Do you think they’d like to meet some of your friends?” Do you need agent assistance?
 “Not now, everyone’s busy tonight. I just got home and wanted to say hi.” No assistance necessary. I’m safe, well, and reporting the incident as required.
 “All right, kiddo, if you’re sure. You let me know if you need anything, though. I’ll say hi to Aunt Matilda for you, but you should stop in tomorrow and visit her, okay?” I’ll report the incident to Galahad XI, but give him a full report in the morning.
 “I will. Thanks, Uncle Dave,” I said and hung up. 
 I kicked off my shoes and headed back to the bedroom. I was so tired that I bumped into my dresser as I walked in. My favorite action figure, a limited edition Commander Courageous tumbled off. I snatched him up with my telekinesis, and looked at the green and scarlet costumed figure. On several occasions, an advisor sent by my father had spoken to me through this toy. In fact, he’d recommended how to handle the army that had attacked the Urisk city. 
 “Any words of wisdom tonight, Commander?” I asked. The Commander looked at me with his confident smile and his, “I’m a hero, dammit,” pose. I set the action figure back on my dresser and crawled into bed.
As I shakily pulled the blankets up over me, I tried to figure out what had attacked me. I racked my brains for anything about two-foot-tall-quasi-invisible-beings, but my brain refused to focus as my body grew hotter. I wasn’t worried. The onset of the fever was comforting.
When I was in sixth grade, my class went to this place called Camp Sargent. We spent a whole week there in February, learned how to cross country ski, what sort of animals were active in the winter, how to make a fire, stuff like that. I’m sure there was more to it, but I spent most of the time in the hospital. The second day we were there, I fell off my skis and broke my leg. 
One of my teachers, Mr. MacLeigh, splinted my leg and carried me to the hospital cabin. I don’t remember much about the walk, I just remember getting hot and fading in and out of awareness. I woke up in a bed some time later with my mom and a nurse standing over me, looking worried and confused. I found out later that I’d been unconscious for almost seven hours, and in that time, my leg had completely healed, but I was running a fever of 106. Nothing had been able to bring the fever down, and they’d moved me to one of the local hospitals when the fever had suddenly broken.
That was the first time I’d ever experienced the healing fever. It was one of the perks of being half-god; most physical wounds healed in an extremely short period of time. The downside was I always got a really high fever that knocked me out for several hours and left me feeling like I’d been flushed down a giant toilet. 
A few minutes later, the healing fever overwhelmed me and I fell asleep. 
***
It felt like I had just closed my eyes when my cell phone played the opening bars of Firefly’s theme song. Gearstripper was calling.
 “Sorry to wake you, Vinnie,” he said. “But something’s wrong at Axlesnapper’s. I need you to come over here right away.”
 I wanted to ask Gears a series of intelligent questions to determine what was going on. What came out was, “Huh wha?” 
 Gears’ voice was agitated. “I said I’d help you find Axle, Vinnie, remember? I decided to go over to her place; it’s behind that old gas station near our office, so I had Jake drop me off. When I got there, all her security systems were activated, the door was open, and Vinnie, there’s a corpse there.”
 That got my brain in gear. “Is it Axle?” 
 “I don’t think so, but I didn’t go inside.” He lowered his voice. “I was scared.”
 “You did the right thing, Gears. Let me get dressed and I’ll be right there.” My fever was gone and my leg was completely healed. I untangled myself from the sweat-soaked sheets and got dressed. The clock said it was just past 2 a.m. 
I slid behind the wheel of my Nissan and headed out of the parking lot. I hated driving, which was why I usually took the train or a cab. But sometimes, you don’t have a choice. I rolled the windows down and let the breeze clear the final cobwebs left over from the healing fever.
I drove to an old gas station a few blocks from Caulborn HQ. I parked the car and found Gears crouched between the pumps. He gave me a nervous smile and led me around to the back and over to a freestanding garage. The bay doors were all closed, but the person-sized door was ajar. A dim green light pulsed around the crack of the door every few seconds.
 I looked down at Gears. “You went in through that door?” I asked. 
Gears looked back up at me. “Yeah, how’d you think I’d get in?”
“I dunno. I thought you might have a secret entrance, or a cat door you’d sneak through or something.”
Gears looked at me flatly. “A cat door?” I tried to keep a straight face. After a minute he just shook his head at me and pointed at the door. 
“That light is a searcher,” he whispered. “It’ll latch onto you and shoot. If it sees you, hide. I helped Axle set up some of the security. I know she can deactivate everything from her computer. I’ll try to get to that.”
 “Where’s the body?” 
 Gears pointed again. “It’s just inside the door.” We went in and Gears clicked the door shut behind us. It was dark inside, and the place smelled of old motor oil. I pulled my flashlight out of my coat pocket, but Gears put a tiny, clawed hand over mine. 
 “No lights,” he whispered. “Security’s not just swirly lights. Wait here. I’ll go disable the systems.”
 “You’re awfully confident. I thought you were scared.”
 “I was scared of the body, Vinnie, but you’re here now, so that’s not so scary.” His sharp-toothed grin gleamed in the sliver of light coming in from the door’s window. “And I’m certainly not afraid of machines. Wait here. I’ll turn the lights on when it’s all clear.” He scampered off into the darkness. I stayed crouched next to the door. The roaming green search light spun around the room, illuminating worktables and tool cabinets. I hadn’t known Axlesnapper, but she seemed a good deal neater than Gears. Besides the tables, there were a handful of stools strategically placed between workbenches and tool chests. If Axle was as nimble as Gears, she’d be able to vault back and forth across the shop via the stools. 
 I could see a small, crumpled form next to one of the worktables. In the passing green light, I couldn’t get a good look at it. I was itching to turn my flashlight on; I wanted to know what we were dealing with here. I heard tiny clicks on the floor next to me. “What’d you forget, Gears?” I whispered. I turned and saw a pair of silver eyes staring back at me. The eyes vanished, and something jumped onto my back. 
I did not scream like a little girl. I screamed like a little girl who had something scary jump on her back. I lurched to my feet and staggered forward, slapping at the thing. It flailed wildly and clawed at my shoulders, trying to gain purchase. I turned and slammed the thing into one of the tool chests lining the wall. I heard a snapping and a grunt of pain, followed by a curse in what sounded like German.
 I twisted and spun, and finally managed to get a grip on my assailant. I threw it to the floor and knelt atop it, trying to keep it from fleeing. In the pool of green light I saw its gleaming eyes and dark, leathery skin. It could’ve been Gearstripper’s big brother. Same big ears, same teeth. But this gremlin was a foot taller and about twenty pounds heavier. 
 Wait. Green light?
 A gun began firing. The rounds were small caliber, but that could still kill me. I rolled hard to the side and the light moved with me. I tapped the Urisk’s faith and created a wall of telekinetic force. The gray gremlin took off in the other direction. I strained as the bullets bounced off of my makeshift shield. Deflecting a single bullet was one thing, but this was a concentrated stream. I could feel my powers weakening; I needed to replenish my faith reserves soon. Assuming I lived that long. 
 There was a brief pause in the gunfire, and I figured that Axle’s security needed to reload. But knowing gremlins like I did, she’d probably rigged up thousands of rounds. So I dropped my shield and glared really hard at the green spotlight.
 Urisk are highly psychic creatures. They can perform telepathy and telekinesis with ease. But a few rare Urisk are also gifted with pyrokinetic talents. Humans would call them firestarters. And luckily, I count some of those firestarters among my followers. I sent a sphere of blue flame about the size of a golf ball surging forward. It struck the light with a violent pop, the green light vanished, and sparks rained down from the ceiling. 
 I pulled out my flashlight and rubbed grit from my eyes. Adrenaline was keeping me going right now. I swept my beam across the garage. “Gears?” I caught movement at the far corner of the garage. I cautiously picked my way over and found the larger gremlin holding Gears up by the throat. They were standing in front of a computer desk, a monitor with a Star Trek screensaver flashing images of Captain James T. Kirk in the background.
 Gears’ tiny claws raked at the thing’s arm, but it didn’t look like it even felt the slashes. And Gearstripper’s claws are as sharp as razors. It sneered at him. “Ünterlegen,” it spat. It turned to me and pointed. Then it rattled off a few sentences in German.
 “I don’t speak German,” I said. “So let him go, or you’ll be sorry.”
 “He said to leave right now, Vinnie,” Gears gasped. His yellow eyes were wide with fear. “He says he’ll kill me.”
 I raised my hands and took a step back. The gray gremlin grinned. Then I telekinetically latched onto the monitor behind the gremlin and yanked. The monitor crashed down on its skull, and it fell forward in a tangle of wires and plastic. Gears deftly untangled himself and skittered behind me. I grabbed the creature telekinetically and slammed it against the wall. It stayed pinned there, then opened its mouth in a silent shriek. Gears slammed his hands over his ears and fell to the ground. 
 In my surprise, I released the creature. It fell to the floor and started running. I stretched out with telekinesis, but nothing happened. My faith reserves had run dry. I heard claws skitter across the concrete floor and the door slammed open and then shut again. Then the creature was gone. 
 I knelt down next to Gears. “You all right, pal?”
 “So loud,” Gears said. “Hypersonic, must’ve been hypersonic.” He rubbed his head and shakily got to his feet. 
I picked him up and held him in the crook of my arm. He gestured to the table. I set him down and he flipped a few switches on a console. The garage’s overhead lights flickered on. Now that I had some light, I finally got a good look at the corpse. It was another of the gray gremlins, laying in a pool of silver liquid. My adrenaline rush had worn off, and I was running on about four hours’ worth of sleep, so it took me a moment to realize the silver stuff was the thing’s blood. 
Gears and I spent the next half hour combing over the garage. We found that the first gray gremlin had broken in through a window, but other than that, there was nothing to tell us where Axlesnapper had gone, or why. 
Gears finally slouched his shoulders in defeat and walked back to the desk. He rummaged around in it for a few minutes, and eventually pulled out a portable hard drive from one of the desk drawers. Then he went back to the table where he stared at some tubing and a small metal box about the size of a toaster. 
 He poked it with one of his claws, his brow furrowed in concentration. Then he looked up at me. “Can you carry this back to the office for me?” He pulled a worn canvas messenger back from another drawer. I nodded and started to put the toaster into the bag. Gears caught my wrist. “No, that’s for the body.” I put the corpse into the bag. The thing’s skin felt like rubber, and its body sagged like a rag doll. I slung the bag over my shoulder and grabbed the toaster. Gears nodded and then pressed a series of keys on a second computer. I heard a beep. 
 “We have two minutes to get out of here before the security system starts up again.”
 “What security? I blew up the green light thingy.”
 “That was level one security, Vinnie. If I hadn’t gotten up here and disabled levels two and three, you’d have found yourself fighting robots.”
 I started to laugh, then realized Gears wasn’t kidding. “Jesus,” I muttered. “You gremlins don’t screw around.” Gears just nodded once, then started for the door. We got into my car and headed back to the office. I was on edge the entire way back; all I had to defend us was my switchblade, and I didn’t think that would be much use against these gray gremlins. It was the longest drive of my life.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 9
 
Begin Coded Transmission
 Jake (note, no known last name) serves as the Caulborn’s primary security guard and assistant to field agents. He is capable in many forms of self-defense and can also provide medical support. Given that Jake rarely leaves the office, and has never been seen eating or sleeping, it is assumed that he is not human. Remote thermal scans taken of him render patterns inconsistent with any known life form, whether artificial or natural.

 Based on firsthand experience, Jake has been known to shrug off bullets and stab wounds. He has also displayed an immunity to mental domination and several biochemical agents that would render a normal person unconscious or dead. It is extremely rare for him to speak; when necessary, Jake communicates with Galahad and others via sign language. Further analysis will be needed to determine Jake’s weaknesses and the most effective way to dispatch him.
 -NS 
End Coded Transmission 
 When we finally got into the office building’s foyer, I leaned against the wall and took a few slow breaths before heading inside.
 Jake nodded to us as we got back into the office. I handed the toaster over to him. “Would you kindly carry this up to Gears’ workshop?” Jake nodded and took the box from me. He and Gears disappeared into one of the elevators.
 I took the canvas bag and its gruesome contents into the medical wing. Mrs. Rita looked up at me as I walked in. “Early for you, isn’t it, Vincent?” 
 “Well, I had a gremlin give me a wake-up call about two hours ago,” I said. I hefted the bag. “He brought me to another corpse that I need you and the Doc to look at.” 
 Mrs. Rita capped her pen and put it in the #1 Mom mug on her desk. Framed photos lined the edge of her desk, showing her seven children and her nineteen grandchildren. Crayon drawings with “I love you, Grandma” were tacked up above the desk. 
She gestured for me to follow, her bulky frame moving nimbly among the shelves of medical supplies. She picked out a handful of tools and then we entered one of the examination rooms. A long steel table stood in the center of the room. Mrs. Rita flicked a switch and a light slightly brighter than the sun snapped on over the table. I screwed my eyes shut and leaned against the wall for a moment. When I could finally see, I brought the bag over to the table. Mrs. Rita smiled at me. She pulled a hair net over her white-streaked hair, and washed her hands for two solid minutes. Then she put on a thick pair of glasses and motioned for me to get moving.
 I set the bag on the table and gently stretched out the corpse. The silver blood didn’t bother her. She peered at it for a moment, then nodded. “This looks like what Joseph was analyzing when I came in today,” she said. Mrs. Rita was the only person I knew who called Doc Ryan by his first name. “Silver blood, eh?” I nodded. “Joseph said it looked like bodily fluids, but nothing natural. With the body, we can learn more.” She shut her eyes and held her hands about a foot above the corpse. She kept them outstretched like that, sliding up and down the body.
 After a few moments, she frowned and lowered her hands to her sides. She made some notes on a pad of paper and mumbled something to herself. Then she took a long pair tweezers from a tray next to her and delicately probed one of the creature’s chest wounds. After a moment, she fished out a bullet and dropped it into a small cup. 
She continued her probing, making notes about the creature’s other wounds. She paused on some depressions by its shoulders. After a few moments, she looked at the thing in disgust. “This creature was made by men. It was not birthed by nature.” 
“You said that Keri Greene’s killer might not have been made by nature. Do you think this thing murdered her?”
“I will need to have the machine do some analysis, but I believe that is a strong possibility, yes.”
 “It sort of looks like a gremlin,” I said. “Do you think it was cloned? Maybe someone captured a gremlin and is making enhanced creatures from gremlin genes?”
 Mrs. Rita looked up at me, her dark eyes unreadable. She pursed her lips. “I will need to speak with Joseph about this thing, I think,” she said. “He will be here soon.” 
I looked at my watch. It was just past five a.m. 
She tipped her head to the side. “You look tired, Vincent. Rest a while.”
 I shook my head. “I’m up. Let me get a couple of Pepsis into me and I’ll be fine.” 
She shook her head. “I won’t have you children just living off of soda.” She dragged me back to her desk. There was a dorm fridge there. Mrs. Rita pulled out a single serving carton of OJ and a slice of banana bread that was neatly packed in wax paper. “You eat these, Vincent,” she said, handing me the food. “Honestly, I need to speak with Petra about how you eat when she’s not around.”
There are some people you just don’t argue with, and Mrs. Rita’s one of them. I accepted the food, thanked her, and went up to my office. I quickly ate, then closed and locked the door. I sat down on the floor, leaned my back against my desk, and opened my mind to my followers. Instantly their voices flooded into my mind. For the next thirty minutes, I answered prayers. I sighed as my faith reserves were replenished. It was good to have my powers back.
 When I was done, I noticed that my voicemail light was blinking. I played the message and heard Frank Grady’s voice. “Mr. Corinthos, I ran those photos past the morticians. I’m sorry, but no one recognized anyone from them. No incidents were reported at the Hope Clinic, either.” Well, that was good, at least no one had turned up dead. I hung up the phone and rubbed my temples. I needed caffeine if I was going to make any progress on this.
 I was buying a Pepsi at the vending machine when Megan rounded the corner. “Morning, Partner,” she said. I glanced at my watch. How anyone could be so perky at quarter past six in the morning was beyond me. 
“Hi Meg. You always start work this early?”
She giggled. “No, but I wanted to get a jump on things and finally finish unpacking the boxes of stuff I brought from New Mexico.” 
I filled her in on what Gears and I had found. She listened intently. 
“Okay, Mrs. Rita said that she should have some answers this morning on those vines we brought in. Let me put my coat away and we can go talk to her.” She ducked into her office as I rubbed my eyes and tried to clear my head. I knocked back the rest of my Pepsi and together we went downstairs to Mrs. Rita. 
Doc Ryan was hanging up his coat as I entered the medical wing. He nodded to us. “Ah, you’re here. Good. I left a test running against that silver substance last night. Let’s see what it’s turned up.” 
“Turns out it’s blood, Doc.”
“You a doctor, now, Corinthos?” We walked into the lab where Mrs. Rita was still making notes about the gray gremlin’s corpse. The Doc’s eyes widened at the sight. “What in blue blazes is that?” 
 “I believe it is a new species of gremlin, Joseph,” Mrs. Rita said. “The silver liquid Vincent and Megan brought in the other day is its blood.” 
 The Doc’s brow furrowed into an expression of concern. “I’ll be over to help you with that in a moment, Mrs. Rita,” Doc said. “Did you speak to them about the vines yet?” Mrs. Rita shook her head and the Doc turned back to me. “All right. We ran a bunch of tests against the vines you brought in. Turns out they’re enchanted aconitum.”
 “Aconitum,” I said. “Right. Now, let me think, aconitum, that’s used as a spice in certain salsas, isn’t it?” The Doc whacked me upside the head. 
 “It’s wolfsbane, Vincent,” Megan said. “That explains how a handful of thin men were able to bring down two very strong werewolves.” She tipped her head at the Doc. “You said they were enchanted? How so?”
 “Mrs. Rita said she found traces of a powerful animation spell within the vines.”
 “Golems?” I asked. 
 “Looks like it,” the Doc replied. “Someone built those creatures intending to use them to capture lycanthropes.” And Caulborn agents, I thought, remembering the men who had captured Mikey. A golem would’ve been able to shrug off the effects of Mikey’s defensive wards.
 “So that leaves who and why,” Megan said, jotting things down on a pad.
 “Who, I think I can answer,” I said. I looked at the Doc. “James Gattwood?”
 The Doc nodded. “Sure looks like his handiwork.”
 “What’s his story? Necromancer? Reanimator? Deranged herbologist?”
 “None of the above, Meg,” I said. “James Gattwood is a merchant. A man who builds golems on commission for the wealthy supernatural in the area. His customers use them for servants, bodyguards, you name it.” I turned back to the Doc. “Thanks, Doc. I think Megan and I need to take a trip uptown.”
 “Have fun, you two. Oh, and Vincent, can you pick me up a carton of cigs while you’re out?”
 “You shouldn’t smoke, you know,” Megan said.
 “And you should do what your elders tell you,” the Doc replied as he handed me some cash. He winked at Megan, then went back into the medical area.
 “He’ll grow on you,” I said. 
 Megan smiled. “He reminds me of one of my uncles. I like him. So, this Gattwood person makes golems? Is it common for people around here to have one? Can they blend in with regular people? Besides kidnap werewolves, what else can they do?”
 We headed for the car as I answered. “It’s not unheard of for a supernatural player to have golems, but I wouldn’t say they’re common. They’re expensive, and Gattwood’s made a small fortune over the years. He’s got a well-deserved reputation as the best golem maker on the east coast, because yes, his golems can blend in with regular people. The golems other people make look like mud or are only vaguely humanoid. Gattwood’s can pass for human even under scrutiny. As for what else they can do, well, they’re strong and durable, but it really depends on what he’s got in mind when he builds them. I suppose they can do just about anything.”
 Megan peppered me with more questions as we drove, and by the time we arrived at James Gattwood’s building about an hour later, I felt like I’d just gone through the “Golemcraft” category on Jeopardy. We entered a spacious reception area, furnished in cheery colors. Magazines, and recent ones at that, were displayed neatly on tables next to the chairs, and there was a television mounted on the wall. A sign reading “Please ask receptionist for headphones” hung directly below the television. The receptionist was absent, so I walked up to her desk and rang the bell. 
About ten seconds later, an extremely leggy redhead emerged from the door to my right. She was close to six feet tall, and had her scarlet hair pulled back in a braid over one shoulder. The red dress she was wearing was business-appropriate, but fitted so that it left little to the imagination. 
 She moved with an inhuman grace and her smile was dazzling. If she’d been in a toothpaste commercial, there would’ve been a gleaming starburst off her teeth, followed by that ting sound. “Good morning, sir, ma’am,” she purred. “Do you have an appointment?”
 “No,” I said. “But kindly tell James that Vincent Corinthos is here to see him.”
 “Mr. Gattwood is quite busy today, sir,” she said, her smile never wavering. “I will be happy to take down a message for you.” 
 “I’m sure he is,” I replied. “But for me, he can take five minutes.”
 “I don’t think that will be possible, sir.” 
 I looked hard at the woman. Something about her eyes wasn’t right. It hit me that she wasn’t blinking enough. Now I really felt stupid. “James,” I growled. “You get out here right now or I’ll find whatever magic word is spelled out on this doll’s forehead and reduce her back to her component parts.” The receptionist calmly walked to her desk and sat down. Then her head tilted awkwardly to one side and her mouth cracked open. 
 A moment later, the side door opened again. A balding man just an inch or two taller than Megan popped out. He had a pair of goggles propped up on his forehead and a pair of headphones hung around his neck. Doubtless these let him see through the receptionist’s eyes, hear what was said to her, and somewhere he had a microphone that would let him speak through her. 
“Morning, Caulborn Corinthos,” he said in a cockney accent. “Honestly, you didn’t need to threaten poor Jessica like that. She’s quite a good girl, she is, really.” 
 “New mouthpiece model, huh? I imagine it’s very popular with the younger crowd.”
 “The older ones, too.” James said. “Now I am busy, so what brings you to darken my door? I’ve already seen one Caulborn this month, and that was too many.”
 I glanced at Megan. “Other Caulborn? Who?”
 “That pale fellow with the light hair, what was his name? Ah, yes, Singravel.” 
 I forced my face to stay smooth. “Yes, I’ll need to speak with you about that as well. In the meantime, has anyone recently commissioned a wolfsbane golem from you?”
 “Wolfsbane? Haven’t made one of those in years. Last one was for a fellow who was traveling to Romania. He and the construct were killed in a plane crash. Terrible shame, that was one of the prettiest wolfsbane golems I’d ever built.”
 “Anyone express an interest in learning how to make one?” Megan asked.
 “Just your man, Singravel,” Gattwood responded. “He confiscated most of the books I had on herbological golems.” 
 “I’ll need a list of the titles he took,” I said.
 James gave me a sly smile. “You didn’t know he was taking them, did you?”
 “Mr. Gattwood, we certainly understand you’re a busy man, and don’t want to waste your time with inane chatter,” Megan said. “You were about to provide us with a list of the books Caulborn Singravel borrowed.”
 “Borrowed?” Gattwood began, “Stole is more—”
 “As such, I think it best if you retrieved said list of titles. Additionally, I’d ask that you tell us if there are any components unique to a wolfsbane golem’s creation so we might track down whoever is creating competition to your business.”
 “Competition? What are you—”
 “You of all people should appreciate the dangers of unauthorized golems being set loose in the city,” Megan continued in a cool tone. “Should such occurrences be allowed to continue, the Caulborn would need to take drastic measures, which would not be limited to shutting down all golems and the operations that created them.”
 Gattwood’s mouth hung open. “You’re saying someone else in my city is making golems?” I nodded. “Come in the back,” he said gruffly. I smiled at Megan. Her dimple made an appearance as she winked at me. Gattwood grumbled under his breath about upstarts worming their way in on his territory. He made a handful of gestures and Jessica languidly got to her feet and opened the door for us. 
 We walked into a small office. It was furnished in stainless steel; the desk, the chairs, the cabinets, everything was metal. Jessica strode over to a chair, sat, and then resumed her head tilted standby mode. Overall, the shop spoke of a man who wanted all the things around him to be solid. Metal shelves lined the walls, and many of these were filled with books. A two foot section of one shelf was completely bare, and here James paused. Then he grabbed a pad of paper from the desk and scratched down some names. 
 “Herbological golems are some of the easiest to make,” he said. “The books I gave Singravel were standard construction manuals. Nothing fancy there. He just said the Caulborn needed them for research purposes.”
 “I see. And are there any materials that are unique to a plant golem’s construction?” I asked.
 He shook his head. “Just the plant that you want the golem to be made out of. If you want to imbue it with other abilities, then you need other items.”
 “What sort of items? And did Caulborn Singravel take any books on imbuements?” Megan asked.
 “He did, and it was a pretty comprehensive book. I don’t think there’s any one item in there I could tell you about; there are just too many of them.”
 “Is there anything they might have in common?” I asked.
 “Sure.” Gattwood nodded. “Age.” I looked at him blankly. He sighed. “Always have to spell it out for you lot, don’t I?” He shook his head. “Look, when you make a golem, you incorporate things into its body. Let’s say you want a strong, fighter-type golem. Then you want to include some weapon, say, a sword, into its makeup. The nature of the item helps determine the nature of the golem. In that case, the older the sword, the more powerful the golem will be, because the sword’s nature is more firmly ingrained.”
 “So if you make one golem with a sword that was forged yesterday, and a second with a sword that was made in medieval England, then the second one will be stronger?” Megan asked.
 “Ten or twenty times stronger, yes,” Gattwood replied. 
 I swallowed as something clicked. “Just curious, would you ever use lenses in a golem’s construction? Like from old telescopes or reading glasses?”
 Gattwood nodded. “Sure, if you wanted a tracker.”
 “Tracker?” Megan asked. 
 “A golem that can see things people can’t. Sometimes it’s footprints, sometimes it’s auras. What the golem can see is largely determined by the age of the lenses and the type of glass used. So a pair of reading glasses with a red tint might let the golems see auras, while an old telescope would let it see very far, or perhaps even through solid objects. These are the hardest to make, you understand, because while man’s been making weapons for tens of thousands of years, lenses are a more recent invention.”
 “I see,” I said, taking the list from Gattwood. “Thank you for your time today, James. We’ll be in touch, and I’ll be sure to get Caulborn Singravel to return the books he borrowed.”
 Megan and I showed ourselves out. “Nathan Singravel?” Megan asked as we walked back to her car. “Didn’t you say he was Miguel Gomez’s ex-partner?”
 “Yes. Nathan was kicked out of the agency for selling Caulborn secrets. He was sentenced to fifty years at Ashgate.” I didn’t like where this was headed. If Singravel had escaped Ashgate, we should’ve heard about it. And now he was impersonating a Caulborn agent and had obtained information used to create golems that were kidnapping Boston’s paranormal citizens.
 And he was building them with parts that had been ordered from Thad’s antique store.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 10
 
Begin Coded Transmission
 As time progressed, more and more of the Urisk worshipped Corinthos. While the Urisk had other gods at one time, the allure of seeing one perform miracles in person converted the majority of the Urisk. It is said that some of them still cling to their old faith, but this is only a small percentage of the population. 

 With so many Urisk actively worshipping him, his powers increased exponentially, and he has stated that while on the Bright Side he can change the physical composition of the landscape, alter the realm’s weather patterns and heal his followers with a touch. He may border on omnipotent, but Corinthos is not omniscient, and is as fallible on the Bright Side as the old Greek and Roman gods were on Earth. 
 -NS 
End Coded Transmission 
 I had my cell phone out and was calling Thad before Megan had started the Tercel. He picked up on the fourth ring.
 “Antiquated Treasures, where the past makes lovely presents,” he said.
 “Thad, it’s Vincent. The guy who’s been ordering all the antique weapons and reading glasses, what was his name?”
 “Robert Maxwell, why?”
 “I think he’s doing something very bad with those antiques, Thad. Can you stop that last shipment of glasses to him?”
 “Bad? Like illegal, bad?”
“Like evil scientist, bad.”
“That bastard,” Thad hissed. “After all the legwork I’ve done—” 
“Thad,” I interrupted. “Can you stop that shipment?”
“Sorry, Vincent, but he just left here half an hour ago. Took the last batch of glasses with him. I can stop selling him stuff if you want.”
 “Definitely. Also, please pull an inventory sheet of everything he’s purchased, and can you give me his address?”
 “Sure thing, sweetie.” He paused. “Can I do anything else to help?”
 “Yeah, actually. What’s he look like?”
“Oh he’s a strapping one, Vincent,” Thad replied. “Almost as tall as me, tan, shaved head and the most piercing blue eyes you can imagine. He’s got this intricate tattoo of a sun on the left side of his neck, too.” 
“Thanks, Thad. Call me back on my cell once you’ve got that list.” Thad rattled off Maxwell’s address, which I jotted down in a small notebook I kept in my coat pocket. We hung up and I called Leslie. “I need to talk to the boss immediately.”
 Her response, as always, was terse. “Mr. Corinthos, Galahad XI is extremely busy—”
 “Les, Nathan Singravel is out of Ashgate.” 
 There was a pause, then the phone started ringing again. “Yes?” Galahad sounded tired.
 “Boss, did you know Nathan Singravel was out?” 
 There was a longer pause and for a moment I thought we’d lost our connection. When he spoke again, his voice was calm, the dangerous calm. “I was not aware of this. Are you sure?”
 “Gattwood said that Singravel came by the other day, posing as an agent, and commandeered some books on golem crafting.”
 Galahad’s voice was calmer still. “I am going to call Warden Garside now, Vincent. When you get back to headquarters, please join me in the conference room, and bring Megan.”
 “Sure thing, boss.” We hung up and I tucked my phone back in my pocket. 
 “What next?” Megan asked. 
 “We head back to the office. Galahad’s looking into Singravel’s release now.”
 “Do you think Singravel’s the one behind the disappearances?”
 I shook my head. “Doesn’t seem like Nathan. He sells knowledge, not people. So he’s probably supplying the real threat with information. Just the same, that’s really bad. Nathan knew a lot, and what he didn’t know he had access to. He told me once that he wanted to be the Codex someday.”
 Megan pursed her lips. The Codex was the Care Taker’s main advisor, a person who knew almost every secret the Caulborn had. “How do you think Galahad will handle it?”
 I shrugged. “Tough to say. Galahad took Nathan’s betrayal personally. They all did. They were all pretty close, and no one saw it coming.” 
 “You said ‘they,’ not ‘we.’”
 “I was recently recruited when Nathan went bad. I didn’t know him very well. But he, Miguel and Kristin had worked together for years. It was very hard for them.” On our way back to the office, I stopped at a convenience store and picked up a carton of cigs for the Doc. Megan watched my transaction with disapproval, but she didn’t say anything about it as we walked back to the office. 
 When we reached the office, I gave the cigs to Jake and asked him to pass them on to the Doc, then we took the elevator to the third floor. I stopped at Leslie’s desk. “How’s the boss?” I asked.
 Leslie looked at me over the tops of her glasses. “I’m amazed you didn’t hear him all the way outside, Mr. Corinthos,” she said. “I haven’t heard him that angry in a long time. He’s calmed a bit, but I think he’s going to be upset for a while.” I thanked her and Megan and I walked to the conference room. Galahad was already there. He motioned for us to sit down. His hair was neatly parted as always and his clothes were tidy, but he looked exhausted. It was his eyes, mostly. They were bloodshot and there were deep hollows spreading beneath them. 
 “I just spoke with Warden Garside. He informed me that Nathan Singravel was released about six weeks ago.” Galahad spoke the last part through his teeth, but his voice remained steady. “Ashgate is operating at maximum capacity, and so the Care Taker decided to let some of the less threatening inmates go.”
 “Less threatening? Boss, Nathan had access—”
 Galahad put up a hand. I stopped speaking. “I concur with you, Vincent.” His voice was still steady. It was getting calmer with every word. I shrank back in my chair a little. “Our office was to be notified of Nathan’s release, but due to a clerical error we were not.” He paused and took a sip of water from a cup. “Regardless, Nathan is out. He was supposed to be monitored, but again, a clerical error prevented this.”
 “That’s an awful lot of clerical errors,” Megan said.
 “Yes, Megan,” Galahad said. “I had the same opinion. I suggested to the warden that perhaps he needs to re-evaluate his current staff and their intellectual capabilities.”
 “Wait, six weeks?” I asked. “That would put Nathan getting out just before the Delions went missing. And if Nathan wanted revenge on Mikey for exposing him in the first place...”
 “Exactly where I was going with this, Vincent. Put Nathan under surveillance and see if he’s involved with what’s going on.”
 “If he is, we’ll take care of it, boss,” I said. Galahad nodded and stood. As Megan headed for the door, I caught Galahad by the arm. “Boss, are you okay?”
 Galahad XI smiled at me. “The Lord never gives us more than we can handle, Vincent. Although sometimes, I think he tests us. This is one of those times for me. I appreciate your concern, but thank you, I’m fine.” His tone told me that I should drop it. I nodded and left the room. Leslie caught us in the hallway. “Just got this from Warden Garside’s people,” she said. “It’s Nathan’s Singravel’s new address.” I thanked Leslie and we stopped off in my office so I could grab my coat. 
“So how did you catch Nathan Singravel the first time?” Megan asked.
 “Miguel had noticed that Nathan’s quality of life was improving beyond what his Caulborn salary should allow. It was little stuff really; new computer, new tech toys, new TV, stuff like that. On their own, they wouldn’t have meant much, but there were so many of them in such a short period of time that Mikey noticed.” I took my leather bomber from the back of my chair and shrugged into it.
 “Singravel was that obvious?”
 “No, Miguel was that observant. Nathan didn’t flaunt his new toys, didn’t even talk about them. But Mikey would see them on Nathan’s desk, would see Nathan ordering stuff online. Lots of stuff. And as that was happening, some of the Caulborn’s enemies started being able to dodge us, like they knew what we were planning. Mikey got permission from Galahad and did some digging. A Swiss bank account had been opened in Nathan’s name and it had seven figures in it. Gears installed an electronic monitoring device on Nathan’s PC at work and at his apartment. We found that Nathan was sending coded transmissions to several less than reputable individuals.”
 Megan whistled. “So what happened?”
 “Miguel, Kristin and I went to Nathan’s apartment. The confrontation was short. Nathan has a Fylgiar and he sent it at us while he tried to run. Kristin sent Mist to intercept it. Miguel ran after Nathan and tackled him. Nathan pretty much broke on the spot and told us everything.”
 “That seems too easy,” Megan said as we started back into the hall.
 “That’s what I thought. Thing is, Nathan had been selling info for months while trying to stay under the radar. The shrinks say that his mind was getting close to breaking from the stress of that, so once he finally got caught, it was a relief to unload everything.”
 Megan stopped. “Wait. Nathan has a Fylgiar?”
 “Yeah, its name is Smoke.” 
 Megan shook her head. “Then you can’t be involved with this. I spent a lot of time talking with Kristin about Fylgiar yesterday. One of the people I worked with in New Mexico had an ancestral guardian, and I wanted to see if they were the same kind of thing. Smoke will be able to pick up on your scent from up to a mile away. If he thinks you’ve been poking around Nathan’s apartment, Nathan will be on alert.”
 Crap. She had a point there. “Okay, so what do you suggest?”
“Let me take some surveillance photos of his apartment, and tail him for a time. I should be able to see who he meets with.” 
 “All right. But you be careful. Do you have the lifeline’s phone number in case you run into trouble?” 
She nodded. 
“Okay, while you do that, I’ll see if I can dig up anything on this Robert Maxwell.” Megan left and I went back to my office and jotted some notes on the whiteboard. That done, I looked up directions to Robert Maxwell’s house using the address Thad had given me and decided to go check his place out. My phone buzzed and I looked down to see an email from Thad with a list of items Maxwell had purchased. I couldn’t help but smile; Thad’s timing has always been impeccable. 
I took the train to the address and found Maxwell’s apartment building. I went up to the third floor and knocked. No answer. I waited a minute and tried again. Still no answer. 
 I glanced up and down the hallway, and when I was sure no one was watching, I touched the door and Opened it. My father was a god of doors and I was lucky enough to inherit that particular domain. The door unlocked itself and swung open for me. I’d have done this at the Delion’s place, but Megan seemed so excited to use her picks. 
 I stepped inside and shut the door behind me. The apartment opened on a living room smelling of fresh paint. A quick glance showed me a TV, a couch, recliner and coffee table. While the furniture was new, everything looked cheap; the coffee table was one of those flimsy pressboard jobs, the recliner and couch were the overstuffed kind you find at bargain basement outlet stores, and the TV was a no-name brand. 
This certainly didn’t match the profile of a person who shopped at a place like Antiquated Treasures. I stepped through into the kitchen and found a small table and two chairs. I opened the cabinets and saw they were completely empty. So was the fridge. There was no garbage can in the kitchen either. I opened the oven and found the little tag that told how to use a gas range. 
 Two doors were off the living room. The first was the bathroom. The medicine chest was completely empty; there wasn’t even a toothbrush. I opened the second door, which I guessed should’ve been the bedroom. Inside I found a handful of empty cardboard boxes, some of them with the Antiquated Treasures logo on them. There was no bed, no dresser, and no clothes in the closet. Robert Maxwell didn’t actually live here. The place was made up just enough so that a delivery person or someone looking in from the hall would see a normal looking apartment. 
 I found the shipping list from one of the boxes that didn’t come from Antiquated Treasures. It listed a medieval ball and chain for contents. There were a few other boxes from a nursery. These had no packing slips, but I suspected they’d contained wolfsbane. I looked around again. There were no photos, no books, no notes next to the telephone. The TV wasn’t even plugged in. I copied down the items Maxwell had ordered and names of the other shops into my notebook and headed out. 
 I got back to the office and found Megan skipping toward the building’s door. Her eyes were bright and her dimple was prominent. “Good news?” I asked.
 “Yep.” We opened the office door and stepped into the lobby. “I’ve got a photo of the guy Nathan Singravel has been selling information to.” She patted her camera.
 I gawked. “You’ve got to be kidding me. That was fast.”
 She smiled. “Just lucky, I guess. Come on, I’ll show you in my office.”
 We went upstairs and Megan popped the flash card from her camera into the computer. She scrolled through some images and brought up one of Nathan Singravel speaking with a tall man with a shaved head. He was dressed in a sweatshirt and jeans, and had a tattoo of a sun on the left side of his neck. “Recognize him?” Megan asked.
 “No, but he matches a description Thad gave me.” I had Megan email the photo to Thad with a quick message asking if it was Robert Maxwell. Thad responded less than thirty seconds later with a message simply saying, “Yes.” 
Megan’s extension rang and she picked up. “Megan Hayes.” There was a brief pause. “Okay, we’ll be right down.” She hung up. “Doc Ryan and Mrs. Rita have turned up some information on that corpse you brought in.” 
 We headed down to Medical where we found the Doc lighting a cigarette. He blew the smoke out his nostrils and shook his head. “Incredible. This is incredible. This thing looks like someone tried to clone a gremlin and then alter the clone’s DNA.” He pointed to a computer screen. There were a bunch of chemical equations that probably wouldn’t have made sense to me back when I was in college. The Doc rolled his eyes at my blank look.
 “That looks like the chemical formula for chlorpromazine,” Megan said, squinting at the screen. 
 The Doc’s face brightened. “That’s right. Nice to know someone around here was paying attention during chemistry class.” The Doc took another puff. “For the underachievers in the room,” the Doc looked directly at me, “chlorpromazine is an extremely powerful tranquilizer. These ‘neo-gremlins’ secrete it naturally and deliver it via poison glands that line their mouths. One bite from one of these little bastards and you’d be out for a week.”
 “What else is different about them?” I asked.
 “They’re bigger and stronger than the original gremlins, probably so they can subdue their prey better. Their brains are about thirty percent smaller, though, so I don’t think they’d be as intelligent as the gremlins we know and love.” The Doc glanced at the corpse on the table across from him. “They also have chameleon-like pigmentation, so they’ve got situational camouflage that would be very effective in sneaking around.” The Doc finished his cigarette and crushed it out in an ashtray. I thought about the creatures that had taken a swipe at me the other night and how I hadn’t been able to see them. I shuddered. 
“Anything else?” I asked.
The Doc looked at me. “Well, yeah,” he said as he put another cigarette to his mouth. “They’re uglier, too.” 
Leslie’s voice came over the intercom system. “Doctor Ryan, Agent Hayes, Agent Corinthos, please come to the conference room.” We started for the door when one of the computers played a soft chime. “Finally,” the Doc said. “I’ve been running a facial reconstruction simulation on that zombie Kristin brought in the other day. This scan was to match up and give us a picture of what the poor cuss looked like before he got all runny.”
 The image rendered onscreen confirmed Kristin’s initial suspicions. I was looking at Seamus McElery. 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 11
 
Begin Coded Transmission
 The hobgoblins and trolls, frustrated that one of the most docile of peoples had suddenly risen up against them, launched a final, full-scale attack against the Urisk. Fourteen war clans made up of soldiers, mages and shape shifters were deployed into Urisk territory. They did not return. The hobgoblins claim that the Urisk are cursed, and the trolls have refused any further contact.

 While it may be unorthodox, I suggest that a portion of the Urisk population be killed by envikan to reduce Corinthos’ overall powers, defeat him, and thus make conquest possible. The Urisk population can then be replenished via breeding programs. 
 -NS 
End Coded Transmission 
 I rushed up to the conference room with Doc Ryan and Megan in tow. Galahad and Mrs. Rita were already there. “Mrs. Rita informed me that you have discovered a new breed of gremlin,” Galahad said as we sat down. He pulled a keyboard up from below the table and tapped on it. The giant plasma TV on the far wall flashed to life as Galahad logged into our secure systems.
 “What I am about to share with you is classified information. It is not to leave this room.” Galahad keyed in a few more commands and we were looking at a black and white photograph of Adolph Hitler surrounded by a group of men and women. 
 “Some of you may know that Hitler was a bit of a fanatic about the occult. During World War II, he recruited many men and women who claimed to have mystical powers in order to give his soldiers an edge in battle. Luckily for the Allies, the majority of these people were frauds. This one, however, was not.” The image zoomed in on a young woman four people to the right of Hitler. Her dark hair was cut short and she wore a plain black dress. Her eyes had the hard edge of determination in them. I could tell this was a woman who did what she set out to, no matter what.
 “This is Millie von Hassen. Her father was an expert on folklore who took her throughout Europe when she was a child. She was exposed to dozens of cultures, their superstitions, and their magics. She dabbled in magic herself, and from the intelligence I have, became quite good at it. She joined Hitler’s inner circle here about a year before the war ended.”
 “What did she do?” Megan asked. “Put hexes on Allied soldiers? Give the Nazis potions to make them supermen?” 
 “Nothing so mundane,” Mrs. Rita said. “Von Hassen learned how to create golems from Hebrew traditions and created many artificial soldiers. She expanded on the golem making techniques and improved them. Ultimately, she created an entire race of creatures designed to infiltrate and sabotage Allied airplanes, convoys and boats.”
 “Gremlins,” Galahad said. “Ms. von Hassen here is the mother of the gremlin race.” I gawked at him. Galahad smiled at me. “Oh yes, if you listen to fairy tales today, there have been gremlins right alongside goblins and pixies all along. The truth of the matter is they’ve only been here since the 1940s.”
 “Von Hassen worked closely with this man, Gottfried Herrscher,” Galahad clicked again and showed a man with a short haircut and a square jaw. He was muscular and looked like he was in his early twenties. His expression suggested he, too, was used to always getting what he wanted. “Herrscher had an innate ability to control supernatural beings, including Millie’s golems and gremlins. They called him the Dominator. Their combined efforts cost the allies hundreds of lives and destroyed a substantial amount of equipment.” 
Galahad folded his hands in front of him. “After the war, German Caulborn agents set about splitting up as many of Hitler’s occultists as they could. Herrscher was sent to Russia and died in 1973 of a rare blood disorder. Millie was sent to America and she’s been living in Sudbury ever since.”
 “Where’s that?” Megan asked.
 “It’s not too far from here,” I said. “I thought Hitler’s cronies were all tried and executed, Galahad. Why was she allowed to live?”
 “Because of the gremlins, Vincent. The Caulborn wanted to make sure that we knew everything possible about the creatures. So in exchange for that knowledge, we gave her a fresh start. Vincent, Megan, I want you to go speak with Millie today. Part of our agreement was that she would not create anything again.” 
 Megan told Galahad about her surveillance photos on Nathan Singravel. Galahad nodded. “I will arrange for a constant watch on Nathan. Good work, Megan.” He pointed at me and then Megan. “You two should head over to Millie’s house immediately. Doctor Ryan, Mrs. Rita, I would like to speak with you further.”
 Megan and I left the room and headed to our offices. I printed out directions to Millie’s house and we drove to Sudbury. Megan chattered as we rode. “Wow, an entire race, synthetically created. Do you really think she’s making new gremlins? Why now, after all this time? She must be really old by now, too, so she’d probably have to have help; I can’t imagine an eighty-some-odd-year-old woman bustling about a laboratory.”
 “Hard to say. She might have mystically enhanced herself to slow her aging, or she might’ve been creating new gremlins all along and kept it hidden from us.”
 Megan tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. “Doesn’t add up,” she said after a moment.
 “That’s why we’re going to talk to her,” I replied. All this talk about gremlins made me think about Gears and the encounter we’d had at Axlesnapper’s garage. “Gears seemed kinda down after we got back from Axlesnapper’s. I didn’t get a chance to check in on him. I hope he’s okay.”
 Megan pursed her lips. “Maybe he was worried about these new gremlins. Maybe he felt, I don’t know, like he’d been replaced or something.”
 I considered this. “You speak German, right?” I asked. 
 “Ja,” she responded promptly. 
 I Glimpsed backward and recalled a word the neo-gremlin had used. “What does ‘ünterlegen’ mean?”
 “Inferior,” Megan said. “Why do you ask?”
 “That’s what the neo-gremlin called Gearstripper.”
 Megan frowned. “No wonder the little guy was sad. If Millie has created a new breed of gremlin, and has improved upon them, then the old breed would be inferior.”
 I whistled. “It’s scary to think about someone ‘improving’ on gremlins. Gears is a technological genius, he can build just about anything.”
 “But Vincent,” Megan said. “This new batch isn’t as smart as the original generation. You heard Doc Ryan, their brains are a lot smaller. So why would Millie downgrade their intelligence?” We turned onto Millie von Hassen’s street. 
 “Not sure, but let’s see if we can find out.” Millie’s house was a little white cape, complete with picket fence. An old Plymouth was parked in the driveway, which was lined with solar powered lamps. The name on the mailbox was L. Smith. We got out, walked up to the front door and knocked. A few moments later, an elderly woman answered the door.
 She couldn’t have been any taller than Megan, and with her slouched posture, she was actually shorter. Her wispy white hair was pulled into a short ponytail and her skin was splattered with liver spots. “Yes?” she asked. There was no trace of an accent in her voice. 
 “Ms. Smith?” Megan asked. The older woman regarded Megan from behind coke bottle thick glasses before nodding. “I’m Megan Hayes, this is my associate, Vincent Corinthos. We work for the agency who helped relocate you.” 
Millie’s face paled slightly, but she swung the door wide open.
 “Do come in,” she said. “I was just making some tea. Would you like some?” We both politely refused and followed her to the kitchen. The place was the typical old lady house. There were tons of knickknacks lying around, little statues, cross-stitchings of inspirational quotes and black and white photos of what I assumed were Millie’s family. The only thing missing was a family of cats. 
 I’m not sure what I expected. Maybe I thought I’d see something like Gearstripper’s chaotic workshop, or Axlesnapper’s meticulous garage. Instead, this looked like a completely normal house. And that made me all the more suspicious. Millie removed a teapot from the stove and carefully poured water into her cup. She tossed in a teabag as she sat down at the table and looked at us.
 “Let us drop the pretenses. I am old and I do not have time for them. I have not had visitors from the Caulborn in twenty years,” Millie said. Her eyes held the same hard edge that I’d seen in the photos Galahad had shown us. “I have told you everything about my children, and I have done nothing wrong. What do you want from me?” Her bluntness reminded me of Doc Ryan. 
 “Ms. von Hassen,” Megan said smoothly. “I assure you, we are not here because you have done anything wrong. We believe that someone has created a new breed of gremlin. While we know you are retired from your former life, we have concerns that someone, perhaps one of your former assistants, may be involved. Who else was involved with the gremlins’ creation?”
 Millie’s eyes had gone wide behind her glasses. “New breed?” she breathed. “I have not created a single gremlin since 1945.” She placed a shaking hand to her forehead. “New breed...” She trailed off, looking into space. 
 “Did you share how to create gremlins with anyone? Perhaps someone got a copy of your notes?” Megan’s questions were delicate, there was no implication in her tone at all. She was good.
 “No,” Millie replied. “There were no notes, no assistants. I kept everything here.” She tapped her head. “The only time I wrote the formulae down was to give them to the Caulborn. My father taught me not to write secrets down because they wouldn’t be secret anymore.” Her eyes misted, and took on a far off look. “Thirty years ago,” Millie said. “My father was dying. I wanted to go back to Germany to see him. The Caulborn in Boston said no.” She began mumbling something to herself in German.
 “The Caulborn in Europe at the time were afraid of several threats you may not have been aware of,” Megan said. “I have read through the information and you were not denied because of your actions, or your father’s. There were people and creatures operating in Eastern Germany in the 1980s that would have loved to have gotten their claws into you.” She pursed her lips thoughtfully. “I understand you don’t have any notes. What about research assistants, or people who helped you make the first generation of gremlins? Do any of them live in this area?” 
 Millie snorted. “Those fools in the Reich are all dead,” she spat. “They thought they were so smart. I alone knew the secrets of gremlincraft. I built them to be the ultimate saboteurs. And unlike those other fools’ so-called inventions and mysticisms, mine worked.” There was a fierce pride in her voice, and for a moment, I heard her as she must’ve sounded when she was younger. And that’s when my Glimpse kicked on.
 The Millie I was looking at must’ve been about twenty-three or twenty-four years old. Her chestnut hair was pulled back in a braid and her posture was ramrod straight. She was standing in front of a blackboard with a diagram of an engine drawn on it. She was speaking in German, so I couldn’t follow exactly what she was saying. She wiped her hands on her black jumpsuit, leaving faint white handprints. She turned to the blackboard and tapped on it a few times. My Glimpse extended its view, stretching out so I could clearly see who Millie was speaking to. 
It was a room filled with gremlins. There must’ve been sixty or seventy of them. One of them, in the very front row, looked exactly like Gearstripper. His grandfather, maybe? Young Millie said something, and the gremlins took it up as a chant. “Schneiden Sie die Drähte, lassen Sie das Flugzeug abstürzen!” They cried it over and over again. 
 My Glimpse shut off. Megan was finishing her line of questioning. “We appreciate your time today, Ms. von Hassen. If we need anything else, we’ll let you know.” 
Millie snorted. “I do hope you understand, Agents, that I never want to see you again.”
Neither one of us had anything to say to that, so we stood and Millie showed us out. We got into Megan’s car. “I don’t think she was lying,” Megan said. “She seemed genuinely surprised that someone was creating new gremlins.” She started the car and backed out of the driveway.
“Yeah, I think you’re right,” I said. I was frustrated. We were hitting too many dead ends here. People were being kidnapped and we were no closer to finding out why. I ground my teeth as Megan drove to the end of Millie’s street. An ambulance tore past us, turning down Millie’s street, narrowly missing Megan’s car. 
“Holy cow,” Megan said. “Someone’s in a hurry. I hope everyone’s okay.”
I watched the ambulance come to a screeching halt. “Meg, turn the car around.”
“What’s wrong?”
“The ambulance just stopped at Millie’s.” Megan banged a U-turn and took us back to Millie’s house. She parked alongside the ambulance and we hurried inside. We saw three EMTs kneeling around Millie. They looked up at us and I recognized the one on the left from my Glimpse at the Delion’s cottage. 
Any excitement I felt at finally getting a break in this case evaporated as Megan cried out and fell down. At first, I couldn’t see what was wrong, but then I noticed the vague shimmerings perched atop Megan’s body. I lashed out telekinetically and threw two neo-gremlins against the far wall. A cross-stitching of an angel fell down atop their bodies as they became visible. 
 One of the EMTs was in front of me then, and backhanded me across the jaw. It was like being hit by a sledgehammer. I fell to the ground and his foot slammed down on my stomach. It felt like he weighed about four hundred pounds, even though he wasn’t much bigger than me. The wind surged out of me and stars bloomed in my vision. I tapped the Urisks’ faith and telekinetically launched the man across the room. I rolled onto my stomach, fought up to my knees and looked around. There other two EMTs in the room were still kneeling over Millie.
 Megan was sprawled face-down on the floor, two more of the neo-gremlins on her back. One of them had blood on its teeth. I snarled and blasted both of them. They slammed into a china cabinet across the room and went limp. I turned to the EMTs and froze. Millie was on her back, one of the EMTs kneeling on top of her. There was a bag of power tools open next to the other one, and he’d used a small power saw to cut the top of her skull off. He was easing her brain directly from her head.
 I threw up, which, unfortunately gave the other EMT a chance to jump off of Millie and kick me in the ribs. Something snapped in my side. I cried out, and threw everything I had into a telekinetic bubble that I wrapped around Megan and myself. The EMT struck again, surprised as his foot rebounded against something solid a foot from me. 
 He glared at me and I got a good look at his features. He looked human, but something about his eyes disturbed me; they were too glassy to be normal. His companion barked something I couldn’t understand and then they were joined by the EMT I’d flung across the room. He didn’t seem injured at all, despite the fact that I’d hit him with enough force to shatter every bone in a human’s body. 
I hastily looked around for weapons as they struck at my shield. Megan’s 9mm was on the other side of the shield. I considered pyrokinesis, but I really hated slinging fire inside. Once I started a fire, controlling it consumed a lot of my faith reserves, and I had a feeling I was going to need all the power I could muster.
 So instead, I stuck with telekinesis. I pulled my switchblade and took a page from Seamus McElery’s book, sending the weapon out after my assailants. The blade danced, seemingly of its own accord, and sliced at the creatures. I managed a few quick slashes before one of them caught the blade with his bare hand and held it in place. I pulled as hard as I could, but he held on. As I strained, I lost the hold on my shield and it fell away. I was about to pull it back up when they snapped their hands out at me. 
 Vines burst from their fingers, strangling me. Thorns cut into my skin and my vision went hazy. The whole world was spinning, fading, drifting away. 
 Then it went black.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 12
 
To: Robert Maxwell
 Progress on Project Imperium has moved at an astounding rate these last few weeks. The Caulborn agent you supplied has been most useful as a test subject. Based on my experiments, I now understand how a caul can prevent mental domination. As of this writing we have been unsuccessful in overcoming the defenses a caul provides, but given time, I am certain we will succeed.

However, we may need additional test subjects, as our current “volunteer” is beginning to show signs of extreme mental strain. I am uncertain on how much longer he will survive. 

-Email message recovered from Kira Leevan’s computer
 “Vincent, can you hear me?” 
 Megan’s voice. I tore through the cobwebs in my mind and forced my eyes open. I was still lying on Millie von Hassen’s floor. Megan knelt over me, wisps of her hair straying out of her ponytail. She looked haggard. “How do you feel?” she asked. “Is anything broken?” She pressed her hand to my head. “Cripes, you’re burning up. One of those things must’ve infected you with something. Stay still, I’ve already called Uncle Dave. Jake and Doc Ryan are on the way.”
 “I’m fine,” I said, pulling myself up to a sitting position. I saw Millie’s mutilated corpse and quickly turned my head. I made an effort not to look in the body’s direction. My ribs were sore, but they’d already knit. My throat ached and my voice was raspy from when I’d been choked. On the plus side, the cuts and tears the thorns had given me had already scabbed over, but they itched. “What happened?” I asked. 
 “Not sure,” Megan said. “The last thing I remember is stabbing pains in my legs and arms and then falling to the ground. Given what’s been happening, I thought it might be neo-gremlin bites, so I swallowed an antitoxin. Then I blacked out.” She looked a little ashamed of herself, like she thought she should’ve been able to do more.
 “Antitoxin?” I asked, testing my ribs by breathing a little deeper. “How’d you manage to do that without being seen?” 
 She smiled and opened her mouth. One of her teeth, the one next to her top left incisor, was missing. “I lost that tooth playing field hockey in high school. When I joined the Caulborn, I had them issue me a fake tooth filled with antitoxins. When you’re a diplomat, you don’t always deal with straight up firefights. Most of the time, your enemies are trying to kill you with poisons.”
 This girl was full of surprises. I really needed to read more of her file. At that moment, Jake and the Doc rushed into the house. “Mother of God,” Doc said as he saw the gruesome scene. He looked at me. “Status,” he commanded.
 “One dead, two wounded,” I responded. My voice had already returned to normal and my throat didn’t hurt anymore. “Megan’s been poisoned but she’s taken an antitoxin. I’ve got a few fractured ribs, but they’re mostly knitted.” The Doc nodded, then knelt down and did a quick examination of my wounds. 
 “I’m going to take you out of here on a stretcher just to be safe, Vincent.” He gave Megan a similar once over. “Can you walk?” he asked her. She nodded. “Good. Go get in the ambulance. Jake, help me get Vincent into the ambulance, and then collect the corpse. I’ll want to keep both of you for observation for a few hours.” 
 Megan and I spent the next three hours getting poked and prodded. The Doc found that the quantities of toxin Megan had received would’ve been fatal if not for her false tooth. My fever spiked to 107, but the Doc gave me some aspirin and a glass of juice, and forty-five minutes later I was completely healed. I still felt like I’d been hit by a truck, though.
 Galahad came down at one point and checked in on Megan and me. From what we could piece together, the golems must’ve carried off the neo-gremlin corpses before Jake and the Doc showed up. 
 It was well past six when the Doc came over and handed me a slim leatherette case. “There are two syringes of antitoxin in there for you, Vincent. Just in case you get bitten again and don’t have time to wait things out.” I thanked him and he clapped me on the shoulder. “Go home, Corinthos.” He smiled. “You heal almost as fast as a gremlin, you know.” 
I said my goodbyes and caught a cab home. 
 As I entered my apartment, I could hear voices coming from the living room. One of them was Gearstripper’s. The other was Petra. I smiled, walked into the living room and got my first look at her in two weeks. Her dark brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail and her skin was so perfect it gleamed in the light. She was wearing an old pair of sweats and a Patriots jersey. She saw me and her face lit up with a smile brighter than you can imagine. She was across the kitchen in a flash and lifted me into an embrace.
 Petra’s almost six and a half feet tall, which puts her a good eight inches taller than me. Going by normal standards and the laws of physics, her slender frame shouldn’t be able to lift me a foot off the ground and swing me around like a rag doll. But Petra’s not flesh and blood. She’s living stone. She was created by Pygmalion and given life by Aphrodite after Galatia was destroyed. It’s a long story, but the upshot is that Petra’s super strong, nearly indestructible, and has some insecurity issues. 
 She kissed me full on the lips. She might be rock, but she felt real enough. “I missed you,” she whispered. Her voice was soft and her eyes were inviting.
 “Aw, come on, no mushy stuff, Petra. You promised we could watch Serenity.” I turned my head and found Gearstripper standing on the counter in front of us, his arms folded indignantly across his small chest. You can always count on a gremlin to ruin the mood. Just the same, it was good to see Gears smiling again. He was always happy when Petra’s around.
Petra set me down and patted Gears on the head. A timer went off on the oven and she opened the oven door. She reached in, without using potholders, I might add, and took out a tray of nachos that was close to a foot tall. She pulled off a chip loaded with cheese and meat and popped it into her mouth. 
 Since she was made out of rock, Petra’s physical form couldn’t change. There were some drawbacks to that. For example, she couldn’t ever get her hair cut, and her skin couldn’t tan. But there were plenty of benefits as well. She didn’t need to sleep, she didn’t age, and she couldn’t gain weight. Technically, she didn’t even need to eat, but she loved to. In fact, this was a light snack compared to some of the things I’ve seen her and Gearstripper make. Then I noticed they had four or five pounds of Hershey bars to go with the nachos. Judging by the empty Cheetos bags I saw in the trash, they’d been munching while they cooked. 
 I’m not sure where Gears puts it all. In fact, I’m probably better off not knowing.
 We chatted for a while as we munched. Petra told us about the shoot she’d been on and the places she’d seen. She finished talking about the sights in Antigua and pulled a cookbook from the shelf. “So, anything exciting been going on while I was away?”
 “I’ll say,” Gears piped up. “Miguel and a bunch of people have gone missing, Vinnie’s got a new partner named Megan and they’ve been investigating the disappearances.”
 “Miguel is missing?” Petra’s eyebrows rose and she put a hand to her mouth.
 I told her everything that wasn’t classified. “We’re dealing with something that’s abducting paranormals, Petra. Strong paranormals like werewolves and warrior fae. It’s pretty bad.”
 “Do you think the thing we found at Axle’s workshop has anything to do with it, Vinnie?”
 “Yeah, I do, Gears.” Then I remembered what I’d heard the gremlins chanting in my Glimpse earlier. I’d been so distracted that I’d forgotten to ask Megan, and apparently Gears could speak German, so I figured I’d ask him. “Gears, what does ‘Schneiden Sie die Drähte, lassen Sie das Flugzeug abstürzen’ mean?” 
Gears dropped the chip he’d scooped up and began shaking. His legs gave out and he dropped to the counter surface, his green skin paling. “You’ve been talking to the Mother, haven’t you?” he whispered. Petra scooped Gears up and held him like a child. 
“Jesus, Gears,” I said. “Are you all right?”
Gears shook against Petra’s body. “Schneiden Sie die Drähte, lassen Sie das Flugzeug abstürzen,” Gears repeated with a perfect German accent. “‘Cut the wires, crash the planes.’ It’s what the Mother drilled into us. Kill the allies, break their vehicles, steal their bullets.” He chattered in German for a moment.
“The Allies?” Petra asked, her eyes wide in surprise. “As in World War Two allies?”
Gears gave an unsteady nod. “The Mother made us, and then sent us into the world.” Gearstripper’s yellow eyes were far away, and his voice was so soft I could barely hear him. I couldn’t believe it. That gremlin I’d seen in my Glimpse hadn’t been Gears’ grandfather, it had been Gears. “The Mother said that the Allies were coming to take our land away, to kill us in our sleep, to torture us for their amusement. She said the only way to protect ourselves was to sabotage their equipment. Cut the wires, crash the planes, crash the cars, crash the tanks,” he whimpered. Petra’s face was a mask of concern and she began stroking Gears’ back.
“We would hide on the planes, we were small, it wasn’t hard. Then, when the plane got high enough, we’d start ripping wires out.” He mimed the action with his hands. “I—” I lost the rest of the sentence as my Glimpse kicked on. 
Gearstripper was nestled against the wing of a plane in flight. I watched as he snapped a bundle of wires; from what I know of old planes, he’d disabled the pilot’s ejection seat. The wind pinned his ears back against his head and frost had formed on his skin. He bared his teeth as he clawed his way across the wing and reached under the flap. 
The pilot noticed Gears pulling on a bundle of cables and tried to shake Gears loose by tilting the plane back and forth. Gears’ eyes flashed yellow as he snarled something at the pilot in German, and anchored himself by driving the claws of his left hand into the wing. Liquid, gas by my best guess, began streaming out from the holes he’d made in wing. Then Gears deftly snapped the bundle of wires with his right hand. 
The plane spiraled down. Gears clung to the wing as the plane fell, and it exploded in a ball of fire. The pilot hadn’t been able to eject and was a burned ruin. I could hear a tiny voice screaming nearby. As the smoke cleared, I could see Gearstripper, his body burned and blackened. His shrill cries continued, and before my eyes, he regenerated. The process was slow, and it looked excruciatingly painful, but Gears’ tiny body healed itself.
Dear God, I thought. How many times had he done that? Been burned to a crisp, or dismembered, then regenerated to do it again? No wonder he’d started shaking when I’d said that phrase. 
“—do those things?” I had snapped back to the present, and Petra was asking Gears something.
Gears looked at her. He’d stopped shaking, but he was still pale. “The Mother told me to. If your mother told you that someone was going to hurt you, and you needed to protect yourself, wouldn’t you listen? She was the Mother. She trained us, she took care of us, gave us life. You’re supposed to listen to your mother. She’s supposed to…” Gears trailed off, tears welling in his huge eyes. Petra gave him a light squeeze.
“Easy there, pal,” I said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up bad memories.” Gears swallowed and nodded. Then he gently removed himself from Petra’s grip. 
“It’s all right, Vinnie. You didn’t know.” He idly picked at another chip. His ears were drooped, and his posture was slouched. I felt like a total ass, and it got worse when he looked up at me and asked, “Why were you talking with the Mother?”
 “The creature we found at Axle’s garage is a new breed of gremlin. Galahad told Megan and me to go to your mother’s house and ask if she had created it.”
 “Had she?”
“I don’t think so.” I told him what happened after we left. 
 “Dead?” Gears whispered. He plopped down on the counter, and put his head in his hands. He barked a short, mirthless laugh. “I wonder what she’d say if she knew what I did now.” 
 Petra moved over and patted Gears’ back. “What do you mean?”
 “I was created to break things, Petra. Sabotage equipment, vehicles, anything mechanical. Destruction is in my nature, literally what I was made for. But I look back on what I did during the war and I feel horrible.” He sniffed and set his jaw. “So now I build things. I fix things. I create. What would she say if she knew one of her children had gone against everything she’d taught?”
 Petra smiled down at him. “I think, given the circumstances, Gears, that she’d be proud of you.”
 “Yeah, pal,” I said. “Millie came over to the Caulborn’s side in the end. I think she knew who the good guys were, and she’d be glad that you sided with us.” 
Gears brightened a bit. “You think so?” Petra and I both nodded. “Okay, then.” Gears stood and rubbed his eyes. “What are we standing around here for? There are movies to watch!”
 We watched a movie, Petra and Gears finished off all the food, and then Gears called Jake and got a ride back to HQ. Petra gave me a look that you’ll never see in the catalogs and we shut off the lights. An hour or so later, I laid in bed with Petra snuggled against me. I smiled at the ceiling and closed my eyes. I figured I wouldn’t have any trouble sleeping tonight.
 I was wrong.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 13
 
I stood in the center of the Urisk city, basking in the glory of my followers. A light rain began to fall from a cloudless sky. The rain drops struck harder and faster, and I realized they were fragments of crystal. The fragments began striking the Urisk down, blowing through their bodies like bullets. I raised my arms and wove shields, but the crystalline rain only drove faster; it was like my shield was a magnet to them. Everywhere I turned, Urisk were dying, screaming in pain, pleading for me to save them. I summoned all the power I could and willed them to be safe, yet despite all my strength, the city exploded and I watched my followers die.
 I sat up, covered in a cold sweat. The red numbers of the clock on the nightstand said it was just past six. Petra lay beside me, her perfectly still form wrapped in the blanket. She slept like a rock, too. After that nightmare, I knew I wasn’t getting back to sleep, so I decided to get a jump on the day’s events. I took a shower, shaved and got dressed in my usual button-up shirt and jeans. That done, I prepared to receive prayers. 
I opened my mind to my followers and began answering prayers. As I progressed, the prayers began taking on an uneasy tone. More and more requests for protection and safety came through. Then their voices were calling for me, for help. Lotholio’s voice suddenly exploded in my mind. “Lord,” he called. “We need you.” I closed my eyes and focused on my priest. 
 “What’s wrong, Loth?”
 “We are under attack again,” he responded. “The creatures are too strong for us.”
 I scrawled a hasty note for Petra and put it on the fridge. “Creatures? More goblins and trolls?” I was already out the door and heading for my car. It was a twenty minute drive to the Children’s Museum.
 “Not goblins and trolls, Lord,” he replied. “Something else.” Lotholio sent an image to my mind. I saw a towering man made completely out of white crystal. A red rune was etched in his chest. 
 “I see it, Loth. Do you know what the symbol on his chest means?” 
 “No, Lord. But the creatures shrug off telekinesis, pyrokinesis and physical blows.” 
 “I’m on my way,” I said. “Pull everyone back behind the wall, I’ll be there as soon as I can.” I slid behind the wheel of my Nissan and peeled out of the parking lot.
 Despite the fact I was driving at over seventy miles per hour, the car felt like it was in slow motion. I reached out to my followers, blessing them, healing their injuries, bolstering their confidence. I could feel their faith in me swelling. I listened to their prayers, heard their fears. It was an odd mix of feelings that I sensed from them. They were both terrified of the invaders, but confident in me. They knew I’d make everything all right once I got there.
 I parked on one of the streets adjacent to the museum and let the early morning pedestrian traffic guide me. I was still focused on my followers, trying to keep them calm and assure them that I was coming. Traffic zipped by on the street and I was only partially aware of my surroundings. I sent out a blanket message to all my followers. Everything’s going to be all right, I’m almost there.
 And that’s when someone pushed me into the path of an oncoming truck.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 14
 
To: Robert Maxwell
 The information provided re: golem creation has been most useful. Our latest batch is much stronger and faster than the previous generation. The book of imbuements was most helpful, as now we better understand how to get the golems to discern paranormals from regular people. Our current generation can only pick out paranormals if they’re close, perhaps sixty or seventy feet away. This new generation will be able to detect paranormals within a half mile radius. This will dramatically improve the rate at which we can obtain new test subjects and recruits for Herrscher’s future army.

-Email message recovered from Kira Leevan’s computer
 There was no way the truck’s driver could stop in time. If he swerved, the truck would probably jackknife and crush me, along with everyone else on the sidewalk. Even bolstered as I was, I wouldn’t be able to telekinetically stop the truck at this distance. So I used my telekinesis and pushed as hard as I could on the ground beneath me. I shot up into the air like a rocket and the truck passed beneath me. I pushed again as I came down, slowing my descent. I landed in a heap on the sidewalk. 
 A crowd had gathered around me. People were concerned, asking if I was all right. Their faces were a blur to me. The truck had been leaning on its horn and its brakes were still squealing. The acrid scent of burning rubber and sulfur burned my nose and cars crunched as they slammed into the truck’s trailer. Glass glittered and tinkled as it rained down on the pavement. I got to my feet and tried to get away from the crowd. I needed to get to the Bright Side. Maybe later I could use my Glimpse to see who pushed me, but my followers needed my help now. 
 I acknowledged the concerned people as best I could and felt something wrap around my waist. I looked down and saw a slender green vine coil around me. Thorns burst from it and lanced into my stomach. I cried out as I was pulled into the air and thrown against a parked car. I gave a telekinetic push as I hit, dampening the impact. Nothing was broken, but the wind was knocked out of me.
 I struggled to my feet and jumped back in time to avoid another lash from a thorny vine. I followed the vine back to a man in the crowd. His arms were outstretched and vines were growing out of his hands. Great, another plant golem. I telekinetically latched on to him and yanked him forward. He let out a grunt of surprise as he jolted toward me, then more vines shot from his legs, anchoring him to a storm grate. I pulled harder, but he sent the vines at me again. I danced backward into the other lane, and then had to throw myself forward again to avoid being hit by a car that was going the other way. 
 Horns honked everywhere. I was exposed, in the daylight, fighting a plant golem. Innocents were already hurt. Galahad was going to be pissed. Containing situations like this was never easy or clean. Of course, first I had to survive the encounter. My forehead burned with the onset of a healing fever and my stomach itched where the thorns had bit into me. I threw out a wall of telekinetic force, blocking my opponent’s attacks. I just needed a minute to catch my breath and I’d be all right.
 Something jumped onto my back and drove me to the ground. My telekinetic wall vanished as the pavement rushed up to meet me. I was struggling to my hands and knees when jagged daggers of pain burned into my shoulder. Teeth. I cried out and sent out a burst of telekinetic energy, throwing everything away from me. Cars lurched from the impact, people were thrown to the ground and debris scattered all over the sidewalk. The thing that had bitten me slammed against a Dodge pickup. A neo-gremlin. It fell to the pavement, its spine and skull shattered. 
 My muscles suddenly felt rubbery and my vision blurred. The neo-gremlin’s toxin worked fast. I thought of the Doc’s antitoxin and cursed when I remembered I’d left it in the apartment. I hauled myself up to my knees and blinked hard as I searched for my assailant. He was striding toward me, vines snaking out ahead of him. My peripheral vision was almost gone. The world was narrowing around me and I was so weak that I couldn’t even raise my arms. I swooned and the sounds of the world around me were a dull droning buzz.
 In desperation, I opened my mind to my followers. The sudden jolt of their voices flooding into my head cleared my senses. They sounded more afraid now. The crystal creatures were closing in. They were praying desperately to me, and I tapped those prayers. I channeled my followers’ faith and blasted outward, sending a column of both telekinetic and pyrokinetic force into the creature. It shrieked as it burned. Normally, it takes time for a person to burn to death, but this thing went up like a pile of dry straw. In less than five seconds, it was nothing but a pile of ash.
 I didn’t have any more time to waste. I lurched and staggered for the Children’s Museum. I figured police and fire trucks would arrive soon, and I didn’t want to answer any questions. Most of the people who had been on the sidewalk had fled earlier, but those who remained parted for me. I pulled out my phone and sent a preset text message to Uncle Dave. “Party Time.” He’d receive that, along with GPS coordinates of my location. I didn’t have time for anything else. The gremlin’s toxin was working fast, but I kept my mind open to my followers and drunkenly ran for Aviorla. 
 The phasilion must’ve sensed me coming, because she was already open. I dove through the opening. “Take me to the Urisk,” I called. My voice was slurred, but I knew Aviorla wouldn’t let me down. 
 A voice chuckled in the spiraling light that was the phasilion’s gateway. “The Urisk?” The voice was male. Not Aviorla. What the hell? 
 “Phasilion,” I called, straining to stay coherent. “I am Vincent Corinthos, god of the Urisk. I must get to my people immediately.”
 “I should say so.” The voice chuckled. “Your people are dying left and right on the Bright Side. What sort of god leaves his people like that? I mean honestly, Lord Corinthos, I’d think you’d take better care of them.” The voice had a smug, sneering tone. 
 “Let me through,” I demanded. I was caught between worlds now. I couldn’t go back to Boston, and until this thing released me, I couldn’t get through to the Bright Side. 
 “I am not one of your servants to command, human,” the voice snarled. 
 I ground my teeth. Okay, we were going to do this the hard way. In Boston, my powers are finite. On the Bright Side, they’re nearly infinite. And I was standing inside a creature that was of the Bright Side. It wasn’t as good as actually being there, but I was a helluva lot more powerful right now than I had been two minutes ago. I quested out with my mind until I touched the phasilion’s consciousness. 
 And then I telepathically dominated it. 
 The spiraling around me brightened as the creature fought my will. But I was angry, desperate and afraid, and I took power from those emotions. I forced my way into the foreign landscape of the phasilion’s mind. I wasn’t sure if I was watching a memory from the phasilion or if my Glimpse had kicked on, but I saw a bald man with a tattoo of a sun on his neck standing before a phasilion. It was the same man from Megan’s photos and Thad’s shop—Robert Maxwell. “You will stay here and distract Corinthos during the attack,” he said. 
 “Yes, Lord Treggen,” the phasilion responded. Treggen? I filed that for later. I was too worried about the Urisk right now. I forced the creature to open its portal to the Urisk homeland and I staggered through the swirling lights into the dazzling sunlight of the Bright Side. 
 Which was on fire.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 15
 
To: Robert Maxwell
 Once the golems were operational, I sent them into the city to hunt for paranormals. One of the first they discovered was a female gremlin. After many tests and experiments, I was able to replicate and enhance the gremlin’s genetic matrix. My breed of gremlins is much stronger and faster than their predecessors, and the venom they secrete can incapacitate creatures of up to five hundred pounds in weight. 

 Further enhancements are not possible without access to the original gremlin creator’s knowledge. NS has furnished me with the name and address of that individual, and I have taken steps to recover the desired information from her. 

-Email message recovered from Kira Leevan’s computer
I was surprised that there wasn’t more smoke. Then I realized the fire was coming from my pyrokinetic followers. The Urisks’ faith flooded into me, and the last of the neo-gremlin’s toxin burned away from my body. My strength returned, and my powers surged. I had come out next to the Urisk city wall, right in the middle of a battle. 
A group of my followers were perched atop the city wall, raining down fire and bolts of force against two dozen of the crystal soldiers. The soldiers stood eight feet tall and looked like linebackers made out of clear prisms. The runes in their chests pulsed and brightened as the Urisk struck them, but it didn’t look like they even felt the attacks. They ignored my followers and pounded against the city wall with their massive fists, cracking the thick stone and shaking the Urisk above. If they continued at their present rate, they’d break the wall down in a matter of minutes. 
I threw my arms out to the sides and telekinetically latched onto the soldiers, intending to fling them away from the city. They barely moved, but the runes on their chests suddenly glowed so bright it was almost painful to look at them. I ground my teeth and imagined I was trying to lift a fleet of school buses. Then I heaved. The creatures were yanked from the ground and soared twenty feet up, so they were even with the top of the city wall. The runes on their chests glowed like tiny red suns.
 Then they exploded. The shockwave picked me up and carried me close to five hundred feet. I crashed into a rock and the world went dark.
 I’m not sure how long I was out. I felt like I was on fire and my arms and legs didn’t want to work. I hastily opened my mind to the Urisk. Their voices were panicked, horrified, angry and scared. Their prayers were filled with suffering and they were singing songs of lament. I hauled myself up, wincing as my bones knit. Here on the Bright Side, I’m not invulnerable, but I can’t be killed, either. My strength returned quickly and I ran for the Urisk city. 
Most of the wall I’d raised earlier was gone. A giant crater that swallowed half of the city stood before me. Smoke trailed up into the sky. Homes that had not been destroyed were skewed on their foundations, and it didn’t look like any of the glass in the city had remained intact. 
 Urisk lay in the streets, some of them smoldering. I ran past them, sending out waves of healing energy. They groaned and began getting back to their feet. I continued on to the cathedral, where about a hundred of my followers had gathered. I burst through the doors and found them all lying on the floor. My shoes crunched on stained glass fragments as I hurried across the room to Lotholio, who slouched over the pulpit. He must’ve been leading the Urisk in a sermon to bolster me during the attack. 
 A wedge of glass the size of a slice of pizza had been driven into his chest. His eyes were flickering and pale pink blood covered his stole. I tore the glass from his chest and laid my hands on him. He gasped as the healing energy flooded into him. I cradled him against my body like an infant and, after what felt like a very long time, his eyes began to glow.
 “Lord,” he whispered. “You came.” 
 “Rest, Loth. There are a lot of people who need my help.” He nodded and leaned back against the ground. I dashed over to the next fallen Urisk and laid my hands on him. This was taking too long. I sent out healing waves, stabilizing all the Urisk in the city. They’d be in excruciating pain until I was able to properly heal them, but at least they wouldn’t die. I cursed myself for not being faster, but even as a god I can only do so much. Healing a body isn’t like repairing the land or cleaning the air. There are a lot of complicated systems working together, and if you try to force a healing, you might kill the person.
 So the stabilizing waves kept them alive as I worked. I lost count of the hours as I moved from Urisk to Urisk. One had lost both eyes to glass, and I restored them. Another’s legs had been severed, and I regenerated her limbs. A third had been impaled by one of the crystal soldier’s arms. And on and on. 
 I had just revived a small Urisk boy when I felt a hand on my shoulder. “Lord,” Lotholio said quietly. “You should rest.” I looked down at my hands. They were covered in pale pink blood. So were my shirt and pants. More of it was drying on my face and in my hair. 
 “No time,” I said as I moved over to the next victim. “The people need my help.” My eyes felt gritty and my head was pounding. Had I ever felt tired on the Bright Side? Had I ever felt like I was weak? No, I hadn’t. Too many of my followers had died, and I was drawing on everything, literally everything, the survivors had left to keep them alive. “Where are the healers, Lotholio? If I revive them, that will take some of the strain off.”
 Lotholio was quiet, and I looked at him. “Well?” I demanded. 
 “The healers are gone, Lord.” he said in a half-whisper. “Their hospital was obliterated in the explosion. That entire half of the city is gone.” 
 I swore. I swore as loud as I could. “Who sent these things, Lotholio? What were they? Goblins and trolls don’t have allies like this!” Some of the volcanoes I had quelled earlier in the week suddenly belched forth clouds of smoke, and I could sense the lava welling up in them. The land began to quake around me. It took a moment to realize I was causing that. I shook myself and forced the land to quiet. Lotholio’s eyes were shimmering in a wavy pattern I knew to be fear. “Jesus Christ, Loth,” I said. “I’m sorry.” 
 He gave me a weak smile. “It is all right, Lord. I have ordered some of the remaining defenders to scout the area for more of the creatures, and if possible, to learn their origins. We will do what we can.”
 I felt my faith reserves replenishing. This was the first time I’d ever been aware of my reserves while on the Bright Side. Usually I was bursting with power. Now I was depleted. Lotholio and his priests had been searching for more survivors, and they brought them to the cathedral’s grounds. The wounded group had swelled to several hundred Urisk. Several hundred more who needed my healing. This was too much for just me to do. 
 I turned to Lotholio. “The four priests who performed Shallar with us, Loth. Are they still alive?” Lotholio nodded. “Good. Go get them while I prepare.” As Lotholio hurried away, I knelt down and closed my eyes. My followers’ faith flowed into me, a trickle compared to the flood it had once been. It would be enough. I ran my hands through my hair. It was slicked with sweat and Urisk blood. I clenched my fists. Whoever did this was going to pay and pay dearly. 
A few minutes later, Lotholio returned with the priests in tow. They were battered and bruised, but they were alive, and I could feel their faith in me. 
 “Kneel,” I said. They knelt down across from me. I took Lotholio’s feather-topped head in my hands. “I charge you with the health and well-being of my followers,” I said. I touched each of the other priests in the same way. “It is your duty to tend the people when they fall.” Power flowed from me into the priests, and the light in their eyes swirled, the equivalent of gasps. 
 “I have blessed each of you with the power to heal. Lay your hands on the sick and wounded and they will recover. The stronger your faith, the more complete the healing will be. I chose you because I know just how strong your faith is, and even now can sense that you are true to me.” I stood and motioned for them to do the same. “I have every confidence that the five of you will be able to heal every wounded Urisk.” I swept my arm across the cathedral grounds. “Tend to them. I’m going to repair the damage to the city.” I walked away, trying to keep calm. Revenge was for later. Damage control was all I could concern myself with now.
 I walked to the crater’s edge and skidded down the embankment to the center of the hole. By my best guess, it was right about where I’d lifted the creatures into the sky. I shuddered when I realized that if the crystal soldiers had detonated in the center of the city all the Urisk would be dead. I closed my eyes again and concentrated. The land rumbled beneath me. I screwed my eyes shut and pulled with everything I had. Just a few days ago, flattening the landscape had been a simple matter. I’d done it effortlessly. Now, I had to strain to move every rock and bit of dirt. Slowly, very slowly, the earth below me began to rise.
 When the crater was level with the rest of the land, I smoothed it over and brought up some grass. I couldn’t manage any trees this time; I just didn’t have the power to spare. Instead, I took everything I had left and focused on the ruined wall. The first time, I’d made it out of rock. I thought that strong granite and marble would be a formidable defense. Now I realized my people would need something better than that. 
 I laid my hands against the jagged, cold stone and took a deep breath. I’d never tried anything like this before, but hey, I’m a god here. That has to count for something. I sent energy into the stone, life and sentience. The rock wall shimmered slightly, then the broken segments began to reform.
 Began to heal.
 The wall was confused for a moment. It babbled as its mind formed and language took hold. “You are Aegeon,” I said. “You are responsible for protecting my people. When armies attack or invaders approach, you must warn the Urisk and me. The one who leads when I am absent is called Lotholio. Do you understand, Aegeon?”
I understand. His voice came back strong and deep. I didn’t realize I’d made him a bass. It fit. 
 “Guard them well, Aegeon.” I left the wall and went back to the cathedral grounds. Lotholio and the priests were working quickly. Many of the fallen had been healed and were helping their neighbors. I surveyed the city. Aegeon rose twenty feet high, but siege equipment or flyers could still get in. I rubbed my temples. More of my followers had regained consciousness, more of them were praying, and everyone that the priests healed in my name was offering up words of thanks. I took that faith and stretched out my arms. 
 All the shattered glass in the city began to rise. I called it from everywhere. From the bodies of the dead, from the wounded, from where it was embedded in homes and furniture. I pushed it up, until the sky was a swirling spiral of glimmering glass shards. I sent my power into the glass, heating it, shaping it, restructuring it. Sweat ran down my brow. I clenched my fists and began to seal it into place. When I was done, a translucent dome sat atop Aegeon. There was no seam between the wall and the dome; they were part of one another, and would provide a much better defense to the Urisk than just the wall alone.
 Lotholio came up to me. His hands were covered with pink blood, too. “The wounded have been tended to, Lord,” he said. “All the people are healed.” 
 I blinked at him. “That was fast. Nice work, Loth.” 
 Lotholio looked at me in confusion. “It has been close to seven hours since you blessed us with the gift of healing, Lord.”
 Seven hours? I frowned. My powers must’ve been a lot weaker if it had taken me that long to repair the damage here and build Aegeon and the dome. Still, I could feel my faith reserves replenishing at a much faster rate. Lotholio turned his eyes toward the dome.
 “Lord, forgive the impertinence, but what if the glass breaks?”
 I smiled. “Nothing to worry about there. I’ve altered it at the molecular level, Lotholio. That’s not glass anymore. It’s solid diamond. It’d take a helluva blast to shatter that.” 
 Lotholio’s eyes shimmered, the Urisk equivalent of a smile. Then he froze. “The wall is speaking to me, Lord,” he whispered.
 “That’s Aegeon,” I said. “He’ll help protect you while I’m gone.”
 “He says that a group of Urisk are trying to get into the city, but they can’t find the gate.”
 “There isn’t one,” I said. “Aegeon will open at any point for people that are allowed in. Right now, though, he doesn’t know who’s permitted. He’ll show you an image of whoever’s trying to gain access to the city, and if you permit it, he’ll grant them passage. He can also allow rain or snow in through the dome if you want, and he’s permeable, so he cycles in fresh air for the city, too.”
 Lotholio nodded and focused on Aegeon. A hole twenty feet in diameter appeared in Aegeon to our left, and five Urisk came through, pulling a cart loaded with vegetables. The hole closed as soon as the last had passed. I turned back to Lotholio. 
“Let the people rest, then start rebuilding as soon as you can. I’m going to pay a visit to the hobgoblins and trolls. Aegeon,” I called. “Open.” I took off at a run, surging through Aegeon’s gateway. The top speed a normal human can attain is roughly thirty miles an hour. Petra, going all out, can top sixty. Me, as a god, on the Bright Side? Well, let’s just say I could give the Flash a run for his money.
 The landscape flashed past me in a blur: mountains, meadows, volcanoes, ponds. I could see the jagged range of mountains ahead where the hobgoblins and trolls made their homes. I’d charge in, grab the leader of each tribe and then I’d make them talk. I’d—
 I hit a solid wall in the air. Moving at the speed I was, I bounced off and flew sixty or seventy feet before I crashed into the ground. “Turn back,” a voice sneered. “You are not welcome here.”
 It was a phasilion. No, I realized, it was an entire clan of phasilions. Dozens upon dozens of them, linked together to form an invisible, solid perimeter around the hobgoblin and troll lands. “Treggen said to give you a message, Corinthos,” the voice continued. “Surrender, or your people will continue to die.”
 “Where is Treggen?” I demanded. “I will speak with him directly, not through some lackey gateway of a fae.” 
 A tension, almost a sensation of electricity, buzzed in the air. As a god, I’d be able to resist if a single phasilion tried to transport me somewhere against my will. I’d probably even be able to resist a small group of them. But I doubted I could resist every phasilion in the clan. The voice was angry when it spoke again.
 “The message has been delivered, Corinthos. Treggen will expect an answer. Will you surrender?”
 I considered trying to compel them, like I had the one by the Children’s Museum. I thought about trying to just burn them all, and force my way through. But with half my followers dead, my powers were much weaker than they had been. If I failed and ran out of power, the phasilion would overwhelm me and the Urisk would be without their god. I ground my teeth.
 “Sure, I’ve got an answer,” I said calmly. “You tell Treggen to go fuck himself.” I shot out blasts of force and fire as I turned. They wouldn’t be strong enough to kill the clan, but it would hurt a great many of them, and right now I really wanted to hurt something. Shrieks of pain resounded around me as I raced back to the Urisk. Aegeon sensed my presence and opened for me. I sought out Lotholio, and found him drafting plans for the rebuilding.
 “Loth, does the name Treggen mean anything to you?” He thought for a moment, his eyes brightening and fading. Finally he shook his head. I told him about the phasilion clan I’d encountered. “See if you can learn anything about him, okay? But be careful, he wants the Urisk for something.” 
Loth nodded. 
 “I will, Lord, and thank you for everything.” 
I nodded and tried not to grimace. Half his population was dead, half his city was gone, and he was thanking me. I’d never felt more inadequate in my life. Part of me wanted to try Shallar again, but I knew my followers wouldn’t be up for that. 
 I made my way back to the cathedral grounds, where I could sense a phasilion. “Aviorla?” I asked. 
 Her voice was a soothing sound. “Yes, Vincent Corinthos?” 
 I relaxed muscles I hadn’t realized were tensed. “There was another phasilion in Boston,” I said. “Did you know it?”
 “Grenlori,” she said. “I tried to call out and warn you, but he blocked me. I hope you did not come to any harm as a result of his actions.”
 “I’m fine, thanks. But how did I not sense Grenlori before?” Phasilion can move under their own power, but it takes years for them to move a few yards. I should’ve been able to sense Grenlori long before he was able to superimpose himself over Aviorla. 
 “Someone moved him in front of me,” Aviorla replied. 
 “Who?”
 “I know not his name,” she said. “He looked like this.” An image formed in my mind, a picture of Robert Maxwell, a.k.a Lord Treggen. “I feared him,” Avirola whispered. I certainly couldn’t blame her there. Something about this man was downright unsettling. I said my goodbyes and stepped into Aviorla.
 The wee hours of the morning behind the Children’s Museum were very quiet. You could almost forget you’re in a city with over half a million people. I checked my watch. It was quarter past one in the morning. I wasn’t surprised to find my car had been towed. The trains stop running after midnight, so I needed a cab. I pulled out my cell phone and flipped it open. The words “low battery” glowed at me for a moment and then the screen went dark. I closed my eyes. Yep, it had been that kind of a day. This part of the city was mostly tourist attractions and workplaces, so randomly finding a cab here would be unlikely. 
 I took a slow breath and tried to put my thoughts in order. I’d been on the Bright Side for almost an entire day. Galahad was probably worried sick, not to mention Petra. First order of business was to let everyone know I was all right. I found a pay phone about fifteen minutes later. It’s a good thing Uncle Dave is toll free. I dialed his number and he answered on the second ring. 
 “Hey Uncle Dave, it’s Vincent.”
“Vinnie? Where ya been, kid? Aunt Matilda’s been worried about you.” Galahad XI notified me that you had gone missing.
“Some friends in the next town over needed my help, Uncle Dave. Things were really bad over there. It took a lot longer than I expected. Tell Aunt Matilda that I’ll stop in to see her tomorrow.” There was an emergency on the Bright Side that I had to tend to. I’ll be back in the office tomorrow. “I hope I didn’t leave too much of a mess in the kitchen.” Was everything cleaned up from my fight yesterday?
“Your aunt got all the stains off the ceiling, if that’s what you’re asking, kiddo.” The situation had been handled. I let out a sigh of relief. “You sound wiped out, kid. You need anything?” 
“Yes, my car got towed I need a cab.” No coded message here, I just needed a ride. I gave him my location.
“Consider it done, kiddo. I’ll get one of your cousins to pick up your wheels in the morning. Let me know if you need anything else.” I hung up and the cab arrived about ten minutes later. I must’ve dozed off during the ride because it seemed like I’d just sat down when the driver told me we were there. I paid him and dragged myself into my apartment building. I leaned against the walls of the elevator as it took me up to the third floor. I made my way down the hallway to my apartment. I didn’t even bother with my keys, I just Opened the door. As the lock clicked, exhaustion took a firm hold on me. My eyes refused to focus and the world started to spin.
 The door swung inward. I fell forward and Petra caught me. She was wearing a black T-shirt that read ‘Han Shot First’ and a pair of pink sweats. There were orange streaks in a couple of places on her shirt. She picked me up and gently kicked the door shut. She smelled like strawberries. And Cheetos. Well, that explained the orange. 
 “Vincent, thank Aphrodite,” she whispered as she squeezed me. “Are you all right?” Her eyes were huge with concern. “I’ve been worried sick about you. I got your note, but when you didn’t come home and no one at the office knew where you were, I thought you might have been taken, too.” She carried me into the living room and set me down on the couch. I looked into her face and saw her dark eyes held tears. I snuggled into her.
 “Nobody’s taking me, babe,” I said into her neck. 
 “You look exhausted. What happened?”
 I told her. I told her about the crystal soldiers and the Urisk and the devastation. Told her about the body count and the repairs. It all came flooding out of me. I think I was crying at one point, but I wasn’t not sure. I felt so ineffective. The Urisk relied on me to protect them and I’d failed them. 
 Petra just held me. “You did everything you could, Vincent,” she said quietly. 
 “And it wasn’t enough. For Christ’s sake, Petra, I’m their freaking god and I couldn’t do enough.” 
 Petra was quiet for a moment. “What happened to the ones who died?”
 “I told you that,” I said. “An explosion killed them.” 
 She gave me a smile, the kind that you use on someone who’s just said something very stupid. “I meant, what happens after they die?”
 “Oh. The good Urisk will go to a place called Robac. It’s their version of paradise.”
 “What’s it like there?”
 I smiled. “It’s whatever the individual person wants it to be. If they want it to be a quiet, tranquil place where they can continue learning, then that’s what he or she gets. If he wants it to be a wild party with topless dancers, then that’s what he’ll get.” I always thought myself rather clever for setting it up like that. Each person had their own idea of what Robac would be, so I figured I’d give them what they wanted. So far it seemed to work out fine. Just the same, I’d rather not so many of them have to go at once.
 “What about the bad Urisk?” Petra had wriggled onto the couch next to me. The cushions sagged a bit and I was forced to lean into her. Well, maybe not forced. Her skin was soft and smooth, and the scents of strawberries and Cheetos were soothing.
 “Nothing. They don’t go to a Hell or Tartarus, if that’s what you’re asking. They just cease.”
 “Wow,” she said, pulling back from me. “Isn’t that kind of extreme? No chance at redemption?”
 I shrugged. “Makes for a much more compelling reason to be a good person. If you live according to the tenets I set down, and honestly, they aren’t that hard, then you’re all set. In fact, most Urisk go directly to Robac. If a soul is questionable, then I review it. In the five years that I’ve been their god, I’ve let all but four go on. Believe me, it’s not something I do lightly.”
 “I know, love, I know.” She stroked my hair. “Did any of them just cease today?”
 I closed my eyes and opened my mind. I focused my attention on a small slice of space between the Bright Side and Robac; it’s sort of a waiting room for souls. I didn’t sense any presences there. Good. That meant that no one needed reviewing after the disaster. Like I said, the Urisk on the whole are good people. 
 “No,” I told Petra. 
 “That’s good,” she said. “So you healed the ones you could and the ones you couldn’t save are in paradise. No one is suffering now, Vincent. You’ve done all you can. Now you should rest.” My stomach rumbled and I ground my teeth against a sudden hunger pain. I didn’t need to eat while I was on the Bright Side, but now that I was home, I was famished. Petra grinned. “I’ll whip something up while you shower.” I looked down at myself and saw I was still covered in Urisk blood. I grimaced and nodded. 
After a quick shower and a “snack” consisting of a steak, home fries and a slice of apple pie, I curled up on the couch again with Petra. I started to drift off, and was dimly aware of her carrying me into the bedroom. She undressed me and then cuddled up against me. The world faded around me, and sleep came. 
 So did the nightmares.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 16
 
Begin Coded Transmission
 Metallurgical analysis of Galahad XI’s sword shows a steel blade approximately 1,000 years old. For unknown reasons, only Galahad can draw the sword from its marble block. The marble itself shows no extraordinary properties. The inscription on the base speaks of legends that require further research, if deemed necessary. On several occasions, film footage shows the blade vanishing from its base, only to reappear moments later. Several other instances of this behavior have been reported. 

When drawn, the weapon can cut through any form of matter. It also possesses some memory modifying capabilities, as well as the ability to purify water and air. Further analysis would require physical possession of the weapon, which may not be possible even if Galahad XI is eliminated.
 -NS 
End Coded Transmission 
 This time, I was in a hospital. The missing paranormals all stood in a line before me, wearing hospital gowns. They looked sick, weary and dead on their feet. I turned to my right and found an old fashioned doctor’s kit. I reached into the bag and pulled out a bottle of pills. The label just said ‘medicine.’ As I turned to give some to Justine Delion, she lunged forward and punched me in the jaw. I staggered backward and her son Casey pounced on my chest, his brown eyes turning red as he shifted into wolf form. His jaws opened, revealing a set of perfectly white, razor-sharp fangs. He lunged for my throat. 
I jolted awake, my heart pounding. 
 I rubbed my forehead and staggered out to the living room. I knew I wasn’t going to be able to get back to sleep. I opened my mind to my followers and found a few hundred prayers of thanks. I reached out and touched the Urisk, just to be sure they were all right. The previous day’s events had left them just as drained as I was. I set about answering the prayers. When I was done, I called Galahad’s desk number. I figured he’d want an explanation about the events near the Children’s Museum yesterday morning. At this hour, I was expecting to get his voicemail. I was surprised when he answered on the second ring. “Vincent.” His voice was pleasant. I double-checked the time. 
 “It’s quarter past six in the morning on a Saturday, boss. What are you doing at work?” I paused. “And how did you know it was me?”
 There was a brief chuckle on the other end of the line. “Caller ID, Vincent. As to your other question, well, I just had a feeling I’d need to be here early today.”
 I couldn’t help but smile. “I need to speak with you.”
 “Yes, Uncle Dave told me that some things came up that required your attention. I wanted to speak with you as soon as possible, so this is fortuitous.” He paused. “Can’t sleep?”
 “Not really.”
 “Then let’s grab breakfast. I’ll be over shortly.” We hung up and I showered and dressed. Petra didn’t stir as I kissed her on the forehead. I jotted off a quick note, stuck it to the fridge and left the apartment. Galahad picked me up in an old Buick Century and we drove to the Bickford’s near our office. The place was deserted at this hour. We ordered our food and watched the sun come up through the restaurant’s windows. Galahad told me how they’d handled the situation out by the Children’s Museum. Amazingly, no civilians had been seriously hurt. There was a lag in our conversation until the food arrived, and something about that got us talking again.
 “Is Megan okay?” I asked between bites of sausage. “Those neo-gremlins chewed her up pretty badly the other day.”
 “She’ll be fine,” Galahad said as he spread strawberry jelly on a piece of toast. “Dr. Ryan said she’s the picture of health. Though it’ll take him a few days to get her a replacement tooth.” He swirled his coffee and looked at me. “But I doubt that’s what’s keeping you awake at night, Vincent. What’s on your mind?”
 I told him what had happened on the Bright Side. The carnage, the destruction, the suffering, and how ineffective I felt. I wouldn’t be able to open up to just anyone about this, but GXI used to be a priest, and people can tell priests anything. I know, I have a few of them, myself. 
Galahad listened and when I finished he looked me in the eye and said, “Vincent, your people believe in you. Even if you don’t know what to do, even if you don’t believe in yourself, they believe. Remember that. And you’ll be surprised how often that’s enough. You have done great things for these people, but unfortunately, terrible things can and will happen. The true measure of what kind of a man, and god, you are isn’t in how you handle the expected, but how you cope with the unexpected. I know you can do great things, Vincent. But in order to get past this and really help the Urisk, you’re going to have to forgive yourself.”
 I looked down at what was left of my waffles and sausage and managed not to sigh. Galahad must’ve read my mind. “Not exactly what you were hoping for, eh?” he said with a smile. 
 I shrugged. “I guess I just…I don’t know.”
 His smile broadened. “You hoped I’d have some magic phrase that would take the guilt away?” There was no condescension or malice in the smile. I nodded and he took another swig of coffee. “Vincent, if there’s one thing I’ve learned in this life, it’s that the Lord never gives you a burden you can’t handle. Just don’t lose heart.”
 “It’s odd hearing you talk about God and faith, when you turned your back on it.” The words were out of my mouth before I realized what I was saying. 
 Galahad paused, his toast halfway up to his mouth. He gently set it back down on his plate, folded his hands on the table and looked me directly in the eye. “Now I want you to understand something Vincent, and understand it very well.” His voice was perfectly calm. “I have never turned my back on God. I have never turned my back on my faith. I left the priesthood, yes, because of what the men who ran the church were doing. I refused to be part of any organization that would allow atrocities to be done to children, especially by the church’s own clergy.
 “When I confronted my bishop about the things that had been done, I learned he’d known about it all along. Had known and had done nothing. I hadn’t hit anyone since I was a sophomore in high school, but I was so angry then that I wanted to beat that man senseless.” His face was tight, and from the way he clenched his jaw, I knew his anger was still as fresh as the day that conversation had taken place, but his voice stayed level as he continued. “Anyway, after I quit the priesthood, I did what I always do. I prayed. I wanted to find another way to serve God, another way to help the flock. He led me to the Caulborn. And he brought you to me, eventually.”
 “And that doesn’t bother you? I mean, I’m the son of a god. I have worshippers of my own. You don’t see me as a living blasphemy?”
 He smiled again. “‘Thou shalt have no other gods before me’ is the first commandment, Vincent. It means I don’t worship other gods. It doesn’t mean I can’t acknowledge their existence. I was surprised when I found you, though. You’re the first half-god this world has seen since Hercules. I thought all the old gods were stuck up on Olympus.”
 I realized we’d never had this conversation. He’d never asked me about my past, and I had just intruded on his. Fair’s fair. “My father, Janus, is a god who can see forever into the past and the future. He’s also the god of doors. What the myths don’t mention is that he could create doors to any point in time. So he’s been to the beginning and end of time, and just about every point in between. And he traveled to all those points before Christianity gained influence and forced the other gods into retirement. So he came forward in time, met my mother, and had me. I guess he stayed with us for a year or two before he had to move on.
 “It wasn’t like he abandoned us,” I said. “He gave us a ton of money, and I usually get letters from him a couple times a year. He even sent me an advisor after I started getting worshippers.” It sounded weak, but I knew my father loved me. He had left because he didn’t want to attract the wrong kind attention to my mother and me. “He really does care.” I could hear the defensiveness in my voice, but I couldn’t stop it. 
 Galahad’s smile was disarming. “Vincent, believe it or not, I know something of the complexities of father and son relationships. Sometimes, even when a father loves his son very much, he has to let his son find his own way in order for the son to understand who and what he is.” He winked at me. “I read a book about that once, actually.”
As we were leaving the restaurant, I caught a whiff of flowers. We both paused. It was a cold October morning in Boston. There wouldn’t be any flowers blooming here for months. Something wrapped around my neck and pulled me to the ground. Lances of pain sparked against my throat and the world started to go fuzzy. I flailed blindly behind me with telekinesis, sending out wild pushes of force. My assailant staggered a bit, so I know some of them found their mark, but the pressure on my neck increased.
 Then there was a shriek of pain and a hissing sound, and the pressure was gone. I rolled onto my back to see Galahad standing over me, a glowing sword in his hand. The light coming from its blade was so bright I had to squint at it. Then I realized it was the same sword that was in the block of marble back at our office. The same sword, but made out of light.
 I staggered to my feet and turned to look at my assailant. He was a man with writhing tendrils of vines coming from his hands, several of which were smoldering stumps. I preemptively threw out a shield of telekinetic force behind us, and was rewarded with a thunking sound. I turned, but instead of seeing neo-gremlins like last time, I found another of the plant golems. A third was approaching us from across the street. 
 “Two more of them, boss,” I said, putting my back to Galahad. He nodded. The third one had joined the one that had tried to hit us from behind. I felt at my faith reserves. Even having just charged up, with so many of my followers dead, I was a lot weaker than the last time I’d fought one of these things. The first golem attacked, sending vines out at us. I strained to keep my wall up as Galahad’s sword deftly severed the incoming vines from the first creature. 
 A fourth golem approached us from the parking lot. “We have to end this quickly, Vincent,” Galahad said. “I don’t want innocents getting hurt.” 
“Right there with ya, boss,” I dropped my wall and telekinetically pinned the three golems in front of me to the ground. The ground shook as they struck. My faith reserves drained faster than they ever had before. An abrupt surge of panic suddenly seized me. The last thing I wanted was to be powerless against these creatures. I had to be fast. I summoned up a ball of fire. One quick burst of pyrokinetic energy should be able to take out all three of the golems. Arcs of flame coiled up around my arms. I flung my arms out, and the fire shot forward, striking the golems in the chests. I gave a sigh of relief as the flames struck home, and released the telekinetic pin. 
 One of the golems went up like a pile of straw. The others picked themselves up off the ground. Their clothing had been burned away, and instead of the plant matter that had comprised their companion, these were made of metal. “Oh, shit,” I whispered. I risked a quick glance over my shoulder and saw Galahad neatly cut his opponent’s stomach open. Ash and plant matter fell to the ground, and the golem collapsed into a pile of dust. Galahad wheeled around and stood next to me. 
The other golem threw its arms forward. Needles struck our arms and I cried out as chains sprouted from the golem’s hands, wrapped around my legs and slammed me to the ground. I tried to conjure a telekinetic blast, but my head bounced off the curb and left me disoriented. Galahad rushed forward again to free me, and this time chains coiled around his wrist. His sword vanished as he was lifted and thrown against the side of the building. 
 People were starting to come out now. Galahad was trying to stand, and more chains were wrapping around me. They ensnared him too, and although he’d resummoned his sword, with his arms pinned to his sides, he couldn’t swing it. The chains began dragging me forward, and I rolled onto my back. I could see the wicked glee in the eyes of the golem. 
 And then the golem’s chest exploded. It collapsed to the ground in a pile of metal dust, the chains that had held me fast suddenly reduced to nothing. I scrambled to my feet to see Megan calmly leveling her 1950s ray gun at the other golem. She squeezed the trigger and the air was filled with the scent of ozone. A burst of blue light flared from the end of the gun and bore a hole the size of a pie plate in its chest. It collapsed into a pile of metal dust a moment later.
 Megan rushed over and helped Galahad up. “Are you all right?” she asked.
 “Fine, child, thank you.” He brushed himself off and glanced around at the handful of people who had gathered on the street. Many of them were eyeing us warily. Galahad sighed and summoned his sword. He held it out in front of him, blade pointing up, and whispered something in Latin. The sword let out a great burst of light, and all the people around us were standing slack-jawed. 
 Galahad dismissed the sword. “Come on,” he said. “They won’t remember anything they saw over the last few minutes, but it’s best that we were on our way.”
 Megan was gathering up some of the golems’ ashes into a small container. “My car’s just around the corner,” she said. “I’ll meet you back at the office.”
 Galahad and I got into his Buick and we drove to HQ. “Thanks,” I said, not meeting his eyes. “I was pretty useless back there.” 
 “Vincent, you are not useless.” His voice was gentle but firm. “You are an incredibly talented agent. The shields you created during that skirmish just now kept both of us alive long enough for the cavalry to arrive. If you hadn’t been there, I’d probably have been killed. And for that, I sincerely thank you.”
 I didn’t want to talk about this. I was growing too dependent on the Urisk’s powers. If I ran out of faith in the middle of a fight like that, I’d be totally helpless. I needed a weapon, and for that, I’d need to speak with Gearstripper. I decided to change the subject. “Where do you keep the sword? You had it one second, then it was gone. Is it like a lightsaber or something?”
 Galahad only smiled at me. “It comes when I need it, Vincent,” he said simply. “That’s really all there is to know.” 
We got back to HQ, and Galahad went up to his office while I stopped in to speak with Gears. Then I went back to Megan’s office and waited for her to arrive. She came in a few moments later. “Good morning,” she smiled. “Doughnut?” She held out a box of Dunkin Donuts to me. I smiled and took a glazed. 
 “Megan, thanks. You really saved our bacon back there. What were you doing out there, anyway?”
 “Part of the job, partner,” her dimple made an appearance. “I was just going to get a hot chocolate. I still haven’t finished unpacking,” she gestured to a handful of boxes in a corner of the room, “and I was hoping things would be quiet this morning. But you guys definitely keep a girl on her toes.” Her expression changed to one of concern. “Are you okay?” 
 I nodded. “What are you packing there, anyway?”
 Her dimple deepened. “It’s an extra-dimensional pocket cannon. Made by some of my friends from out of town, if you know what I mean.” She held up her open hand and snapped her fingers. The ray gun suddenly appeared in her hand. It was gone again just as quickly. 
 “So where’d it go?” 
 “Imagine a giant wall of lockers in the universe. Locker number 112sd is mine. I can access it, and all its contents from anywhere just by thinking about it.”
 So that’s where she kept all her gear. “That’s handy. You must have a ton of in stuff there.”
 She shook her head. “It’s actually a very small space, only about the size of a shoebox. Still, plenty of useful things can fit inside a shoebox.”
 “I can imagine.”
She nodded. “We were worried about you yesterday. Galahad thought you might have been abducted, too.”
“No, just some problems on the Bright Side I had to tend to. Did you find anything?”
She shook her head. “I spent most of the day going through possible leads on this Maxwell character, and then I was with Tom Bruli and the Midnight Clan for most of last night. We discussed a lot of stuff around the supernatural political forces that might be at work here, but nothing really came of it.”
“Be careful around those guys, Meg.”
Her dimple bloomed. “Don’t worry, Vincent. I can handle myself.” She gestured at the whiteboard. “I’m coming up empty left and right here. Do you have any new ideas?”
 I nodded. “I learned that Seamus McElery was attacked outside a movie theater a few weeks ago, and a good Samaritan helped him get to a medical clinic.” I gestured to a sheet of paper sitting on my printer. “I think we should go there and speak with whoever treated him. Let’s make that our first order of business.” I took a swig of Pepsi. “Did you get your Boston IDs yet?” When necessary, the Caulborn pose as agents of other law enforcement agencies. It makes it much easier to speak with non-paranormals. 
 “Yep,” she replied. “Who are we going to be today?”
 “Nothing too exotic,” I said. “Let’s go with FBI. Just give me twenty minutes or so to put some things in order.” 
Megan nodded. “Sounds good, maybe I can finally get unpacked.” I went back to my office and spent the next twenty minutes answering prayers and recharging my faith reserves. When I was done, I popped open my desk drawer and took out a shoebox full of wallets in plastic sandwich bags. Each bag was labeled with a sharpie marker. I found the one marked FBI and checked it. My ID, sixty-four dollars in cash, a library card, a photo of a woman and a kid (no idea who they were, they came with the wallet) and some FBI business cards. I slipped the wallet into my pocket and left my real wallet in the desk. Then I put the shoebox away.
I met Megan in the hall and we got in the car and drove over to the clinic. The receptionist was a chipper young woman of about twenty. She beamed at us as we walked in. “Good morning,” she said. “Do you have an appointment?”
Megan flashed her badge. “Good morning. No, we don’t have an appointment, however we need to speak with someone regarding a patient who’s recently been treated here.”
The young woman’s eyes widened slightly as she looked at Megan’s badge. “Of course,” she said. She pressed a button on the console in front of her. “Dr. Leevan, would you please come to the reception area? There are some people from the FBI here.” The receptionist nodded and pressed the button again. She looked back at us. “Dr. Leevan will be out in a moment, agents. If you’ll just take a seat?” She gestured to the chairs of the waiting room. 
 About two minutes later, Dr. Leevan came in. She made some notes on a clipboard she was holding before she looked at us. She was about my height and her black hair was done up in a bun. Her hazel eyes gleamed behind octagonal-rimmed glasses. Ah, so the good doctor was Seamus McElery’s Samaritan. That made this much easier.
 We introduced ourselves, and she gave us a smile that didn’t touch her eyes. “Agents,” she said. “How can I help you today?”
 “We’re investigating the disappearance of this man, Dr. Leevan,” Megan said as she handed over a photo of Seamus McElery. “We understand he was treated here a few weeks ago.”
 Leevan looked intently at the photo. “I think it best to discuss this in private,” she said. We walked to a small conference room just down the hall and Leevan closed the door behind us. She sat down in the chair across from Megan and me. “Now then,” she said. “Yes, Mr. McElery was a patient here. I found him lying on the street, covered in blood and badly injured. I helped him here and treated him.”
 “Why didn’t you call the police when you found him?” Megan asked.
 “My first concern was stabilizing him, Agent,” Leevan said smoothly. “My facilities were closer than any of the hospitals.”
 “Fair enough,” Megan replied. “So what happened after you found him?” 
 “I brought him here and treated his injuries, of course. He had suffered minor burns and lacerations, so I saw that he was made comfortable and treated his wounds.”
 “And then what happened?” Megan asked.
 “Well, he stayed here overnight. I had stitched him up and the burns were not too serious. So I gave him a prescription for some pain medication and then sent him home. That was the last I saw of him.”
 “And you still didn’t call the police?”
 “Agent, I am obligated to notify the police when a patient has a gunshot wound. When I asked Mr. McElery how he incurred his injuries, he told me he’d fallen down a flight of stairs.”
 “That didn’t sound fishy to you?” I asked.
 “Of course it did.” She waved her hand. “I can’t tell you how many times a victim of domestic abuse claims that’s how they’ve been injured. And typically, if I think that’s the case, I’ll phone the police anyway. But I didn’t get the sense Mr. McElery was the victim of domestic abuse, and he hadn’t been shot, so I didn’t call anyone.”
 “We’d appreciate it if you would provide us with a copy of his treatment records, Dr. Leevan,” I said. “We might be able to see if Mr. McElery filled the prescription you gave him, or if he sought further treatment from another facility.”
 “I’ll be glad to cooperate,” she said. “To tell the truth, this is a bit of a relief. Something about that night struck me as queer, and it’s been troubling me ever since. I do hope that nothing bad has happened to him. He seemed like a nice man.” Leevan left and returned a few minutes later with a manila envelope. “Here’s a copy of what I did for Mr. McElery. I hope it’s helpful.”
 “We appreciate your cooperation, Dr. Leevan,” Megan said. “If there’s anything else, we’ll let you know.” 
We left the clinic and walked the block back to Megan’s car. Once inside, I opened the envelope, removed some of the papers and began skimming their contents. 
 “Well, that seems like a dead end,” Megan said. “So now where do we look? Leevan said McElery left the clinic. Where did he go after that?”
 “He didn’t leave the clinic,” I said. “In fact, Leevan’s lying to us.”
 “What? How do you know?”
 “For starters, she was awfully quick to violate the patient confidentiality policy without a warrant. More importantly, Seamus’ blood was green, and she didn’t mention that or seem fazed by it. Don’t you think a doctor would be curious about a patient whose blood was the wrong color? But it’s not in her notes anywhere. Then there’s this,” I said, tapping one of the pages. “Leevan says that she gave McElery a pint of AB blood.”
 “So? She said he’d suffered a lot of cuts. A transfusion in that situation wouldn’t be out of the ordinary.”
 “For a human patient, no, it wouldn’t. But Seamus was fae. Giving him human blood would be like injecting a syringe of battery acid into your arm. He’d have such an intense allergic reaction, he’d die within minutes of its administration.”
 Megan’s eyes were wide. “Why’s that?”
 “Fae are allergic to iron. It’s not present in their blood or anywhere in their bodies. Fae blood is based on three metals: gold, silver and copper.” I ticked each one off on my hands. “Each fae race has a different percentage of those metals, and different percentages result in different colors of blood. Seamus’ blood was green. Urisk blood is pink. Other creatures, like phasilions, have never been known to bleed, so we don’t know what color their blood is. The upshot here, though, is that Leevan forged these medical records so everyone would think that Seamus left under his own power.”
 I handed the sheets over to Megan and called Gearstripper. I asked him to look up everything he could on Dr. Leevan. Megan was shuffling through the papers when a brown, furry object rushed up along the sidewalk and leapt onto the hood of the car. Megan let out a squeak as the rat skittered over to my side of the hood and tapped on the glass. I put a calming hand on Megan’s shoulder and reached out to the rat’s mind. 
Images raced from the rat’s mind into mine. Nighttime. An apartment building, just down the block from here. Three large men, one carrying a crumpled form over his shoulder. The men didn’t seem to fit their clothing very well, like they were going to burst out of it from all the wrong places. They wore hats low over their faces, but they had a strong scent of flowers and metal about them. They shambled rather than walked, and I was pretty sure I was looking at more golems. I recognized the unconscious form, too. It was Lucille, one of the vampires I’d met the other night.
 The men threw Lucille into the back of a van and drove off. The rat’s vision faded then. I told Megan. I could see questions forming in her mind, but she froze. She touched my arm and asked, “Vincent, is that a horse?” I looked in the direction she was pointing and saw a mounted figure approaching us from an alleyway. The alley was too narrow for a horse, but the walls warped around it. A gray cloud pulsed around the rider. 
 “Shit,” I said, swinging the door open. I tore off my coat and threw it into the passenger seat, and kicked off my shoes too. “Meg, drive around the block. Find a parking space or just circle, but go. Trust me. Now.”
 “What’s wr—”
 “NOW!” I hollered, and slammed the door shut. I moved into the alleyway as quickly as I could in my socks. I gave a brief sigh of relief as the Tercel peeled out behind me. I stood in a warped section of the alleyway, feeling mildly nauseas, and little of it had to do with the distorted space. 
 “Hello, Pestilence,” I said.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 17
 
To: Robert Maxwell
 The golems, while capable servants, continue to lack good judgment. I told them we would need to capture the Delions in time for the next full moon, when their lycanthropic powers would be at their peak. The golems interpreted this as needing to take the Delions during the full moon, and attacked them in their NH home. The ensuing fight cost us four gremlins and damaged two of the golems. I will continue to research ways to imbue the golems with greater intelligence. Just the same, our research is progressing rapidly.

-Email message recovered from Kira Leevan’s computer
 In the dim light of the alley, it was difficult to make out Pestilence’s features, and that was a good thing. I’d seen him in full daylight once and it made me want to puke. In my mind’s eye, I could still see the weeping sores that covered his face, the scarred pock marks, the rheumy eyes, and the maggots that crawled all over his skin. Flies buzzed around him, and he hacked violently before spitting out a wad of phlegm onto the sidewalk. 
 “Vincent Corinthos,” he said. His voice was creaky, the sound of a sick old man. “I do not appreciate you using my pets without permission. I have plans for these rats, and in order for them to succeed, they must not be distracted.”
 “Apologies, Pestilence,” I said. “No offense intended, I assure you.” The last thing you wanted to do was piss off one of the Horsemen. They weren’t known for being the most forgiving of beings.
 Pestilence ignored my comment. “It’s bad enough that War and Death reap the rewards that Famine and I sow. Now I have an upstart taking my tools away from me.”
 “What do you mean they reap the rewards?”
 Pestilence’s tone was patient, the tone of a teacher explaining something to a very slow student. “Famine kills the crops, I blight the animals. When untainted resources become scarce, people begin fighting. When people begin fighting, it’s natural that some of them die. So War gets his conflicts and Death gets his souls without ever having to lift a finger. We do all the hard work.”
 “Oh,” I said. “Sorry to have disturbed your pets.”
 “I do not wish to have to speak with you again on this matter, Corinthos. See to it that you do not interfere with the will of a Horseman.” He turned, the alley warping around his horse, and clopped away. He faded in a gray cloud a few moments later. I hastily stripped off my clothes and threw them into a trash can. Then I drew on the Urisk’s faith and immolated them. I glanced out of the alley and saw Megan’s Tercel coming back around the block. I waved at her and jogged out of the alley. She pulled up to the curb and I ran around the car as quickly as I could. Megan blushed as I slid back into the passenger seat. 
 “All right,” she said, keeping her eyes straight ahead. “Why are you getting back into my car wearing only your underwear?”
 “That was Pestilence. Like Biblical Horseman Pestilence. If you’d gotten within ten feet of him, you could contract any disease known to man. Unknown too, I suppose.” I shrugged into my coat and rubbed my arms and legs to get some warmth. 
 “And you decided to get naked with him?” Megan asked as she turned up the car’s heat.
 “No,” I said flatly. “I had to burn my clothes. Anything that was in the open air around him would’ve been at risk.”
 “I’ll get you back to medical,” she said as she started to drive. “Will I need some sort of decontamination, too?”
 “No,” I replied. “We only need to worry about things that were exposed to him directly. As for me, I’m immune to diseases. It’s a side benefit of what I am.”
 “You mean gods don’t get to call in sick,” Megan said, a hint of a smile on her lips. 
 “Something like that,” I replied. “Once I get some fresh clothes, we can go check out the Lucille’s apartment. Hopefully Gears will have turned something up, too.”
 I checked my watch. Just after 10 a.m. I’d already fought golems, met with a lying doctor, talked with a rat, met one of the Horseman of the Apocalypse and burned my clothes. And the day was just starting. 
 We got back to HQ. Jake didn’t even raise an eyebrow as I walked past in my leather bomber and boxers. It wasn’t the first time, after all, and quite frankly, he’s seen worse. Megan stopped to speak with Leslie while I grabbed a spare set of clothes from my office and headed over to Gearstripper’s workshop.
The only way to describe Gears’ shop is an environment of controlled chaos. One of the overhead fluorescents hung down by its wires, the bulb flickering. Bundles of cables, some of them as thick as my thigh, crisscrossed the room like a demented spider web. Little snippets of wire and cast off twist ties were all over the floor, and the handful of workbenches in the room were covered with old computer parts, mechanical engines, and some things that I probably couldn’t identify even with an instruction manual. I carefully picked my way across the room, trying not to get snagged on anything. I saw Gears squinting at a computer monitor about twenty feet away. “Hey Gears,” I called. “Turn up anything on Leevan?”
 “Yeah,” he replied. “This is really weird, Vinnie. Really weird.”
 “Must be bad for you to repeat yourself. What’s up?”
 He gestured at the screen. “I did like you asked and went through all the records I could find on her. Leevan did medical school overseas; looks like she split her education across schools in Greece, Italy, Spain and Germany.”
 “Why is that weird?” I asked.
 “Because she’s supposed to have completed her schooling fifteen years ago. I broke into each of the schools she was supposed to have studied at, but from what I can see, her records were added within the last six months.”
 “Some sort of computer glitch?” I asked, hoping for an easy, mundane answer.
 Gears shook his head. “I already thought of database migration issues and a handful of other things. Everyone else who completed courses back in the 90's actually have record dates in the 90's. All her transcripts were added recently.” 
 “So she’s a fraud. Artificially created transcripts.” I carefully placed the glossy photo of Seamus McElery on the table. “Leevan touched this photo, Gears. See if you can get her fingerprints off of it and run those through the usual places.”
 “Will do.” Gears turned away from the monitor and looked at the toaster-like device we’d recovered from Axlesnapper’s garage. His eyes had a distant look to them.
 “Gears, you okay, pal?” 
 “Sorry, Vinnie. I’m just, I dunno, ever since you told me Axle was missing...” He touched the toaster. “I’ve been going through Axle’s encrypted data. Her ciphers are extremely sophisticated, but I’m pretty sure I can break them. I’ve been running a program to translate her hard drive into plain English.” He gestured absently to the toaster. “Thing is, this stuff we found at her garage, it’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before. I’ve taken this thing apart and reassembled it four times now. I understand pieces of it. It has pumps, it has filters, it has gauges to measure pressure. But I can’t tell what it’s supposed to be for.” He tapped it gently with a clawed forefinger. 
 “It looks like a chest drain, the kind that medical companies put out for use in surgery. But that’s not right,” he drummed his fingers. The computer Gears had gestured to suddenly began flashing. He hopped over to it and began reading.
 “Find anything good?” I asked.
 “These are Axle’s notes,” Gears said. “One section of them, anyway.” He paused and the screen became a blur as he scrolled through the text. I stopped trying to read and decided to wait for his explanation. Gears started nodding. “Okay, she didn’t build this thing, she scrounged it.” Scrounge is a very polite gremlin term. To the rest of the world, the correct word here would be ‘stole.’
 “She couldn’t figure out what it was for, either,” he said with a frown. “She spent about two weeks doing the same things I did, with no luck.”
 “Where’d she get it from? Maybe that will help.”
 Gears scrolled again. “Holy crap,” he said. “She got it from Leevan’s place, the Hope Clinic.”
 I blinked. “What was she doing in there?”
 Gears froze. “The Mother asked her to go.” 
 “Mother? Mille von Hassen?”
 Gears nodded. “The Mother asked her to go,” he repeated. His voice was weak. He spent a few more minutes reading through Axlesnapper’s notes. “Axle doesn’t say why, but the Mother wanted her to keep tabs on what Dr. Leevan was doing. The Mother seemed to respect her, but was wary of something.”
 “How did your mother know Leevan?” The possibility that Millie had shared the secrets of how to create gremlins with someone else was alarming.
 Gears shook his head. “Not sure. Axle doesn’t say how they knew each other. Just that the Mother wanted her watched.”
 “Were you in contact with Millie, too, Gears?” 
 “No,” he said, an unfamiliar hardness in his voice. “She lied to us. She made us do things that hurt other people. Even if she summoned us, I would not go.”
 “Summoned you?”
 Gears looked at me, then beckoned me closer. He tapped his ears. “Gremlins can hear in the hyper and subsonic ranges, you know that, right?” I nodded. “Well, there’s a certain frequency that even dogs can’t hear, but we can. The Mother would communicate with us on that frequency. It’s how she directed us during the war. She must’ve sent out a request to any gremlins who could hear her. She would’ve known that some of us came to the United States. I heard something one night, but thought I was imagining things. I must’ve been on the extreme edge of her transmission range. Axle must’ve been closer.”
 “I thought you hated your mother, though. Would Axle really go back to her?”
 Gears sighed. “Axle’s a more forgiving gremlin than I am, Vinnie. She used to talk about giving the Mother a second chance someday.”
 I suppose I understood that. “Any chance there would be other gremlins working with your mother?” I raised an eyebrow. “Are there any other gremlins in Boston?” The only two I knew of were Axle and Gears. 
 One corner of Gears’ mouth quirked up. “It’s not like we hold conventions or anything, Vinnie. Axle and I were friends during the war, so we came over here together. But just because I don’t know about them, doesn’t mean they aren’t here.”
 I nodded. It’s not like I had a half-god detection sense, either. Then something occurred to me. “Gears, have you spoken with Doc Ryan about the autopsy he did on that neo-gremlin? Can you see if these new ones can hear the same frequency? Maybe we can use that to listen in and see if we can find out where they’re being sent.”
 “Good idea. I’ll rig up some radio equipment to that frequency, too, just in case.”
 That reminded me of the night we went to Axle’s garage. “When that neo-gremlin screamed, you said it was loud, but I couldn’t hear it. Was it on that frequency?” 
 Gears paused. “No, it was close, but it wasn’t the same one. I’ve never heard anything quite like that before. I’ll set something up to monitor that one too.” He tapped another folder on the screen with one of his claws. “This one’s still encrypted. I’ll keep trying to break it, we might learn more.” Gears turned and looked at me expectantly as Megan came in. “You know, Vinnie,” he said with wide, innocent eyes, “a guy could get hungry doing all this work for you.”
 I laughed. “All right, Gears. How about I have Petra make you a batch of that peanut butter fudge?” Gears stood up, his eyes brightening. 
“Oh, now you’re talking, Vinnie.” He began bustling about his worktable.
 Megan and I went back into her office. She stepped up to her white board and wrote “Lucille - Abducted by plant golems” with the list of the other missing people.
 “Tell me again what you saw,” Megan said. I recounted the scene again, the plant men, Lucille’s limp form, the van that carried them away.
“I don’t suppose the rat saw the van’s license plate?” Megan asked.
 I shook my head. “I didn’t include that in my instructions.”
 She tsked. “Let’s check out the apartment. The kidnappers may have left something behind.”
 The Caulborn keep files on all the paranormals in the area, so we knew the address and apartment number that Lucille had been operating from. We got inside and went up to apartment 7-C.
 The door wasn’t locked. “Let’s see what’s inside.” Megan said as she swung the door open, 9mm in hand.
 The apartment was furnished in a Victorian-goth motif. Based on our intelligence, the vampires used it as sort of a brothel. People could come in and have relations with a “vampire,” never realizing that they’d be doing it with the real thing. The thought turned my stomach. Did any of those people realize they were engaging in necrophilia? Was the vampires’ mind control that good? I pushed the thoughts from my head; they were just wasting time. But the vamps could take blood from those who willingly gave it, and many did. Since they weren’t actually preying on people, Galahad didn’t crack down on them for it.
 We pushed inside and tried the light switch. Nothing happened. “They forget to pay the electric bill?” Megan asked as she produced a small flashlight from her magic shoebox. 
“They probably don’t have lamps,” I said, pulling my own light out. “Ambiance for this sort of operation would be candles. Besides, vampires can see perfectly in the dark.” I opened the thick curtains to the room and dust puffed up into the air. They’d probably never been drawn before. There was a faint scent of flowers in the air. It was the same scent that the plant golems had given off. My heart rate picked up a notch. “Stay sharp,” I said. “I smell golems.” 
 I readied a burst of fire and Megan had her ray gun out as we did a circuit of the apartment. There were no golems in the place; it was utterly deserted. The scent those things left behind could linger, I guess. Once we were sure we were alone in the apartment, we resumed searching. Megan turned in a slow circle, her flashlight beam erasing the shadows in the room. “Hello, what’s this?” she asked, focusing her light on a small pile of black specks next to a chair. 
 I squatted down next to her and squinted at the specks. They looked like seeds. “No idea. Let’s gather a few and have Doc Ryan take a look.” I scooped some up and dropped them into a plastic bag from Megan’s evidence kit. 
 I moved into the kitchen while Megan went into the bedroom. The fridge was completely empty. The freezer had a handful of type AB negative blood packs. I ran my light around the apartment again. There were no signs of a struggle. I frowned. There was no way Lucille wouldn’t have put up a fight. Even if they’d pulled her right from her coffin, she’d have fought back. So these golems were either sneaky enough that they could surprise a vampire, or they were strong enough that they could easily overpower her. That made me shiver.
 “I think I found what you’re smelling, Vincent,” Megan called.
 I joined her in the bedroom. There were three long-stemmed red roses sitting atop a coffin. I wasn’t sure how we’d missed them when we did our first pass of the room.
 “This isn’t enough to make the whole place smell of flowers,” I said. I picked up one of the flowers and sniffed it. Not surprisingly, it smelled like a rose. I handed it over to Megan. It animated and drove its stem into her wrist. She cried out as the stem thickened and burrowed its way further into her forearm, its thorns tearing her flesh. The color drained from the flower and Megan’s skin took on a faint green hue. Megan’s eyes rolled back in her head and she started to fall backwards. I caught her with telekinesis and pulled her into my arms.
 She collapsed against me, whimpering. Her breathing was ragged and her body shook. The now colorless flower had driven even further into her arm; only the petals were visible above her wrist. “Hang on, Megan,” I said. I used my powers to lift her, then picked her up and started for the door. “Everything’s okay. You’re going to be fine, I promise.” The words were out of my mouth before I realized it. A burning, constricting sensation wrapped around my chest, and I staggered despite Megan’s weightlessness. A man appeared just a few feet from me, dressed in a rumpled black suit. He was built like a gorilla and almost as hairy. His glowing red eyes took me in, and he arched an eyebrow at me.
 “Not now,” I hissed, rushing past him. “We’ll talk later.” The flower sticking out of Megan’s wrist gleamed like wet glass. I set her down in the backseat of the car and drove her back to the office. I didn’t bother with my key card at the door, I just Opened it. Jake looked up in surprise as I rushed in, Megan in my arms. 
 “Jake,” I called. “Medical emergency here, I need your help.” The big man pressed a button on his console. All the doors between the lobby and Medical opened. A siren pulsed several times, indicating an agent was down. Jake took Megan from me, and we ran down the corridor to Medical. Doc Ryan was waiting for us at the entrance to the Medical wing with a stretcher and, to my surprise, Mrs. Rita was with him. 
 Doc Ryan pointed at Jake. “Get her onto the stretcher.” As Jake did, Mrs. Rita began hooking up sensors and wires to Megan’s forehead, her upper arms, and her neck. “Corinthos,” Doc barked. “What happened?” 
 I relayed the account as quickly and concisely as I could. The Doc and Mrs. Rita pushed Megan’s stretcher and together we ran her into one of the operating rooms. The Doc looked at the translucent flower poking out of Megan’s wrist and grimaced. Then he checked her vitals, shone a light into her eyes, and made a few observations to Mrs. Rita. To me, it was an environment of controlled chaos. Mrs. Rita began drawing Megan’s blood. This held my attention—her blood had turned green. Mrs. Rita rushed the tube of blood over to a lab station and began running tests on it.
 “Doc, what can I do to help?”
 “Appreciate the sentiment, Vincent, but the best thing you can do now is stay out of our way,” he replied without looking at me. I stepped out into the hall and watched the process through a glass partition. I leaned my head against the glass and closed my eyes for a moment. When I opened them, the gorilla-like man in the dark suit was standing next to me.
 “We need to talk, Vinnie,” he whispered. His breath smelled of brimstone. I turned to him and met his red stare. 
 “What’s on your mind, Orcus?” 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 18
 
To: Robert Maxwell
 The regenerative treatment has been extensively tested on homeless humans gathered from the streets. Given their tendency toward poor health and disease, they were the ideal test subjects. Initial test results proved promising, including the curing of several cases of herpes, the regeneration of lost teeth, and the reversal of liver cirrhosis. However, after several days of observation, it was determined that the treatment was actually toxic to the subject. Unexpected cellular mutation resulted in the creation of a new virus that quickly reduced the subject from the picture of near perfect health to a shambling corpse.

-Email message recovered from Kira Leevan’s computer
 Orcus smirked at me. “You know what’s on my mind, kid. You made a promise. You gotta keep that promise. We gotta enter it in the book, and you need to make good on it.” The world faded around us, until Orcus and I stood alone in a pool of dim light. Orcus was the god of oaths, and he took his job very seriously. There’s no bargaining with Orcus, no flashy dramatic effects. If you made a promise, he made sure you kept it. There was another pool of light up ahead, where an ironbound book rested on an obsidian pedestal. 
 The world around us was completely silent; even our footfalls made no noise as we approached the pedestal. Orcus opened the book to a blank page, then he stepped back and gestured for me to move in front of it. I placed my hand on the page; it was warm and felt like silk. The page grew hot beneath my palm and it felt like the book was sucking something out of me. Red ink burned itself into the page. No, not ink. Blood. The promise I’d made to Megan, in my own hand, in my blood.
 I, Vincent Corinthos, have promised Megan Hayes that she will be fine. I swear this upon penalty of loss of power, loss of followers and eternal damnation in Tartarus.
 This was why gods never made promises. If you failed to follow through, you were screwed. It didn’t matter if you were promising that you’d save the world or that you’d be home in time for dinner. If you were a god and you used the P word, be ready for a visit from Orcus. 
A hole tore open in the air in front of me. Through it, I could see the special place in Tartarus where the forgotten gods went; the ones who hadn’t kept their promises. They were tormented by demons and the souls of those they had failed, condemned to an eternity of suffering. I’d only been here once or twice before. You’d think I’d learn to keep my mouth shut.
 “You understand the implications?” Orcus asked. This was just formality. He knew I did, I knew he knew I did, you get the idea. I nodded and removed my hand. There was a bruise on my palm from where the blood had been sucked out of me. I jolted as the book snapped shut of its own accord. Orcus’ mouth quirked up a bit, then in that same formal tone, he said, “The promise will remain in the book until it is fulfilled. You must do everything in your power to make sure Megan Hayes is fine.” 
 The world faded back in around us. Orcus was gone. I froze. I used my Glimpse to listen back on what exactly I’d said to Megan. “You’re going to be fine, I promise.” Shit. That could mean that I’d need to keep her safe for the rest of her life. I’d have to talk with Orcus about that later. Right now, it was a moot point if she didn’t survive the next ten minutes.
 I watched the medical team for close to an hour before Galahad came out and put a hand on my shoulder. “It’s in God’s hands now, Vincent. Don’t tear yourself up. This is one of the most sophisticated medical facilities in the world. She’ll be all right.” He looked back at Megan and sighed. “I had Gearstripper take what was left of the flower and those specks you found for analysis. Why don’t you see if he’s had any luck with them?”
 I knew he was just giving me something to do, but I was grateful all the same. Seeing Megan lying there with all those tubes poking out of her was twisting my insides. I walked in a haze until I came to Gearstripper’s workshop. On the far side of the room, Gearstripper was perched on a table, tapping away at a keyboard. “Hi Vinnie,” he called without turning. “Come on in.”
 “You have eyes in the back of your head or something?” I asked as I carefully picked my way across to him.
 “No, I have eyes in the front of my head, which let me look at the monitor that shows the picture from the closed circuit camera that points at the door. I’ve been running tests on that flower that stabbed Megan. It’s nasty, Vinnie. Really nasty.”
 “What’ve you found?”
 “Well, luckily for Megan, it looks like it was intended to kill vampires. Did you know that roses and thorns can be fatal to them?” I shook my head. “Me neither. Those kinds of things don’t make for really good special effects in the movies, I guess. From what I can tell, it was supposed to move through the body, and wrap thorny vines around an undead heart. But since Megan’s alive, the rose didn’t know what to do.”
 “It did something, Gears. Her blood’s turned green.”
 Gears made a face. “The good news is it doesn’t look like the flower will kill her. The bad news is, like you said, we don’t know exactly what it’s doing. A lot of botanical magic got pumped into her system, so we’ll have to keep a close eye on her for the next few hours.” He pointed to a series of monitors on his left. “I’m tapped into her treatment room, so we can keep tabs on her from here if you want.” 
 I forced myself to look away from the screen that showed Megan on the bed. Gears sensed my discomfort and shifted the topic. “I figured out what those black specks are, too. Poppy seeds,” he said triumphantly. Gears waited expectantly and after a moment his ears sagged in disappointment. “Poppy seeds,” he repeated dejectedly.
 “Gears, I’ve had a rough day. So what are you saying, our kidnapper had a couple dozen bagels before abducting Lucille?”
 Gears shook his head and sighed. “This is another vampiric weakness that didn’t make it into the movies. You need to read more, Vinnie. One of the old legends says that if a vampire came across a sack of poppy seeds, the vampire would be compelled to count and eat the seeds. So people would spill seeds in front of their front doors to keep vampires from getting in. The vampire wouldn’t be able to move until they had counted and eaten all the seeds, and that would take so long that the sun would come up and immolate them. So someone spilled seeds in front of Lucille and she counted and ate the seeds. The poppy affected her in the same way it would affect a normal person. It knocked her out.”
 “That’s why she wasn’t fighting back,” I said. “She was drugged. But who would drug a vampire? If they were vampire hunters, why not just stake her and be done with it? Why go through the trouble of kidnapping her?”
 “Got me there, Vinnie. I’m just the hired help.”
Well, this day wasn’t getting any better. I needed some air to clear my head. I went for a long walk as I turned what I knew over in my mind. Someone was kidnapping paranormals. I suspected Leevan, but I needed more proof. Megan’s life was in danger and I was accountable for it. My followers were being attacked by someone called Treggen. All the thoughts whirled around like a cyclone in my head. It got to be too much and eventually I wasn’t even thinking anymore; I was just walking around the city on autopilot. 
 “Vinnie?” a voice asked. 
 I was startled out of my trance and looked around. I was near the Seanake. How long had I been walking? “Hello?”
 “Over here, Vinnie,” Tim Finnegan’s voice called. “In the alley.”
 I stepped into the alley and walked in a few paces. Tim phased through the wall to my left, along with the spirit of a middle-aged Hispanic man. 
 “Miguel,” I said, feeling my stomach knot. “Dammit, what happened?”
 “Mikey here was just crossin’ to the other side,” Tim explained. “We don’t have much time, Mikey, tell Vinnie what happened before you passed.”
 Miguel’s spirit form wavered slightly. When a person died, their spirit was supposed to go on to their destination. Ghosts like Tim were actually pretty rare. So for Miguel to stick around like this, whatever he had to say must be very important. 
 “I was in my apartment when these two guys broke in. I tried to fight them off, but one of them pulled out a freeze cannon and blasted me. Next thing I know, I’m strapped down to a bed in a white room. There were all these tubes sticking into my head, and there was this lady on another bed next to me. She was giggling to herself. I think she was nuts. Then this big dude came in, and when he saw I was awake, he futzed with one of the tubes going into my head. That happened a couple of times. Next thing I know, I’m crossing over.”
 I felt sick. “They were experimenting on you?”
Miguel nodded. “Best as I can tell, yeah. No idea what for, though. I wasn’t conscious long enough to learn that.” 
Part of me wanted to see what I could do for Miguel, maybe ask if there was a message I could give to his family. But Tim was right, we wouldn’t have much time to speak. I needed to get as many answers as I could. I hated myself for that. “Can you describe the big guy?” I asked. 
 “He was about six feet tall, shaved head, really tan. Had a tattoo of a sun right here.” He tapped the side of his neck. 
 I grimaced. That was Robert Maxwell, a.k.a. Treggen, our favorite antique lover and Bright Side warlord. “Did he say anything to you?” 
 Miguel shook his head. “No, Vince. I asked the guy a ton of questions, but he just ignored me.”
 “Okay, how about—”
 “That is quite enough, son of Janus,” a voice whispered. The voice was soft, but the words were hard. We all jumped. 
 “Ah, bloody hell,” Tim muttered. “I thought we’d have more time. Look sharp, Mikey. That’d be the Grim Reaper.”
 
 
 
 



Chapter 19
 
To: Robert Maxwell
 The resulting virus, currently classified as ZN233, is completely fatal to humans. It also corrupts and kills fae, although at a much slower rate. Certain supernaturals, such as vampires, seem unaffected for the incubation period, then abruptly expire. The synthetic life forms, such as the golems and cloned gremlins are immune. Once the regenerative treatment has been perfected, I will conduct further experiments on this virus by injecting it into the lycanthropes to determine their resistance to it. In the meantime, I have synthesized an antidote to the virus, derived from the gremlins’ blood. Note that the antidote must be administered within twelve hours of contracting the disease to be effective. See attachment for full information. A package containing several vials of the antidote has been shipped to the address you specified.

-Email message recovered from Kira Leevan’s computer
We turned to see Death striding down the alley toward us. He was cloaked in a wispy black robe, and his scythe was slung over his left shoulder. His stride was determined, but neither slow nor hurried. “You,” he pointed at Miguel, “are late. Go. Now.” Miguel’s spirit vanished. He turned to Tim. “And you, you should know better. We have unfinished business, Mr. Finnegan.”
 “Oh dearest mother me, would you look at the time,” Tim said, checking his pocket watch. “I’m late to visit me poor sick aunt.” He vanished then, too.
 Death turned his hood toward me. I couldn’t see beneath it, but I got the distinct impression that he was unhappy with me. You didn’t want to piss off any of the Horsemen, but Death was the one you really didn’t want to piss off. “Come with me,” he said. He turned and took a step forward. I followed and suddenly we were in a thick fog. 
 “Where are we?”
 A table and chairs formed out of the fog and solidified in front of us. “This is the Veil, the realm between the living and the dead. It is my home.” 
 You need a better decorator, I thought. But there were just some things you didn’t say to the Grim Reaper. “And why did you bring me here?”
 “To speak privately. Sit.” He gestured with a skeletal hand at one of the chairs. I sat. He took the chair across from me, and laid his scythe across the table. Then he lowered his hood. The skull that stared at me had glowing blue orbs where its eyes should have been. “Now then, you should know that delaying a spirit from crossing to its final rest can have serious ramifications.” I tried to focus on the words, but random questions kept popping into my mind. Like, how was he enunciating words like ‘ramifications’ when he didn’t have lips? 
 I gave myself a shake and looked past him rather than at him, so that I could stay focused on the conversation. “However,” he continued, “I am willing to forgive this transgression if you do a favor for me.” Willing. There’s another one you need lips for. And a tongue. 
 I blinked. “What sort of favor?” I asked.
 “The world has changed much over the years,” he said. “People have developed new technologies, new medicines that extend life. I have no quarrel with that, for everyone comes to me eventually. However, there have been many people in this area who should have died recently and have not. There is a facility nearby called the Hope Clinic which seems to be the link between those people. I need you to investigate this for me and stop whatever is happening.”
 Whoa. Whatever Leevan was doing was so bad that Death himself wanted it stopped. 
 “You will determine the cause of these unnatural extensions of life and put an end to it.”
 I tried to keep my face smooth. “I suppose I don’t have a choice, do I?”
 “No. And I will have your oath on it.” 
 “Now, that’s not necessary,” I said, raising my hands.
 “It is. Your word, or I will bring you early. Since you have willingly delayed a spirit yourself, I have the right.” He tapped his scythe for emphasis.
 Damn. Damn. Damn. I took a deep breath and forced the words out. “I promise that I will find who is responsible for these unethical treatments and stop them.” Another tightening in my chest. Shit. Death nodded to me and stood. I did likewise, and the mists faded. We were back in the alley. 
 “I leave you to your task, Vincent Corinthos.” He faded away like a ghost. 
 Another form appeared at the mouth of the alley. “You’re a busy man, aren’t you, Vinnie?” Orcus grinned. “C’mon. You know the drill.” We went back to Orcus’ book and I signed a second page. Orcus thumped the book shut and shook his head at me. “Kid, you really gotta learn to keep your mouth shut. I like you, and I know you got good intentions, but the road to this place is paved with them.” The little hole opened above the book again, giving me a view of the damned gods within. 
 “Orcus,” I said, not really sure how to ask. “The promise I made to Megan. If she pulls through, is that promised fulfilled?”
 Orcus removed a pair of thick black reading glasses from his inside suit coat pocket and perched them on the end of his nose. He turned back to the page I’d mentioned and tapped it a couple times. After a few moments, he said, “Well, kiddo, I don’t think so. There’s nothing here about context or time. It says you promised that she’d be fine. That could be interpreted as you’ll always make sure she’s fine.”
 “Forever?” I asked. “But Megan’s mortal, she’ll die sometime. Will you think I welched on my promise when that happens?” 
 Orcus removed his glasses and sighed. “That’s why I say you gotta learn to keep your mouth shut, kid. A promise like that is binding and eternal. The only way out of it is if she releases you from it.” The book snapped shut with a crack. Well, that was a relief; at least there was a way out. We shifted back to Boston and Orcus vanished. 
I sighed and began the walk back to the Caulborn offices. I checked my watch. It was just past three. The city moved around me; people, cars, lives, and I didn’t notice any of it. I felt wronged for being held accountable for Megan’s condition, and I hated myself for feeling that way. She was my partner, I was supposed to watch out for her.
 It was quarter past four when I got back to the office. I headed straight to the medical wing and was shocked to see Megan up and about. She was back in her street clothes, her skin had returned to its normal hue, and her eyes were as bright as ever.
 “Wow,” I said. “Welcome back to the land of the living.”
 She grinned. “Thanks. I feel much better.” Doc Ryan and Mrs. Rita came in. They nodded at me, and the Doc began reviewing some charts with Megan. I gently put my hand on Mrs. Rita’s shoulder. 
 “How’d she recover from that so quickly? A few hours ago she was in agony. I thought she’d be out for weeks.”
 Mrs. Rita rubbed her chin. “That sort of magic was intended to kill undead,” she said. “Roses are toxic to vampires, you know. If that flower had burrowed into a vampire, it would have torn the vampire apart from the inside out. But it didn’t know what to do with a living body. So it worked its way through Megan’s system and though it caused her pain, did no permanent damage.” She shook her head. “Such magic is very advanced, but its execution was almost amateurish.”
 “It looked like it worked pretty well to me,” I said.
 She frowned at me. “That’s not what I meant, Vincent. Think about it. You create a flower that’s capable of killing a vampire. Wouldn’t you want to ensure that it only animated when a vampire picked it up? Otherwise, it’s a waste of magic. Whoever created that flower is new to this, and for that we should be thankful.”
 I started to nod my agreement, then hesitated. I had picked up the flower and nothing happened to me. But when I gave it to Megan… “Would the flower work on a Strigoi Viu, if there was such a thing?” 
 Mrs. Rita paused. “Now there’s something I hadn’t considered,” she said. “That might make sense, yes. The flower would sense the latent vampirism in a Strigoi Viu, but since Megan hasn’t died and become a vampire yet, the flower’s magic was ineffective.” Her eyes widened. “So there’s a chance that we’ve just found a way to determine which Caulborn are destined to be afflicted with vampirism.”
 “Wait a sec, Mrs. Rita. Strigoi Viu are just a myth. No Caulborn has ever become one.”
 Mrs. Rita fixed me with a hard stare. “No Caulborn agent has ever become one, Vincent. But do you honestly think that every child born with a caul is recruited? No, Strigoi Viu are extremely rare, but they’re as real as you and me. I will speak with Megan about this privately later. Joseph,” she called to Doc Ryan. “I need to speak with you about something.”
 The two of them put their heads together as Megan joined me. “I’m fit for duty.” She grinned. “Let’s go catch some bad guys.” 
 I couldn’t meet her eyes. For starters, I was ashamed that I’d let her get hurt. Second, I now knew she was condemned to become an undead. Third, part of me wanted to ask her to release me from that promise I’d made. But how did you even bring something like that up? 
Instead, I said. “I need some time to put a few things in order. Meet me in my office in thirty?” She nodded and I went upstairs to talk to Galahad. After telling him about Miguel, I went back to my office and closed the door. I wanted to forget about Miguel for a while. I shut my eyes and opened my mind to my followers. They were stronger now, the rebuilding was going well, and they felt safe behind Aegeon. Their faith flowed into me, and my batteries recharged. Only a handful of prayer requests had come in, and I tended to these as best as I could.
 That done, I logged onto my computer. I did some searching on what the Hope Clinic did. Going by the materials on their website, the clinic had only opened a few months ago, and specialized in helping people who didn’t have insurance or had fallen on hard times. Dr. Leevan had recently been recognized with an outstanding citizen award for the work she was doing. As I skimmed the data, Megan poked her head in. “Is now okay?”
 “Yeah,” I said as I gestured her in. “I’m doing some research on our favorite doctor.”
 Megan’s nose wrinkled as she looked at the photo of Leevan. “I just don’t like her,” she said. “I take it we need to go back there?” As I nodded, Gearstripper scampered into the room.
 “Hiya, Vinnie, Megan,” he said as he climbed up on my desk chair. He had a canvas pouch slung over his shoulder. “I finished that special project for you, Vinnie,” he said as he handed the bag over to me. I opened the bag and pulled out a modified shock baton. It was about as long as my forearm and heavier than it looked; I could see why Gears was breathing hard.
 “It has a variable rate of discharge,” Gears said. He scooted up close and pointed to a dial on the base of the handle. “The higher you turn this, the more juice it puts out. At the lower settings, it’ll be enough to stun your average human. Medium level will handle shape shifters and maximum strength should disable just about anything.” He looked at me pointedly. “You only get one or two zaps at max power, so don’t go that high unless you really need to.” 
 “This is terrific. Thanks, Gears.” I’d asked Gears to build something that could incapacitate all manner of adversaries, but not a gun. Guns are great, but I’m a lousy shot. Now if my faith reserves ran out, I’d have more to fall back on than just my switchblade. Gears looked at me expectantly. “Oh, right.” I reached into my desk drawer and pulled out a box of Violet Crumble bars. Gears took the box and tore it open, ripping into one of the candy bars. Chocolate and bits of honeycomb crumbled down his coveralls as he bit into it. A sublime smile spread across his face. He sighed contentedly. 
 “That’s the stuff,” he said when he was done chewing. “A pleasure doing business with you, Vinnie.” Gears grabbed the box up and scampered out of the room.
 “Do you always pay him in candy?” Megan asked.
 “Nah. Sometimes he wants macadamia nuts.”
 She smiled and gestured back to the monitor with Leevan’s picture. “What’s our next move? Do we get a fake warrant, or do you have contacts with the local police?”
 “Galahad tries to avoid involving the local authorities whenever possible,” I said. “He’s worried that they’ll get hurt, given the things we deal with.”
 “A fake warrant, then.”
 “No,” I said. “We’ll do this one under the radar. We’ll go back tonight and check the place out for ourselves.”
 “B&E?” Megan asked.
 “Yep.” 
 Her dimple deepened. “I really like working with you, Vincent Corinthos.”
 
 
 
 



Chapter 20
 
To: Robert Maxwell
 Given more time, the ZN233 virus should make a suitable biochemical weapon. This presents a lucrative opportunity. Many nations and organizations would love a weapon like this, and would pay significant sums of money for it. I have taken the liberty of beginning the process to create weapon grade ZN233, and will notify you when the first batch is complete.

-Email message recovered from Kira Leevan’s computer
 We waited until just after 10 p.m. before we went back to the clinic. We were both dressed in dark clothes, complete with gloves and rubber soled boots. The B&E uniform, as I liked to call it, was bullet proof, warm, and blended perfectly into shadows. 
We parked in the lot across from the clinic and made our way to the rear entrance. A security camera pointed down at the door. Megan looked at me. “Hack the camera?” she asked. “Video loop or something like that?” 
I shook my head. I reached out with the Urisk’s faith and called to some pigeons that were roosting nearby. They lurched into the sky, perched directly atop the camera and spread their tail feathers over the lens. Megan gave me a look of wonder and we hurried up to the door. She gestured at a numeric keypad affixed next to the door. “They’re not messing around with their security. It’s going to take some time to bypass this.”
 I smiled at her and placed my hands on the door. There was a click, and it swung open. “After you.” 
 She gaped at me, but ducked inside. I followed, and the door clicked shut behind us. “How did you do that?” Megan asked. 
 “It’s a talent I inherited from my father,” I said as I pulled out my flashlight. “I can open things. Doors, locks, windows. If it’s meant to be opened, it will open for me.”
 Megan’s eyes were wide. “But what about the alarms? Won’t the security systems detect that the door was opened?”
 Ah, now there was an excellent question. “Nope. Nothing to worry about there.” Megan raised her eyebrows at me. “When I Open a door like that, it tricks any sensors or electronic equipment into thinking the door is still shut. No one will ever know we were here.”
“Well, that certainly makes B&E easier,” Megan said as she shone her flashlight around. The hallway we were in was dimly lit. Only every third or fourth overhead light was on. That was good; the clinic was shut down for the night. 
 We moved quietly down the corridor and came into the lobby we’d been in earlier in the afternoon. The receptionist’s desk was empty, and the phones were blinking, indicating they were forwarding their calls. I relaxed a little. This might be easier than I thought. 
We stepped through another set of doors into a dimly lit corridor. There were three doors on our right, and a pair of double doors on our left. The left room was labeled ‘Patient Treatment.’ The rooms on the right were offices, and Leevan’s was the last one. We crept down the hallway, listening carefully in case someone had stayed late. But Leevan’s office was dark like the others, and the door’s lock couldn’t stand up to my powers.
 I shut the door behind us and flicked on the office’s light. Megan whistled as she surveyed the room. There were detailed sketches of skeletal and circulatory systems hanging on every wall. Not the generic kind you see in biology class, either. These were intricate, almost delicate, and had been hand drawn. Leevan’s signature was in the bottom corner of each sketch. There were tiny glass skeletons on shelves, and what looked like clay sculptures of lungs and hearts. 
 “Okay,” Megan said. “This is just creepy.” I opened a closet and shone my light in.
 “It just got creepier,” I said. Megan moved over and looked at where the beam of my flashlight was pointing. There in the corner was a brain in a jar filled with liquid. “Millie von Hassen, I presume.”
 “Or Keri Greene,” Megan put in. “What is she doing with that?” she asked, a look of disgust on her face.
 “No idea, but since she had it ripped from someone’s head, I’d say it can’t be good.”
 A computer sat on Leevan’s desk, the monitor displaying a screensaver of Da Vinci’s Virtuvian Man. I jiggled the mouse and was greeted with a message asking me for a password. “How are you at hacking?” I asked Megan. 
 She shook her head. “Not good at all. Computers really aren’t my thing.” I nodded and pulled a CD out of my coat pocket. I flipped the case open with one hand and popped the computer’s optical drive open with the other. I put the disk in, closed the drive tray, and then shut the computer off. I looked at my watch. 
 “What are you doing?” 
 “This is a little something Gears put together for me a while back,” I said. “It’s a password cracker, among other things.” After fifteen seconds I turned the machine back on. “Computers aren’t really my thing either, but this makes it pretty easy.” The computer booted to an image of a gremlin sitting atop a computer monitor. The words “Welcome to Gremlinux” appeared on the screen. 
 The screen changed to a list of options. I chose #4, Password Cracker, and listened to the disk spin as Gears’ program did its work. I glanced around Leevan’s desk some more. The doctor was an extremely neat person; everything was in tidy piles. It reminded me a bit of Leslie’s desk.
 “If that’s going to take a while,” Megan said, nodding to the computer, “then maybe we should check out the other rooms.” We left Leevan’s office and ducked into another office along the hallway. I flicked on the light switch and the overhead fluorescents snapped on immediately. The office was actually a small lab, almost a miniature morgue. There were two metal tables for examinations and a small desk. Two cabinets at the back of the room looked like they’d hold tools and other equipment. One of the tables was clean, the other was covered by a sheet. Going by the lumps under the sheet, there was a dead something on that table. I steeled myself and pulled off the sheet.
 A dismembered gremlin corpse was laid out on the table. “Axlesnapper,” I said, my heart sinking. “Gears is going to be crushed.” Her arms had been removed and they had been sliced open, with pins holding the flesh apart. Her chest had been cut open as well, and there were colored pins marking several of her vital organs. One of her eyes had been removed, even one of her ears had been peeled apart. 
 Megan’s face turned green. “Oh, fiddlesticks,” she said as she dropped to the floor. 
 “It’s okay, Meg,” I said as I crouched down beside her. “Put your head between your knees and breathe.”
 She did and after a moment some of her color returned. She leaned against me for a moment. “It was the eye,” she said. “I have a problem with eyes being poked out.”
 I nodded and helped her back to her feet. We snapped a few pictures of the grim scene, then covered the gremlin’s corpse back up with the sheet and moved over to the desk. There, in Leevan’s pristine handwriting, was a sheet of notes describing Axle’s muscular structure and a few drawings of Axle’s various bodily systems. I was already dreading telling Gears about this. We finished up in the morgue and moved on. 
 The adjacent office contained a bunch of empty crates and cardboard boxes. Several of them bore the Antiquated Treasures logo. I gestured to these. “Golem parts,” I said. Megan nodded. There wasn’t anything else in the office, so we headed across the hall to the Patient Treatment room.
 The door was locked, but Opened at my touch. “Holy cow,” Megan whispered as we pushed through the double doors. The room was filled with medical equipment. At the center of the room was a series of occupied hospital beds arranged in a circle. They surrounded a cluster of machines that blinked and chirped. The room’s lights were off, but the machines provided enough illumination for us to see. We cautiously approached the beds.
 “Justine Delion,” Megan whispered as she pointed to a woman on one of the beds. Justine was dressed in a hospital gown, and her skin looked too pale. Her breathing was shallow and if it weren’t for the monitors displaying her heart rate, I’d think she was dead. A series of wires and electrodes were attached to her forehead and at various points on her arms and legs. A machine that looked just like the toaster we’d found at Axlesnapper’s garage was positioned to her left. An IV of clear liquid was running into her left arm, while a series of tubes that weren’t connected to anything were running into her right. “And that’s her son, Casey,” she pointed to a boy on the next bed over. Even though Casey was probably stronger than me while in wolf form, I couldn’t help but wince when I saw all the tubes hooked up to his small body. 
 “Here’s Lucille,” I said, gesturing to another bed. “What the hell is going on with this?” Next to Lucille was another bed; I didn’t recognize the man lying in it. Both Lucille and the man had tubes coming out of their arms. The tubes were connected, and blood flowed between them. Several pieces of equipment blinked and chirped quietly around them. 
 “Some sort of simultaneous blood transfusion?” Megan asked. 
I looked at the tubes and frowned. “Well whatever it is, I doubt it’s good. I don’t dare touch this stuff; I might hurt them. We’ll need Doc Ryan for this.”
Megan nodded and swung her flashlight around to an eight-foot cylinder in the corner. We walked over and found another brain in a jar. A series of electrodes connected the brain to a computer, which was running mathematical calculations at an astounding rate. I looked at the cylinder. It was solid metal, and cold to the touch. It looked old. I was about to say something when a sound in the hallway brought both our heads around. 
 Shit. I wish I’d thought to post pigeons as lookouts. The room had lots of places to duck behind, but once the overhead lights were on, we were hosed. I looked up. The room had a high ceiling with exposed metal beams. Industrial strength lights hung at regular intervals. Wonderful.
 I grabbed Megan close and whispered, “Hold on.” Then I reached out and telekinetically latched onto a beam between two of the lights. I pulled as hard as I could. We shot straight up into the air, as if pulled by an invisible wire. I grabbed onto a vertical beam with one hand and managed to get my feet onto the lip of one of the cross beams. 
 Megan clung to me for a moment. Her hair smelled like flowers. In her surprise, she’d wrapped her legs around my torso. I swallowed hard, and it had nothing to do with her weight. She slowly slid off of me, getting purchase on the beams. A moment later the lights snapped on.
 As I’d hoped, the lights were extremely bright. Anyone who looked up would probably be blinded, so that bought us some cover. Dr. Leevan had entered the room, and behind her were a pair of men in hospital whites. I closed my eyes and searched for some rats. 
 I found hundreds of them nearby. I called out to one that was just outside the clinic and looked through its eyes. There was an ambulance with its lights off in the back parking lot, where Megan and I had come in. A driver sat in the ambulance, hands on ten and two, looking straight ahead. The door to the clinic had been propped open. I had the rat run inside and look at Leevan’s office. The door was still shut.
 I released my hold on the rat. We had to get out of here before Leevan realized someone had been in her office. I focused my attention on Leevan and the men below. Leevan was making adjustments to the tubes connecting Lucille and the other man. 
 “Now then,” Leevan said. The acoustics were eerie. I could hear Leevan as if she were standing right next to me, instead of twenty feet below. She pulled something from her pocket and began speaking into it. “Test Case 27. Subject is Caucasian male, age thirty-two. Afflicted with a severe case of Thrombotic Thrombocytopenic Purpura. Traditional treatments have failed. Subject is connected to the vampire, which has recently been fed the subject’s blood type, A positive. It is now 22:43, and the purification process has been running for nearly three hours.” She flicked some switches on the machines behind Lucille. 
 The machines chirped and warbled like some deranged R2 unit. Ten minutes passed as Leevan watched the monitors hooked up to Lucille. She spoke into her recording device. “The vampire is processing and purifying the subject’s TTP infected blood. ADAMTS13 enzyme activity is increasing.” Her voice was excited. Blood continued to flow between the two unconscious forms. Another ten minutes passed before Leevan spoke again. “The patient’s original blood is now flowing back into his body. Observational notes will now be made every twenty minutes.”
 Megan and I frowned at one another. Part of me wanted to confront Leevan right now, but that might get one of the innocents killed. We needed to get out of here, tell Galahad what was going on and come up with a rescue operation. I looked around the room. Leevan’s orderlies were standing in front of the door we’d come in, but another door was in the back corner of the room. Great. I tapped Megan on the shoulder and gestured toward the door. She nodded at me, and I reached out with my telekinesis and flicked off the room’s lights. Then I grabbed Megan again and dropped us to the floor. 
 “What’s going on?” Leevan demanded. “I swear, if those gremlins had anything to do with this, I will unmake them. Get the lights back on,” she barked at one of the men. He moved toward the light switch. Megan and I moved quietly across the room to the doorway. I Opened it and we ducked inside.
 Into a room filled with neo-gremlins.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 21
 
To: Robert Maxwell
 Gottfried Herrscher’s condition is unique in that the TTP only surfaced while he was using his domination powers. Once he stopped, his body was able to recover. As he aged, it appears his body could no longer revert to a normal state after dominating a paranormal. Over time, his TTP became more and more acute until he was forced to cryogenically freeze himself until such time as he could be healed.

 I believe that time is now. My research is complete, and my most recent test subjects have no traces of TTP in their bloodstream. I will begin the revival process immediately, administer the treatment to Herrscher and notify you as soon as he regains consciousness. 

-Email message recovered from Kira Leevan’s computer
 I had a telekinetic wall up between the creatures and us when I realized they weren’t reacting to our presence. The neo-gremlins looked like they were asleep on their feet. The room was lit by an unsettling green glow that was coming from tubes that ran all along the walls, and some of those tubes were connected to the neo-gremlins’ arms. Thick plastic cylinders were stacked at the far end of the room, and Megan moved toward these when she bumped into my wall. She tentatively reached out and pressed against the invisible barrier. I dropped it.
 “Sorry,” I said. “Reflex.” 
 “Feeding tubes, maybe?” Megan asked, looking at the green goo. 
 “It’s probably healthier than all the garbage Gearstripper eats,” I said as I looked around. “Do you see another way out of here?”
 “Holy cow,” Megan said as she examined one of the cylinders. I stepped up next to her. It was filled with a thick blue fluid that gave off a dim light. Floating inside it was a six inch neo-gremlin. “She’s growing the things,” Megan said. 
 “That’s great, Meg,” I said. “But we need to get out of here.” 
 Megan grabbed my arm and pointed at the floor just beyond the gremlin growth tubes. There was a large metal plate, textured so you wouldn’t slip on it. A red line had been painted around it. “Elevator.” 
 “Good eyes,” I said. “Now, if we can get into the basement, there’s probably another door we can get back out through.”
 “What about the disk you left in Leevan’s computer?”
 There was an angry yell from the other room. “Someone’s been here! In my office! Get the trackers and find out who was here!” 
 “So much for that,” I said. Gears wasn’t going to be happy with me for losing a Gremlinux disk, but maybe we could recover it later. Megan and I stepped onto the metal platform and pressed the down button. The platform shuddered and began descending. I had expected this sort of elevator to make a lot of noise, but the thing was silent. I gave a sigh of relief. We might make it out of here undetected after all. 
 The door flew open and one of Leevan’s orderlies appeared. He flicked on the lights and blinked when he saw us. “Intruders!” he hollered as he pressed a green button next to the door. The neo-gremlins connected to the glowing green tubes blinked and began to stir. I saw some of them disconnecting the feeding tubes from their arms, then the elevator dropped below the floor. 
A metal plate closed over the elevator shaft before any of the neo-gremlins could jump on us from above. We descended for about twenty seconds and then the elevator ground to a halt. Megan pulled her alien ray gun from thin air and blasted the control panel. “That should slow them down,” she said. Above, tiny claws skittered over the metal plate, and then I heard the squeal of twisting metal.
 “Let’s go.” We headed down a long corridor lit by bare light bulbs. Unlike the bright, modern upstairs, this was your typical old building basement. Everything was concrete, everything was hard lines and angles, and the air had a musty, damp smell to it. There were three doors on our right, the heavy metal kind with small reinforced glass windows. The room opened up into a bigger, open space that had the strong scent of rock dust, and a section of the far wall was done in brick instead of concrete. 
I quested out for my rat sentry, and sensed dozens more of the creatures directly below us. We must be above the sewers. My sentry had left the building, and I could see that while the ambulance was still there, the driver was gone. He’d probably come inside at Leevan’s orders.
 Next, I reached out to the rats in the sewers below. I felt for the rat closest to me, and found it about fifteen feet away, on the other side of the wall. Through its eyes, I saw a rusted metal staircase leading to the bricked-up section of wall. A door had been here, and not too long ago; to the rat, the bricks smelled fresh. I focused on the brick section of the wall. Maybe...
 “Vincent,” Megan called. She had pulled herself up on tiptoe and was looking through a window in one of the doors. “There are people in here. We have to let them out.” She scooted over to the second door and peered inside. “More in here, too.”
 I moved over next to her and peered inside. Men and women in dirty rags were shuffling around, moaning quietly. “Holy shit,” I said. “Those aren’t people, Megan. At least, not anymore. They’re zombies. Kristin said that she found the zombified Seamus McElery in the sewers; he must’ve broken out of here.” Which would mean that the fresh brick wall was intended to keep other zombies from accidentally letting themselves out, which strongly suggested we were trapped down here. Dammit.
 The metal plate above the elevator tore free and light poured in from upstairs. Neo-gremlins slid down on cables that dropped from above. No, not cables—vines. Megan had her 9mm in one hand, her alien blaster in the other. “I’ve got an idea,” I said, positioning myself in front of the brick section of wall. “Keep them off of me for a few minutes.” Megan’s guns answered for her. The first neo-gremlins fell. Well, the ones shot by the 9mm fell and lay on the ground screaming as they regenerated. The other ones simply sizzled out of existence.
 I turned to the bricked up doorway and concentrated, telekinetically pressing against it. I increased the pressure until I started sliding backwards across the floor. I braced myself against the far wall with a second telekinetic push and heaved. Keeping the pressure up in two directions like this was taxing; sweat was running into my eyes and I could feel my heart pounding in my chest. From behind me, Megan’s guns alternately cracked and buzzed. The zombies were moaning louder, banging on the doors.
 My faith reserves were draining at an alarming rate. Finally, one of the bricks cracked. Others followed. Just a little more...
 Megan screamed in pain. I kept the pressure up in both directions, but risked a glance over my shoulder. One of the orderlies had dropped down into the basement. A vine stretched from his left hand and he was pointing his right at Megan. Megan had thorns the size of ballpoint pens stuck in her right arm, the one that had held the blaster. There was no sign of the alien weapon, but Megan was snarling under her breath and the 9mm cracked a few more times. The vine man yelped and threw himself behind a neo-gremlin, whose head exploded as Megan kept firing. 
 The bricks slid backward a few inches. 
 “Vincent!” Megan had dropped back a few paces and was struggling to reload her 9mm one-handed. A neo-gremlin came rushing forward and stopped about ten paces from us. It pointed at us and laughed. 
 “Ünterlegen,” it said as it cackled. Then it opened the door on one of the zombie rooms. As the zombies shambled out, the golem sent out another volley of thorns. The thorns drove the zombies toward Megan and me. They surged forward. The bricks I was pressing against exploded outward, and I staggered back. The rancid scent of sewage that rushed in was so abrupt and revolting that I nearly threw up. I grabbed Megan’s wrist and pulled her forward, but the zombies got a grip on both of us. 
Megan had reloaded her 9mm and blasted one of them in the chest at point blank range. A huge chunk of its midsection exploded out, but the creature held fast. Its nails bit into her, and she yowled in pain. 
Another one grabbed me by the arm. Its nails, ragged and sharp, cut through my suit and into my forearm. I cried out and fumbled for the shock baton Gears had given me. I jammed it into my attacker’s stomach and activated it. A burst of blue light flared so bright that I was nearly blinded. My attacker went rigid and then fell to the ground, spasming and moaning. 
I drew back and cracked Megan’s assailant across the face. Another burst of blue light and I was pretty sure the zombie’s eyes exploded. The smell of charred flesh stung my nostrils. I powered the baton down and telekinetically pushed against a sea of encroaching zombies. Their moans and groans continued as they were thrown about in heaps.
 As they picked themselves up, I grabbed Megan by the wrist again and hauled her forward. She slammed against me and we almost went down, but somehow we managed to keep our balance. I needed to buy some time for us to get away. I called out to the rats ahead of us in the sewers and compelled waves of them forward. The tiny creatures charged into the zombies, scampering up their pant legs and devouring their dead flesh. 
 It was enough. The zombies in front stopped to swat the rodents away and that gave Megan and me just enough time to stumble down the stairs into the sewer tunnels below. “Can you run?” I asked. 
 “Away from this? Heck, yes,” Megan replied. She produced her flashlight and we jogged through the tunnels. We slipped and fell a lot, and wound up having to move at a fast walk. Eventually there were no signs of pursuit. “Can you see through the rats again?” Megan asked. “Tell if we’re being followed?” 
 I reached out again, and suddenly my psychic link vanished. Shit. “I’m out of power, Meg. Sorry.” Megan grunted. We sloshed through the sewers for about ten minutes until we came to an access ladder. I climbed up and strained to get the manhole cover off. I'm pretty strong, but pushing a hundred pound metal disk up while clinging to a slippery ladder wasn’t as easy as it might sound; I’ve gotten spoiled by having telekinesis. I finally got the cover off and Megan and I heaved ourselves up into the deliciously cold, comparatively clean air of the city. We were about two blocks from the clinic. 
 I rubbed at the spot where the zombie had clawed me. It stung. Megan was nursing her wounds, as well. She had pulled the thorns from her shoulder and in the dim streetlight I could see her sleeve was stained with blood. “You okay?” I asked.
 “I’ll make it.” She looked around. “My car is where?”
 I pointed to our right. She nodded and we hustled to the parking lot. Thunder cracked as we got into the car, and a thick, cold rain began to fall. Megan reached into the center console and pulled out a new pine air freshener. She hung it from the rear view mirror and sighed. “I don’t suppose this is going to do much good,” she said. “But it can’t hurt, right?”
 I smiled at her as we started to move. The rain intensified, each drop sounded like a rock striking the car. Megan drove us back to the office. Jake sat stoically behind the desk and raised an eyebrow as we entered. His expression was concerned. “We’re okay, chief,” I said. “Just need to get to Mrs. Rita.” 
Jake nodded and pressed a button. The doors behind him opened automatically, giving us a clear path to the medical facility, this time without the sirens.
 “Thanks, Jake,” Megan said. Her dimple popped out for a moment, and I thought I saw Jake smile. We made it into the medical facility and found Mrs. Rita taping a crayon drawing to the wall behind her desk. 
 “Gods of my fathers,” she said as she turned around. “What is that smell?” 
 “Sorry, Mrs. Rita,” Megan said. “We had to take an unexpected jaunt through the sewers after we got ambushed by neo-gremlins and zombies.”
 Mrs. Rita’s eyes went wide. “To the chemical showers, the both of you.” Mrs. Rita herded us into separate showers and blasted us with decontaminants. Exposure to sewage and rats are bad enough, but a zombie wound can inflict a terrible rotting disease to a normal person. Being immune to diseases, it wasn’t something I worried about. Megan’s another story. I wanted to get her here as fast as possible, and not just because of the promise that Orcus was holding me to. Zombification isn’t something I’d wish on my worst enemy. 
 The foam chemicals we were doused with were thick and harsh smelling. It felt like Mrs. Rita was trying to drown me in bleach-scented shaving cream. “Scrub that through your hair, Vincent,” Mrs. Rita called over. Her voice was coming from Megan’s stall. She came into mine a moment later, in a full hazmat suit. I blushed and tried to cover myself.
 Mrs. Rita tsked from inside her suit. “Please, Vincent. I have sons older than you.” She motioned for me to move over into another stream of the chemical wash. “Were you cut or shot?”
 “I took a zombie scratch here,” I said, gesturing to my arm. “No big deal.”
 Mrs. Rita gave me a serious look. “Be careful, Vincent. One of these days, something will slip past your immunities.” 
 “Won’t happen.” I smiled. “Gods don’t get to call in sick.” Mrs. Rita snorted and had me turn around. She scrubbed my back with a brush and then gently rubbed at the zombie bite with a cloth and swab. She placed the swab into a glass container and left me to finish washing. A moment later, pure water came gushing out of the showerhead and I rinsed the chemicals off. My body was sensitive all of a sudden, and I knew it was because the chemical spray had taken off a layer or two of skin. Once I was clean, Mrs. Rita handed over a towel and a spare set of clothes. I pulled on the UMass sweatshirt and a pair of jeans and walked back into the medical facility.
 Megan had already dressed and stood barefoot in a pair of jeans and a Patriots T-shirt. They must’ve been some of Kristin’s, because she looked like a little girl trying to wear her older sister’s clothes. 
Mrs. Rita looked at Megan. “You will need to stay here for the night for observation, Megan. There are beds in the next room over. Please make yourself comfortable. I will be in to check on you in about ten minutes.” She looked down at Megan’s bare feet. “I will also have Joseph bring in some shoes in your size. Until then, there should be some socks you can wear.” 
Megan thanked Mrs. Rita and left.
 The medicine woman turned to me. “I have seen you recover from zombie bites before, Vincent, so you do not need to stay here. However, if you feel like anything is wrong—”
 “I’ll come here immediately. Don’t worry, Mrs. Rita. I’ll be fine.”
 “I always worry about you children,” Mrs. Rita said. “It’s part of my job.” 
I smiled at her and picked my way up to Gearstripper’s workshop. You don’t realize what an office carpet feels like until you walk on it barefoot. 
 Gears’ workshop was brightly lit as always. The floor of his shop was metal, and cold metal at that. I winced as I stepped on something pointy. I wondered if this was how Bruce Willis felt when he was filming Die Hard. I found the gremlin in front of a computer, tapping away on a keyboard. He looked up as I walked in, his yellow eyes widening. “Wow, Vinnie, you look terrible.”
 “Thanks, Gears,” I said. I softened my voice. I’m not much good at stuff like this, but I wanted Gears to hear about this from me and not Megan. “Listen, I need to talk to you. Please sit down.” I told him about Axle. His ears drooped and his head fell forward. When he looked up again, there were tears in his yellow eyes. 
 “She deserved better than that,” he whispered. 
 “Gears, I’m sorry.” I put my hand on his shoulder. I felt useless for what seemed the hundred thousandth time. Could I do anything to make anyone feel better? Or am I only good at making people suffer more?
 “No offense, Vinnie,” he said softly, “but I’d like to be alone for a little while.”
 “None taken, Gears.” Gears hopped down and walked over to a cabinet, where he began rifling through a drawer. I didn’t think I’d ever seen Gears just walk before. Normally he scampers or skitters, but the normalcy of his movement was sad. I didn’t know what else to say, so I nodded to him and caught a cab back to my apartment. 
The healing fever was starting to take hold by the time I got home. As I opened the door, I found Petra standing at the kitchen counter, chopping up bacon. She was dressed in a pair of pink sweats and a white Ghostbusters T-shirt. The smells of roasting meat and sauces were a welcome change from the nastiness of the sewers and decontaminating showers. 
 “Hey sweetie,” she said as I walked in. Her brow suddenly furrowed. “Vincent, are you all right?” Her nose wrinkled. “You smell funny.”
 “Thanks, love.” I grinned. “I had to take a dip in one of Mrs. Rita’s chemical baths. But I’m fine,” I said. “Took a few cuts, so I’m going to be stuffy and feverish for a while.” 
 She nodded. “Want me to make you some soup?”
 I wasn’t hungry. Crawling through raw sewage does that to a person. “No thanks. I think I’ll just veg in front of the TV until I heal.”
 Thunder boomed again and the lights flickered. Petra grimaced. “If the power goes out while I’m cooking, I’m going to be most annoyed.” She checked the timer on the stove and then walked over to the window. “I’ve got forty-six minutes until the veal is done,” she said to the night. “Don’t you knock out my power before then, got it?”
 Petra didn’t exactly follow a typical meal schedule. A snack for her can be a full five-course meal. It all depends on her mood, I guess. I told her about Axlesnapper and she said she’d make something special for Gears. I gave Petra a kiss and made my way into the living room. I flicked on the Blu-ray player and fired up Firefly. I heard Gears come in a while later, Jake must’ve dropped him off. He and Petra spoke quietly in the kitchen while I watched the show. Right around the time River Tam was revived, my eyes slid shut. I was dimly aware of Petra carrying me to the bedroom, speaking to Gears. Her tone was concerned, but I knew everything was fine. I drifted off into blackness.
 The dreams were incoherent images that bounced around my mind, never really resolving into anything. After all the nightmares I’d had lately, this was a relief. Voices nearby pulled me into a groggy alertness. First, I saw the room was dim. Candles flickered on the dresser and the nightstand. Second, I was under about every blanket we owned. Petra and Gearstripper were on either side of me, and they both looked scared.
 “Whassa matter?” I asked. Petra ran a thermometer across my forehead. It let out a high pitched chirp and she frowned at its display. 
 “Your temperature keeps going down, Vincent.” she whispered. “You’re not healing. Something’s wrong.” 
 “Call Mrs. Rita,” I said.
 “Power failure, Vinnie,” Gears said. “I’ve tried calling Mrs. Rita’s desk number, but it goes right to voicemail. I think the power’s out at the office, too.”
 “Thirsty,” I said. As one, Petra and Gears hopped off the bed and went to the kitchen. I placed a shaking hand against my head. My skin was clammy and my arm felt heavy. “This isn’t good,” I said to myself.
 “No, Vincent, it’s not.” The voice came somewhere from my left. I flopped my head over and saw a tiny plastic hand reach up over the edge of the bed. A moment later, Commander Courageous pulled himself up. He stood for a moment in his “I’m a hero, dammit” pose, then climbed the mountain of blankets so he could look into my face.
 “You’ve been infected with a supernatural virus, Vincent, the likes of which has never been seen on this planet before. Your healing powers can’t cope with it. You have to get to the Bright Side. Only full exposure to your followers’ faith will purge the sickness from your body. Have Lotholio perform a ritual to -” 
 I let out a hacking cough as Gearstripper pounced on the bed and seized Courageous. “Who the frak are you and what are you doing to Vinnie?” he demanded. 
The Commander twisted in the gremlin’s grasp and was reaching onto his utility belt when Petra calmly removed the action figure. I hadn’t realized she was back in the room. 
“Easy, Gearstripper,” Petra said, stroking the top of Gears’ head. “The Commander is a friend, an advisor, sent by Vincent’s father, and he speaks through this toy.” She turned her big brown eyes to the Commander’s plastic ones. “You said Vincent has contracted a virus. What do we have to do?” 
 Courageous seemed to be relieved to be speaking to Petra. “Take him to the phasilion behind the Children’s Museum, it’s the closest. Petra, you go with Vincent, but have Gearstripper stay with the car. Hurry now.” The Commander kept talking, but the world chose that moment to spin, so I missed whatever he’d said. 
 Petra scooped me up in her arms and carried me into the living room. The world fuzzed around me. I was dimly aware of Petra calling to Gears to open the door and to grab her keys. She hustled me down the stairs to the parking lot. She carried me like a baby, and we were halfway across the lot when I realized she wasn’t wearing shoes or a coat. She wouldn’t feel the cold or the roughness of the asphalt if she didn’t want to.
 Gears was chattering beside her, his voice a high-pitched droning sound. I was placed into the shotgun seat and Gears perched on the dashboard of Petra’s Audi. She took off through the city streets. The pounding rain sounded like machine gun fire against the car’s roof. Petra drove smoothly, weaving around the few other cars we passed. I rolled my head to look at her.
 Her dark hair was plastered to her head and I realized she was wearing a white T-shirt with no bra. A soaking wet T-shirt. I giggled at that. The world was fuzzy and cold, and I just wanted to sleep, but Gears kept shaking me every time my eyes closed. 
 “Sorry, Vinnie,” he said. “But the Commander said you had to stay awake.” I didn’t remember him saying that, but I didn’t feel like arguing. Petra’s face was a mask of determination, a nice counter to the concern that shone in Gears’ yellow eyes. 
 I opened my mind to my followers, the jolt snapping me back awake. I focused on Lotholio. Need help, meet me in the ritual chamber. Bring the same four priests. The world swam again and I had to abruptly close my mind.
 Petra’s window shattered and glass sprayed across the front seat of the car. Petra cried out in surprise and swerved. The car slammed into a parking meter. Gears hit the windshield and then fell onto the floor between my legs. A neo-gremlin leaped into the car, landed on Petra’s lap, and lunged forward. It bit her right on the jugular. There were a series of snaps and a squeal of pain as its teeth broke against her skin. Petra snarled, took the thing’s head between her hands and squeezed. Its skull exploded, splattering Petra and the inside of the car with silver gore. 
 Petra cursed and threw the corpse out of the window. Then she checked on my blankets and backed the car up. The parking meter was slightly bent, and the hood of the car was tilted funny, but we were still drivable. “Don’t worry, Petra,” Gears said. “I’ll fix the car up for you.” Petra nodded, gunned the engine and we surged forward. Another neo-gremlin tumbled forward off of the roof, bounced along our hood and fell over the edge of the car. There was a thump-thump sound, and the determined line of Petra’s mouth quirked up. 
 A third gremlin clawed its way onto the hood of the car and Petra slammed on the brakes. This one had been expecting the move and drove its talons into the car’s hood, keeping itself from being thrown. Gears lunged back up onto the dashboard and squatted down. From the back, he looked like a miniature gargoyle. He threw his head forward and opened his mouth, his little body contorting like he was screaming as loud as he could. I didn’t hear anything, but the gremlin on the hood threw its hands over its ears and fell to its knees.
 “How do you like it?” Gears hissed under his breath.
 Petra seized on the distraction and gunned the engine again. The neo-gremlin slammed against the windshield and then rolled off the side of the car. “Is Vincent all right?” she asked Gears. The gremlin hopped onto my chest. 
 “He’s still awake, but he’s really cold. His eyes are all glassy, too.”
 “We’re not far from the phasilion,” Petra said. “Hang on, sweetie.” The world around me flickered in and out, and then Petra was lifting me out of the car. We were in the alleyway now. The rain was cold and coming down so hard that it hurt as it struck my face. “Help me find it, Vincent,” Petra whispered. “Where do I look?” 
 “Dumpster,” I said. Petra carried me over. “Her name is Aviorla.”
 “Aviorla!” Petra yelled. “Vincent Corinthos is hurt, he needs to get to the Bright Side. Please, open yourself for me!” A patch of the bricks in the wall began to shimmer, and Petra barreled forward. My head was already spinning, so I couldn’t tell when Aviorla granted us passage to the Bright Side. Then the rain was gone and there was sunlight. We’d arrived.
 “Thank Aphrodite,” Petra whispered as she bolted into the cathedral. 
 “We need Lotholio,” I croaked. I already felt a little stronger, but I needed a ritual to purge the sickness from my body. “Top floor.” Petra took the steps by twos, carrying me like an infant. She kicked open one of the ritual chamber doors, tearing it free from its hinges. It clattered on the ground as she ran across it. Lotholio was there, along with the four high priests. 
 “Put him in the basin, Lady Petra,” Lotholio said, gesturing to the water. The door rose from the ground and settled mostly back into place. One of the Urisk surrounding the basin nodded to himself. Petra tore the blankets from me and settled me in the water. I was mostly submerged, my head resting on Petra’s knees. Her hair hung down in soaked vines and her dark eyes were huge with fear.
 “Stay with me, Vincent,” she whispered. “Please, stay with me.”
 Lotholio and the priests stood in a circle around the basin and joined hands. They began to chant in their own language. Then their five voices suddenly seemed like five hundred, a thousand, more, as they telepathically contacted my followers and drew their prayers into the ceremony. Lotholio’s voice rose above the others. I didn’t hear what he said, so much as felt it. Light. Life. Faith. Strength. Emotions and sensations flooded through me, and my body began to spasm. Petra held me tight, keeping my head above water. 
 I felt something being peeled away from me. Something that didn’t want to let go. It was like trying to peel away something that’s been super-glued to your skin, and a particularly hairy patch of skin, at that. I screamed in pain and stars flared in front of my eyes. The Urisk’s chanting grew louder and more faith flooded into me. I could feel the faith raking against the... infection, I guess. It felt like sandpaper being applied on the underside of my skin. My head cleared enough to focus, and I drew on their faith and used it to purge the disease from my body. A thin green haze rose from the pool, and I snarled as I summoned power to burn it from the world. There was a pulse of light and the strong scent of ozone in the air. The disease was gone. 
 I wearily pulled myself up, leaning on Petra for support. She felt my forehead and smiled. “You’re hot,” she said.
 “So are you.” 
 She smiled wider and hugged me tight. I breathed in her smell and closed my eyes. I leaned against her for a few minutes, enjoying the feeling of being alive. Then I stood up and stepped out of the basin. I turned to the high priests. “Thank you,” I said. I didn’t know what else to say. Hallmark doesn’t exactly make “thanks for saving your god’s bacon” cards. I blessed them, granted them strength. It wasn’t enough, but it was all I could think of for the moment.
 They left, and I walked over to Lotholio. “Thank you, my friend. You saved my life today.” Lotholio’s eyes paled slightly, the equivalent of blushing. 
 “We would be lost without you, Lord,” he said. I clapped him on the shoulder and used my powers to dry Petra and myself off. Now that I could finally think straight, I needed to get back to Boston and deal with Leevan.
Hostiles approach.
The words echoed in my head. Aegeon’s voice. “Show us,” I commanded. An image of five more of the crystal soldiers bloomed in my mind. They were approaching from the south. “Only five?” I asked. 
Yes, Lord, came the response.
 Petra’s expression was confused. “The city’s about to be attacked again,” I explained. “We’ve got more of those crystal soldiers rolling in.” I looked at Lotholio and smiled. “Let them try,” I said. “Nothing’s going to get past Aegeon.” 
Lotholio returned the smile.
 “Vincent,” Petra said slowly, “I am hearing a voice in my head, and seeing pictures of crystal men.”
 I blinked. “Huh. I kinda based Aegeon’s design on what I knew of you, hon. I didn’t mean to connect you together. It must’ve just happened.” Petra’s expression was thoughtful, but she didn’t say anything more.
Urisk approach.
 “What?” I asked. An image of a farming crew formed in my mind. Twenty of them, pulling a cart loaded with the flowers that the Urisk milled for food. The crystal soldiers noticed them and changed their march to intercept. “Shit, no! Aegeon, will the farm crew make it in before the hostiles catch them?”
No.
 “Fuck!” I lurched out of the ritual room. My strength was returning quickly, and the ritual had fully replenished my faith reserves. I was at a dead run by the time I’d cleared the fourth stair, and back at full strength. Petra was right behind me. We charged, barefoot, across the grass of the city toward the wall. “Aegeon!” I called. “Open, now!” A hole ten feet wide opened before us. I surged forward, Petra right on my heels. 
 A sonic boom blasted out as I shot forward. The world blurred around me and less than a second later, I had covered the distance to the hostiles. Dirt and rocks sprayed out as I skidded to a stop right between the crystal soldiers and the farm crew. They were about sixty feet apart. I threw my hands up and a wall of earth and stone erupted from the ground, separating the groups. The Urisk were on one side, the crystal soldiers and me on the other. I ground my teeth and the extended the wall all the way to Aegeon. 
 “Run to the city,” I yelled to the Urisk. “Don’t stop for anything.” I clenched my fists and turned to the crystal soldiers. Their bulk and the way they were lined up next to one another made me think of a crystalline football defensive line. “All right, boys, let’s dance.” 
The first one swung a massive fist forward, much faster than its size should’ve allowed. I dodged, my speed taking me well out of the way before the strike came close. I stopped behind the soldier and whistled. “Over here, Waterford.”
 The creature’s closest companions charged forward and I dashed away from them. They crunched into one another. I laughed out loud. After a night of scrambling away from zombies, neo-gremlins and plant golems, this was kind of fun. It was nice to be on the giving end for a change.
 The red runes on the creatures’ chests were dark. Last time, they had brightened each time they were struck by pyrokinetic blasts and telekinetic pushes. That probably meant the explosives they were carrying were keyed to psychic energy. And since there were only five this time, either this was all my adversary had left, or they were carrying a bigger payload of explosives. I’d need to play this carefully.
 I raised my arms again and columns of earth exploded from beneath the soldiers. They were thrown into the air and crashed down to the ground in a heap. They gathered themselves slowly, but they stood. “Who are you working for?” I demanded. “Who sent you?”
 I couldn’t even tell if these things had mouths, or if they could understand my language, but I had to try. I caused roots to erupt from the ground and bind the creatures in place. They strained against these, and by the time they’d broken free, Petra was standing next to me. “What can I do to help?” she asked. 
 “Not sure,” I said. “They’re living bombs that detonate when exposed to psychic energy.” Petra nodded, then to my shock, charged the nearest creature. Her fists flashed out, striking the creature’s chest like a jackhammer. For its part, the creature seemed stunned by her attack. Fine lines appeared along its chest, and suddenly the creature shattered. A glowing orb of energy hovered in the air for a moment, and then vanished. 
 Petra looked over her shoulder at me and grinned mischievously. “Well sure,” I said. “Do it the easy way.”
 Petra’s attack held my attention, so I hadn’t noticed the four other creatures lining up. They stood one behind the other, with their backs to the sun. The light illuminating their crystal bodies was so bright, it hurt to look at. Then a blazing lance of pure energy shot forth from them, amplified by each of the creatures’ bodies. The lance struck Petra square in the chest, and she was slammed into the wall I’d summoned.
 There was a sickening crack, and a cloud of dirt and dust exploded all around us. When it had cleared, I could see that Petra had been blown clean through the wall. My heart rate tripled. My vision narrowed. I don’t remember climbing through the hole, but suddenly I was on the other side, staring down at the fragments of a shattered marble statue. 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 22
 
 Time seemed to stop around me. The whole world seemed absolutely still. Petra was shattered. The pieces of her torso that were intact had her T-shirt chiseled into them, and I could clearly make out a quarter of the Ghostbusters logo. A piece of her head let me see how wide her eyes were when she’d been struck. One of her hands was at my feet, her fingers extended as if to say, “Stop!”
 I don’t know how long I stood there. It felt like forever. Red rimmed the edges of my vision, and something inside me snapped. I roared and flashed back through the hole. I struck the first creature so hard that my fist punched through his body. I turned to the next one and threw my arms out. Geysers of steam and water exploded beneath him, launching him into the air. I snarled and hurled one of its fellows right after it, and they struck each other with such force that they shattered as they collided in mid-air. 
One left. 
 “You,” I snarled. “I don’t know if you can hear, if you can speak, or if you can think. But I’m going to find a way to make you talk.” The creature backed away from me, and the glyph on its chest brightened. A self-destruct mechanism, maybe? 
 “Oh no,” I said. “You’re not getting off that easy.” I shot forward and put my hands on the creature’s chest. Then I Opened it. I was taking a chance here, but the creature that Petra had broken had released a ball of energy, and I was betting that ball was what animated the soldier. Which meant that the soldier body was just a container for that ball. Which meant that it could be Opened. 
 Sure enough, the soldier’s chest cavity opened and a ball of light drifted out. It quivered and tried to float away. I called up walls of earth and dirt, forming a thirty foot dome around myself and the creature. Suddenly the world was pitch-black, save for the light the ball gave off. I willed some of the rocks within the dome to become phosphorescent, and the dome’s interior was bathed in a pale green light. 
 I advanced on the ball and reached out to it with my mind. The ball had intelligence, I could sense it. I gifted the creature with the ability to speak and understand my language. “Who sent you?” I demanded. No answer. I applied pressure from all sides, beginning to crush the creature. It did not react. I looked into it again. It had been built without the ability to feel pain.
 I blessed it with that ability.
 Then I increased the pressure again. The creature screamed. “Talk!” I demanded again. “I am running out of patience and I’m tempted to just crush you here and now!”
 “Enough!” It yowled in a voice like a cat’s. “I will talk.” 
 I stopped the pressure. This thing had never felt pain before; it must have been very traumatic for it. “Good,” I said. “Now, who sent you?”
 “Treggen,” the voice returned immediately. “Warlord Treggen.”
 “Who is Treggen? What does he want?” 
 “Treggen wants to conquer all of this realm,” the ball said. 
 “Why?” I demanded. I had visions of Treggen amassing all of the Bright Side’s nastier residents and leading them on to conquer other realms. 
 “He just wishes to unify and hold this realm,” the ball said weakly.
 “That’s it?” I asked incredulously. “My people have been killed, my girlfriend shattered, because some megalomaniac wants to hold the Bright Side?”
 The ball was silent. I snarled and made the ball feel like chains of white-hot razor wire were being dragged across it. It shrieked in agony. I reveled in its suffering for a moment, savored its pain. I wanted this creature to hurt as much as I did right now. I gave myself a shake and released the chains. I had to get control of my temper before I did something I’d regret. The ball whimpered in the after-effects of my attack. I detonated the dome, sending chunks of earth and dirt out in all directions. Anger and frustration welled within me, and I lashed out at the ball. “Tell me where Treggen is,” I hissed. 
 “I do not know,” the ball replied. “He contacts us through the hobgoblins.” I wanted to kill the ball. Destroy it, teach it more about pain. But I’d done too much already. I was dangerously close to a precipice that if I went over, I wouldn’t be able to stand myself anymore. I released the ball. 
 “Get out of here,” I said. “You go back to Treggen, and you tell him that the Urisk are under my protection. You tell him that I will tear out his eyes and piss on his brain if he attacks my people again.” I pointed at the ball. “And if I ever see you again, you’ll regret it.” The ball shot away and I scrambled back through the hole in the wall. I knelt next to Petra’s shattered form. The tears came then, and I’m not sure how long I cried. I tried to reform her, and while I was able to get some of her pieces to reattach, I couldn’t make her whole. It was the same as it had been with Megan; some things I could only do for my followers. And while I’m a god here, Petra isn’t of the Bright Side. I didn’t have the power to recreate her. I cradled her head against my chest as I cried. There had to be a way to bring her back.
 Gearstripper.
 He’d helped fix her once before, back before we’d met. Maybe he’d know what to do now. I conjured a bag and gently placed Petra’s body into it. I checked three times to make sure I had all her pieces and then walked back to the city. Tears were still running down my face. I didn’t care. Aegeon opened for me and I passed through. I was greeted by a crowd of cheering Urisk. I found Lotholio. He looked at me and the mirth drained from his eyes. “Lord?” he asked.
 “Have your scouts watch the hobgoblins, Loth,” I said. “This Treggen character is behind these attacks, and the hobgoblins are his pawns. Contact me once you’ve learned anything.”
 “Lord, where is the Lady?” 
 “She’s badly hurt, Loth. She might be dead. I need to go home to get her some help.” The cheers and chants died away as my priest telepathically communicated this to my followers. There were a few heartbeats of silence, and then the Urisk began to hum a song of mourning. More tears came, but I somehow found my way to Aviorla. 
 “Vincent Corinthos,” she said. “I am pleased to see you well again.”
 “Back home, Aviorla,” I whispered. “Please.” The phasilion sensed my distress and said nothing more. Then I was back in the alley behind the Children’s museum. The sky was still dark in Boston and the rain had dwindled to a clinging mist. The windows of Petra’s car were foggy, but I could see Gears’ silhouette in the driver seat. He pushed the door open. His face lit up when he saw me.
 “Vinnie! You’re okay!” He jumped and wrapped his tiny arms around my neck. He glanced around. “Where’s Petra?” I looked at the bag and Gears’ eyes went wide. “Oh, Vinnie, no.” 
I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I need you to fix her, Gearstripper. Please. Can you do that?”
 Gears’ yellow eyes were shining with tears and determination. “I’ll do my best.” I drove the car back to the office. The power had come back on, and Jake looked at us as we walked in. I didn’t acknowledge him. We got to Gears’ workshop and he cleared off one of his tables. Then we carefully laid out Petra’s pieces on the work surface. 
 Gears sat down next to Petra’s head and his ears drooped. His tiny clawed hand gently traced her marble hair. “This is bad, Vinnie,” Gears whispered.
 “But you can fix her, right? She was broken when the Caulborn found her.”
 Gears’ mouth worked and I could tell he was trying not to cry. When his voice finally came out, it was barely a squeak. “Her arm was broken, a few of her fingers. Nothing like this.”
 “Try anyway.” It came out as a rasping snarl, and fire enveloped my clenched fists. 
 Gears looked up at me, fear in his eyes. “I will, Vinnie, I will.” 
 “Jesus, Gears, I’m sorry. I just—” I closed my eyes and consciously unclenched my fists. I felt the fire fade away. Gears’ tiny hand patted my shoulder.
 “I’ll do everything I can, Vinnie, I promise.”
 I left the workshop and went to my office. I shut the door behind me and put my head on my arms. I’d failed my people. I’d failed Petra. My world was collapsing all around me, and I, a god, was powerless to stop it. I ground my teeth and unsuccessfully tried to fight back tears. A few minutes later, I heard my door click open. 
 “Vincent?” Galahad’s voice. “Son?” I raised my head. He looked worried as he pulled over another chair and sat down next to me. “Gearstripper told me what happened to Petra. I’m very sorry.”
 “I was such an idiot,” I whispered. “I should’ve told her to stay with Lotholio. I could have dealt with those things that broke her before she even got there, but instead I played with them. I—” The tears threatened again and I screwed my eyes shut. Galahad put his arm around my shoulders.
 “No shame in tears, Vincent,” he said. “Let it out.” But I couldn’t. I was too angry at myself, too frustrated at everything to cry anymore. I shrugged off Galahad’s arm and began pacing back and forth in my office. I swore and ranted for a long time. My powers started to get away from me, books and action figures flew off the shelves, seemingly of their own accord. Papers in the waste basket began to smolder. I didn’t care. I wanted to burn the world, wanted to crush something, anything. 
Galahad’s expression was one of compassion and empathy the entire time.
“I swear, when I get my hands on this Treggen, I will tear him limb from limb.” I looked up at Galahad. “No words of wisdom, boss? You’re not going to tell me this is all part of God’s plan, to turn the other cheek or some bullshit like that?” 
Galahad walked up to me, placed his hands on my shoulders and looked me directly in the eyes. “Vincent, did you plan for your followers to suffer?”
The comment snapped me back as if I’d been slapped. “What? No, of course not. I didn’t plan for the Urisk to be attacked, I…” I trailed off. I hadn’t planned for anyone to get hurt. All I could do now was to try and make things right. For the Urisk, and for Petra.
Galahad removed his hands. “Vincent, your anger is natural, and to an extent, healthy. But don’t let it cloud your judgment. If you do, you may find that you’ve lost more than just Petra. The Urisk need you to keep a calm head.”
He was right, of course. I nodded. I looked around my office. My action figures were scattered on the floor, papers were everywhere, and the place was a general mess. “Thanks, boss. I’m sorry I lost it there.”
Galahad smiled. “Nothing to apologize for, Vincent.” Galahad moved and his hip bumped my desk. My Pepsi, which had amazingly not been thrown around, fell off and splashed on the carpet.
“Oh, rats,” he said as he bent over to pick up the can. “Sorry about that, Vincent.”
Rats? Pieces suddenly clicked in my mind, and I hastily relayed what I’d just realized to Galahad. “Angels of mercy protect us,” he whispered as he blessed himself. 
I was out the door before he could ask any questions. Kristin’s office was a few doors down from mine. I ducked inside. She was out, but I just needed a few things. The first was one of the hazmat suits she wore when in the sewers. The second was one of the pairs of thick rubber boots she kept handy. I found both of those in her office closet. The third was to get a look at one of the sewer maps. It only took a moment to find what I was looking for: a big four-way junction in the sewers, about a hundred yards from Caulborn HQ. Perfect.
 I rushed downstairs. I got to the lobby and found Jake sitting at his usual place. “Jake,” I called. “Get the emergency decontamination unit set up next to the garage entrance. Have the Doc meet us out there. Full gear.” I saw him nod and I sped on. I went outside and telekinetically pulled a sewer grate free of its housing. Then I dropped down into the sewers. 
 The smell was more than unpleasant. My flashlight barely made a dent in the darkness. I sloshed through the muck into a slightly wider tunnel. I took two lefts and a right, and then I was at the junction. It was about the size of the conference room back in the office. It would do.
 I let out a short breath. “Okay, here we go.” I closed my eyes, tapped the Urisks’ faith in me and reached out to the rats. I found dozens of them not too far away, and called them forward, commanding them to line up in rows. As the first batch arrived, I reached out farther, and found more. I called these in as well. I repeated the process over and over again. The tunnel began to heat, and squeaks and scratching sounds filled the air. Sweat ran down my face and I could feel the effort draining my reserves of faith. There were a lot more rats than I’d planned on, but I had to keep calling them in.
 Finally, I couldn’t reach any further. I opened my eyes and found thousands of rats, all packed on top of one another in the tunnel. I quested out with my mind and found they were clogging the three other tunnels leading into the junction, as well. I had deliberately kept them from coming up behind me. I’d need a clear passage to run through.
 Pestilence said he had plans for the rats, and he’d gotten cranky at me when I’d used the rats for surveillance. But when I’d sent the rats forward as a diversion to let me and Megan escape from Leevan’s basement of doom, he hadn’t chastised me. So that meant he didn’t object to how I’d had the rats bite the zombies, zombies which were created by a supernatural disease. Logically, the rats would pick up the disease and become carriers when they consumed the zombies’ flesh. If my hunch was right, Pestilence planned to use the rats to spread that disease throughout the city, and I’d unwittingly helped him out.
 Now I just needed to— 
 I screamed in pain as something tried to yank the rats away from me. It felt like a blazing hot knife had been stabbed into my head. I fell to my knees and swore every curse I could think of. I latched back onto the rats, willing them to stay where they were. They were confused, and the more agitated they became, the harder they’d be to control. 
 The stabbing came again, but this time I was ready for it, and held onto the rats. The increased exertion was rapidly draining my faith reserves. Pestilence must’ve realized I was doing something big, and he didn’t want his pets to be a part of it. I was running out of time. If I didn’t end this now, I’d run out of power in a tug-of-war with the Horseman. 
 I took a few staggering steps back up the tunnel. Then I drew on all the Urisk’s faith and conjured fire. I sent a wave of flames down the tunnels, so hot that it incinerated the rats before it even touched them. Their squeaky shrieks exploded in my mind, but I held onto the fire and willed it on. There was nothing down here for it to burn except for the rats. A wall of heat rushed forward, and I drew on even more of the Urisk’s faith to control it. When the immolation was over, when the last rat’s scream vanished from my mind, I used my will to extinguish the fire.
 When it was done, I collapsed to my hands and knees and threw up. The smell of burnt rodent and boiled sewage was too much for me. I leaned against the tunnel wall, covered in sweat and filth. I felt at my faith reserves. I was nearly empty, but I had just enough for one more psychic trick. I struggled up to my feet. Now I just had to get out of the sewers.
 “CORINTHOS!” Shit. I looked over my shoulder and saw Pestilence mounted on his horse about thirty yards away. “You have disrupted some very carefully crafted plans, godling.”
 I started backing away. “Well, I’m terribly sorry about that, Pest. Better luck next time.” The Horseman screamed in rage and drew his sword. The sound of his horse’s hooves echoed down the sewers. The tunnels weren’t wide, but Pestilence was warping them so he could fit the horse through. I used the last of my faith to reach out to the horse’s mind. 
Rear up and run, I commanded. The horse neighed and reared. Pestilence, completely unprepared for the horse’s move, was thrown from the saddle. His head cracked against a pipe and he fell to the tunnel floor with a dull thud. I didn’t stick around to see if he got up. I ran as fast as I could down the tunnel. A moment later, I heard footsteps sloshing behind me, and raspy breathing. And they were getting closer. 
 Damn. For a wheezy, sick guy, Pestilence could move pretty fast.
 I heaved myself up the ladder and poked my head up into fresh air. I scrambled out onto the pavement, rolling and lurching as fast as I could. Pestilence surged up through the manhole. He hadn’t even bothered with the ladder, he’d just leapt up. Which was exactly what I was hoping for.
 “Now, Jake!” I hollered. Jake, clad in a bright yellow hazmat suit and wielding a weapon that reminded me of the Ghostbusters’ proton packs, unloaded a thick stream of white foam onto Pestilence. I gave a satisfied grin as Pestilence howled in pain and rage. That foam killed disease and bacteria on contact, and the handful of nasty things it can’t kill aren’t from this planet. 
 Pestilence’s body smoldered as Jake emptied his canisters, then quickly backed away from the Horseman. Pestilence stood there, his body steaming, his eyes glowing red. He looked smaller, like he’d lost forty pounds and about a foot of height, but he was still there, and now he was really pissed. Damn, I’d thought the hazmat stuff would’ve done it. My mind raced. I was out of tricks. 
 Pestilence pointed his sword at Jake. “I will deal with you in a moment,” he snarled. His sword swung around to point at me. “But you are first.” 
 “Horseman!” A voice boomed. All heads turned to see Galahad XI stride purposefully from the building. “It is not your time to have this Earth. Leave us.”
 Pestilence stared for a moment, then started to laugh. The laugh had a phlegmy sound to it, and made my skin crawl. “And who are you, mortal, who would defend the son of Janus?” 
 “I am Galahad XI, knight of Christ and paladin of the one true God. This man and this city are under my protection. I offer you this chance to walk away and end this conflict.”
 Pestilence sneered. “You should not challenge a Horseman, human.” He charged forward, his sword rising above his head. To my shock, Galahad met the charge. The sword of blazing white light appeared in Galahad’s hands and he knocked Pestilence’s sword aside. The corroded blade shattered as Galahad struck it. Pestilence was thrown to the ground. The Horseman regarded the remains of the sword in his hand and looked up at Galahad.
 The former priest looked down at Pestilence, sword of light shining in his hand. “You will have this world when God deems it time, and not one second before,” Galahad said. “Leave now.”
 Pestilence stood and, to my surprise, gave Galahad a short bow. “As you say, paladin.” Then he disappeared in a haze of greasy smoke. Doc Ryan appeared in his own hazmat suit.
 “Gentlemen,” he said. “If you’ll kindly step over here.” Galahad was decontaminated, and I shed the hazmat suit and boots. Galahad caught up with me a few minutes later.
 “That was a clever idea, Vincent, using the decontamination foam against Pestilence.” 
 “It didn’t work quite the way I’d hoped.”
 “No, but it was very brave.”
 “Me? You’re the brave one, boss. You went toe-to-toe in a swordfight against a Horseman of the Apocalypse. That’s pretty cool.” 
Galahad only shrugged. 
Doc Ryan led us into medical. I’d been spending a lot of time in this room lately. As the Doc did some scans, I slapped my hand to my forehead. 
 “Doc, is Megan okay? She was exposed to a really nasty supernatural virus that turns people into zombies. Please tell me you’ve done something to make sure she’s okay.”
 The Doc looked at me like I had three heads. “Supernatural virus? She had some zombie cuts, but between Mrs. Rita’s decontamination and a false tooth she swallowed, she seemed fine. She’s been under observation for the last few hours, Vincent. There weren’t any traces of a supernatural virus that I could see.” 
 I told him what had happened to me. The Doc lit a cigarette and puffed thoughtfully for a moment. Then he snapped his fingers. “That flower. It pumped a lot of botanical magics into her, and we haven’t gotten a full picture of everything it might have done. But botanical magic typically counteracts undeath magic, so there’s a very good chance the flower managed to serve as an antidote to this zombie virus you’re talking about. I’ll need to run some more tests on Megan once she’s up and about again.”
 As if on cue, Megan came in. She looked perfectly healthy, save for the missing tooth. “I missed some action, huh?”
 I quickly filled her in. When I finished, I said, “We still need to deal with Dr. Leevan.” 
 Megan nodded. “Gearstripper got some results back on Leevan’s fingerprints. Turns out her real name is Sandra Lochman. She was barred from practicing medicine in Europe because of some unethical cloning experiments.”
 “And now we have gremlin clones running around.”
 She nodded. “I think that explains why they kidnapped Axlesnapper. I’ve got a few more things I need to check on, so give me twenty or so and we can work out a plan.”
 “Better make that an hour or so,” the Doc said. “Sorry, Megan, but I’ve got a few more tests I need to run on you.”
 Megan’ shoulders slumped. “More? For crying out loud, Doc.” The Doc shot her a stern look and she stopped talking. She looked irritated, and I certainly couldn’t blame her.
“All right, Meg, I’ll come find you in about an hour.” I walked back up to Gearstripper’s workshop and blinked at what I saw. Petra’s marble body was reassembled, held together by some strange golden glue. Gears was asleep on top of her. I touched him gently on the shoulder. A short scalpel dropped from his hand. He didn’t move. 
 “Gears?” I picked him up. He hung limply in my hands. “Shit, Gears!” I carried him like an infant and rushed him down to medical. “Doc, something’s wrong with Gearstripper.” 
 The Doc came out of one of the adjacent examination rooms as I laid the gremlin down on a bed, and the Doc looked him over. Gears’ skin was too pale and I couldn’t tell if he was breathing. The Doc asked me some questions about how I’d found him and I answered as quietly as I could. I didn’t want Megan to know Petra’s story; it’s not my secret to give away. The Doc quickly hooked up an IV to Gears, making a tiny cut on the gremlin’s forearm. Gold blood seeped from the vein and solidified around the IV tube. 
 My breath caught. The glue Gears had used on Petra wasn’t glue, it was his own blood. I quickly relayed this to the Doc, who dashed for the medical wing’s other fridge. He came back with a small bag of golden blood and hooked it up to Gears’ IV. Almost immediately, the little gremlin’s color improved. 
 “You know how fast gremlins heal, Vincent,” Doc said to me. “He’ll be fine.”
 “I don’t get it. If you had a bag of his blood lying around, why didn’t he just use that?”
 “Wouldn’t work.” Gears’ voice was weak, and his eyes weren’t open yet. “Has to be fresh. Otherwise, won’t take.”
 “Jesus, Gears, don’t talk. Rest. You can tell me everything when you’re better.” 
 “Food,” Gears said. “Please.”
 “You’ve got an IV of sugar water and protein right now, Gearstripper,” Doc said. “Once that’s gone, you can have solids.”
 Gears frowned. His eyes were still shut. “Can’t taste that. Twinkies would be better.”
 “Gears, I’ll buy you a case of Twinkies as soon as you’re better, okay?” 
 “Make it two cases and you’ve got yourself a deal, Vinnie.” He smiled. 
 “Rest, pal.” I patted his shoulder. I looked at Doc Ryan, who gave me a thumbs-up sign. I sighed. Gears would be okay. 
I went back to his workshop. The golden “glue” had faded completely from Petra’s body, and the marble was whole again. I stared at her in amazement. Had Gears done this with just his blood? Was there more to it? I wanted to touch her, to see if Petra could move or hear me, but I was scared that I might disrupt something. Once Gears was back on his feet, I’d learn more.
 For now, though, I really needed a Pepsi. I went down the hall to the vending machine, then sat down in my office. I jolted as something moved in my breast pocket. I fumbled out Commander Courageous, who beamed up at me with his “I’m a hero, dammit” smile. Petra must’ve tucked him into my shirt before we left for the Bright Side.
 “Glad to see you’re up and about,” Commander Courageous said. “How do you feel?”
 I gripped him around the waist and held him up to my face. “I’d be doing a lot better if I knew Petra was going to survive, Commander.” I shook the action figure. “Why did you send her to the Bright Side with me?” 
 The Commander glared at me. “I didn’t send Petra to the Bright Side with you, Vincent. I kept you from taking Gearstripper. If the gremlin had accompanied you, he would’ve been crushed by the envikan.” 
 “The what?” 
 The Commander rolled his plastic eyes. “The crystal soldiers, Vincent. They’re called envikan. There are some things even Gearstripper can’t heal from, and being crushed to a pulp by a five hundred pound crystal warrior is one of them. Because you kept Gearstripper back, there was a chance for him to revive Petra.”
 “You knew she’d be shattered and Gears would use his blood to fix her? How? Is it going to work?” No response. The Commander had gone quiet again. I shook him violently. “Dammit, is it going to work?” I demanded. The Commander’s confident plastic smile never wavered. I waited in silence for what seemed a long time.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 23
 
Brothers, I have detected two temporal anomalies coming from the Boston area, within mere hours of one another. Both disturbances occurred in the vicinity of Vincent Corinthos, son of Janus. The godling must be monitored to ensure he does not disrupt the time stream and alter history in any way.

 -Missive from Brother Abraham Webb, Chronicler of the Fifth Circle, to the Chronicler order at large.
 When it was obvious Commander Courageous wasn’t going to say any more, I slammed the toy down on my desk and stalked back to the vending machines. I bought a package of Twinkies and went down to medical.
 Gears was already sitting up in bed, sipping orange juice. Doc Ryan was checking his temperature. I glanced around, then made a big deal about “surreptitiously” giving Gears the Twinkies. The Doc rolled his eyes at me. 
 “A down payment on the case,” I said. 
He grinned at me and tore open the package. 
I lowered my voice in case Megan was still within earshot. “Gears, is Petra going to be okay? When will you know if what you did worked?”
 “It won’t be long,” Gears said around a mouthful of Twinkie. “Last time around, it only took her a few minutes to revive. The damage was a lot more extensive this time, so it might take hours, maybe a few days. I’m really not sure, Vinnie.”
 “Is that how you fixed her last time?” I asked. “With your blood?” Gears nodded. “How did you even know to try that?” 
 Gears hesitated. “During the war, the Mother made lots of golems. Sometimes the golems would get damaged, and she used gremlin blood to repair them. It was part of the reason we healed so quickly, to always be able to provide medical support to the golems. So if a golem had an arm or a leg blown off, three or four gremlins would cut themselves and smear blood on the damaged golem parts, and then reaffix the limb. Then the gremlins would heal, and we were back in the fight.
 “In some ways, Petra is a lot like a golem. She’s living rock, an animated statue. The golems were kinda like that, so I tried the healing trick when we first found her. I didn’t need to use so much blood back then, though.” 
I thought about that for a moment. Gears and Petra had always been close. I had thought it was because Gears had a crush on her. Now, I thought I might understand things a little better. Gears finished his Twinkies with a contented sigh. 
 “Hey Doc,” he called. “Can I get out of here? I’ve got work to do.” 
 Doc Ryan shuffled back into the room and smiled. “Go ahead, Gearstripper. But I’m going to call your workshop every thirty minutes for the next six hours. If you don’t answer, we’re bringing you back to medical and you’ll stay here for the same amount of time I’d keep a human patient.”
 Gears nodded. “Got it. C’mon, Vinnie, let’s go.” We went back up to the workshop. Petra’s body was changing color, from stone to flesh tones. Her eyes were glassy, but I could see she had pupils again. 
 “Petra, baby, can you hear me?”
 “Vincent?” Her voice was slurred, and her mouth wasn’t moving. I leaned down and kissed her forehead. 
 “Shh. Petra,” Gears said. “You’re fixed, but you haven’t finished reviving yet.”
 “Stiff,” she said.
 “Yeah, it’ll probably be a while before you’ve got full range of motion back. You’ll get there. Don’t push. Wait a sec.” He rushed over to a file cabinet and pulled out a portable DVD player. He mumbled to himself as he flipped through a binder of DVDs and selected one. Then he popped in the disk and set the player down next to Petra’s head and turned it on. A moment later, Firefly appeared on the screen.
 “It’s the Jaynestown episode,” Gears smiled. “Your favorite.”
 “Thanks,” Petra said. Gears positioned the player so it was in Petra’s line of sight and then turned back to me. 
 “She’s going to be okay, Vinnie.” He smiled. “She’s going to be okay.” 
I couldn’t help but laugh. I picked the gremlin up and hugged him. He smelled like WD-40 and Twinkies. 
 “Gears, thank you,” I whispered. Tears were coming into my eyes and I blinked them back. “I’d be totally lost without her.”
 Gears’ tiny arms hugged me back. “What can I say, Vinnie? She’s special to me, too.” He gave me a squeeze and I set him down on the table. A computer chirped and Gears scampered over to it. “Bingo,” he said triumphantly as he pumped his arms in the air. “I just cracked the rest of Axle’s files.” 
 “What do they say?”
 Gears scrolled through the data. “It’s a personal journal, where she talks about the Mother, but there are notes here about Dr. Leevan, too.” Gears’ tone became serious, so I kept my mouth shut and let him read. “Looks like the Mother was suffering from the early stages of Alzheimer’s, and Dr. Leevan offered to cure her. The Mother said that Leevan was doing some very intriguing work with repairing damaged neural tissue, and felt that she could actually do it. In exchange, though, the Mother had to tell her the secrets of how to make gremlins.”
 Gears scrolled some more. “Ultimately, the Mother turned Leevan down.” Another ten minutes of silence, save for the adventures of the crew of the Serenity that played in the background. I used the time to answer some of my follower’s prayers and recharge my reserves a bit. Gears sighed. “Most of the rest of this is just personal reflections. It sounds like the Mother regretted using us the way she did.” His ears drooped slightly as he looked at his hands. “I guess you were right about her, Vinnie. The Mother really did change sides in the end.” 
I patted him on the shoulder. He let out another sigh and scrolled through some more text. 
 “There’s some stuff here about Axle and the Mother’s relationship, it sounds like they had genuine affection for each other.” His voice was quiet, and I could hear regret in it. He gave himself a shake and turned his yellow eyes up to me. “Doesn’t look like there’s much more here, Vinnie.”
 “Do the notes say anything about what Leevan was planning, any suspicions Millie might have had?” 
 “No, sorry, Vinnie.”
“Damn. So we’d need Leevan’s notes to know what she’s up to.”
 “So you and Megan weren’t able to get to Leevan’s computer?”
 I frowned. “We did, and I had your Gremlinux disk loaded, but I wasn’t able to break her password.”
 “But the disk was loaded?”
 “Yeah, but like I said, I couldn’t recover anything.” 
Gears’ ears had perked up, and his grin was devilishly mischievous. 
“Gears, what have you done?”
 Gears rolled his eyes at me. “Come on, Vinnie. I’ve been working on computers almost since they were invented. I’ve learned a few tricks over the years.” He opened a new window and tapped away on his keyboard. A few moments later, another window popped open. The screen showed Da Vinci’s Virtuvian Man. I blinked. I was looking at Leevan’s computer.
 “How are you doing that?” Gears opened his mouth and I held up a hand. “And keep in mind, I don’t have sixty or seventy years of computer experience.”
 Gears grinned. “No problem, Vinnie, I’ll use small words. A Gremlinux disk leaves a few things behind. One of them is a backdoor program that lets me read anything that’s on that computer.”
 “And this works even if the disk is removed?”
 “Yep. The only people who’d load Gremlinux, besides me, are people we’re trying to procure information from. So I built that door just in case the data couldn’t be recovered during a mission.” He turned his full attention back to the monitor. “Wow. Leevan isn’t even encrypting her files. Back during the war, every doctor had their own special cipher. The Mother had five.” He skimmed through the files. “Jeez, she’s even got personal journals on here. Don’t people understand that work computers are meant for work?”
 “Stay focused, Gears. What’s it say?”
 “Looks like Leevan’s been working on a project named ‘Imperium.’ From what I see here, she was commissioned to cure a rare blood disease by someone named Robert Maxwell.” Gears paused. “Maxwell gave her money, helped procure the space for the Hope Clinic, helped her obtain equipment, yada yada yada...” He made a face. “Looks like Leevan really does have a way to recover information from neural tissue. She’s been using Keri Greene’s brain like a computer, using it to handle some complicated cryogenic scenarios. That’s gross.” 
I snapped my fingers. “I bet that’s why they took Millie’s brain, too. They wanted to create more gremlins, she wasn’t going to share the recipe, so Leevan decided to take the information right from Millie’s brain.”
Gears continued skimming as if he hadn't heard me. “Oh, wow. Vinnie, you were right, Seamus McElery never left Leevan’s clinic. Her notes say that when she tried to perform an experiment on him, something mutated and he became a zombie. It looks like that happened to a bunch of regular people and several paranormals during the course of her experiments.”
 “That explains why there are so many zombies in her basement,” I said. 
 Gears scrolled for a few more minutes. “Holy crap,” Gears whispered. He pointed at the screen. “Leevan was conducting these experiments to create a cure for a specific person. Maxwell wants Leevan to revive Gottfried Herrscher.” Gears’ hands trembled as he scrolled through the text on the screen. “Vinnie, you can’t let that happen.”
 “The Dominator? He died back in the seventies.” I blinked at Gears. “Wait, you know him?”
 Gears nodded. “Let’s just say we’ve met. According to this, he was cryogenically frozen. He made arrangements to have his death faked so that his allies could revive him later.” 
 Lights came on in my mind. “We need to tell Galahad about this,” I said. “Pipe all that info up to the conference room and meet me there.” 
Gears nodded and I kissed Petra on the forehead before I left the room. 
 Ten minutes later, Megan, Galahad, Gears and I were seated at the conference room table. I quickly recounted what we’d discovered. “Everything that we’ve been dealing with for the last week has been about reviving Herrscher. Keri Greene was a cryogenic specialist. Leevan must’ve wanted her to help thaw Herrscher out. Let’s say she refused; Leevan needs her, and can’t leave her to her own devices, so they kill her, take her brain and put it to work on the unfreezing process. That tube we saw in the clinic was probably Herrscher’s cryo-pod.
“Herrscher suffered from a rare blood condition called thrombotic thrombocytopenic purpura.” That disease was a mouthful; I had to say it slowly. “When Megan and I were in the clinic, we saw Leevan treating a patient with TTP by filtering his blood through a vampire. Since vampires are immune to disease, Lucille was acting like a living purification system. The other paranormals that were kidnapped all had supernatural healing powers, as well. Vampires, werewolves, fae, they all can recover from wounds that would be fatal to a human. Leevan must’ve been experimenting to see which one would be the most effective.”
Megan pursed her lips. “Okay, so how bad is this? We know that Leevan is close to healing Herrscher, but what happens if she revives him?”
 “It’ll be bad,” Gears said with a shudder. “Herrscher can mentally dominate supernatural creatures. He used them as soldiers in his own little paranormal platoon. Didn’t matter if it was a lycanthrope, a vampire, or a fae.” Gears swallowed. “Even gremlins.”
 “And this Robert Maxwell character wants him for something,” I said. “Maxwell’s been attacking the Urisk on the Bright Side under the name Treggen. Maybe he wants to use Herrscher to control the fae over there. This situation goes beyond just what’s happening in Boston; this is a dimension-spanning crisis waiting to happen.”
 “But Herrscher will be, what, in his eighties or nineties?” Megan asked as she cocked her head to one side. “How effective could someone like that be?”
 “Normally, I’d agree with you there,” I said. “But look at the creatures that Leevan is using in her experiments. They all have supernatural healing powers, which grants them longevity. Each one of those creatures could easily live to a hundred, or older.” I was still having a hard time with Gears being older than Galahad, but I’d get used to it. “So whatever treatment she has planned may regenerate his body, and essentially make him a young man again.”
 “Add to that the golems that they’ve been building have the ability to detect paranormals, and these neo-gremlins can sneak up and knock people out so they can be abducted, and you’ve got your own built in soldier recruitment force,” Gears said. 
 “I know that look in your eyes, Vincent,” Galahad said, speaking for the first time. “What do you have in mind?”
 “Quick strike,” I said. “Nothing fancy, nothing flashy. We go back to the clinic through the sewers and clean out the neo-gremlins. Then we rescue the patients. We make sure that Herrscher is still on ice and then retrieve him as well. If Leevan’s there, we deal with her with minimal force. If she’s not, we pick her up ASAP. On the way out, we use some low grade firebombs to destroy the zombies. ”
 Galahad nodded. “Seems simple enough. Godspeed, then.”
 We headed back downstairs. Megan went to talk to Jake, who would be in charge of transporting the rescued patients back to our office. I followed Gearstripper down to his workshop. Petra had fallen asleep. I walked over to her and planted a kiss on her forehead. I touched her hair and smiled down at her. We’d been very lucky. Once she was better, we’d need to do something special to celebrate. 
 Gears cleared his throat. When I looked up, he gestured me over to a worktable. “I have a present for you,” he said. He handed me a super soaker.
 “Gears, it’s the middle of October. I don’t think a water fight is a great idea right now.”
 Gears rolled his eyes. “It’s filled with one of the strongest herbicides I could find, Vinnie. It should take care of those vine golems for you.” 
 “Oh, cool,” I said. “Thanks, Gears.” 
He smiled at me, then pulled out a small black box with straps attached to it and a cable that wound around to what looked like a nail gun.
 “What’s that?” I asked as Gears slipped the straps over his shoulders. He looked up at me as he pulled a switch on the nail gun. 
 “Spent uranium bolt shooter,” Gears replied. “I’m going with you. I have a score to settle with Leevan and her neo-gremlins.”
 “Gears, I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” Gears looked up at me then, his eyes glowing and his sharp teeth gleaming. For the first time in my life, I was afraid of him. 
 “Time to break stuff, Vinnie,” Gears whispered. “Let’s go.” 
I followed him out with my super soaker slung over my shoulder. We met Megan and Jake in the lobby, where Jake handed me a special jumpsuit, complete with boots. The suit was bulletproof and would provide better protection against the nastiness in the sewers. I hastily pulled the outfit on over my regular clothes. 
 Megan raised her eyebrows when Gearstripper climbed into my backpack, but I shook my head. She nodded, understanding. Jake drove us near the clinic and we silently exited the van. Jake would wait in the van until we signaled all clear for him, then he’d come in and help us take the patients to safety. The three of us dropped back into the sewers through the same manhole cover Megan and I had exited from. 
 I’ve been spending way too much time in sewers lately. One of these days, I want to track down a bad guy who lives on a beach.
 I quested out for rats to use as sentries, but none were there. Their population hadn’t had a chance to replenish after the barbeque earlier. We made our way back to the clinic’s basement. A piece of plywood had been placed over the hole I’d made. Gears and Megan looked at me and I telekinetically pushed against the makeshift barricade. 
 Let me tell you, plywood is a heck of a lot easier to push through than bricks. 
 The board fell inward and we stepped into the basement. Megan pressed a button on the shiny, new control panel and we took the elevator up to the neo-gremlins’ room. Gears hissed and shot off of the elevator like a rocket. Megan and I stood on the elevator platform, our eyes wide as we watched Gears work. He dashed from pod to pod, cutting wires with his teeth, his claws deftly tearing open panels that held delicate electronic equipment, which he then smashed. He giggled as he did it. The sound made my skin crawl.
 In the dim blue light of the room, I could imagine how an Allied pilot must’ve felt when he realized a gremlin was aboard his plane. Gears was a blur of motion, and in his wake he left crackling circuits, smoking power cables, and dead neo-gremlins. He moved to the ones on the floor next, connected to the feeding tubes. I realized he was chanting in German as he moved. Cut the wires, crash the planes. I shivered. His head tipped to one side as he surveyed them. A heartbeat later, his wicked grin returned. 
 He rushed over to one of the neo-gremlins and severed its feeding tube with his teeth. Then he hauled his nail gun around, and fired three quick shots. The neo-gremlin shrieked as it sailed across the room and was nailed to the wall. The sound reverberated against the glass in the room. 
 I was frozen in place as I watched my little friend move to the pinned neo-gremlin. Gears’ eyes were bright yellow orbs in the dim light. He gestured at his chest with his thumb. “Überlegen,” he whispered. The neo-gremlin’s silver eyes barely had a chance to widen before Gears blew its head off. Gears’ giggling continued as he shot the rest of the neo-gremlins with the nail gun. They spasmed on the floor and the room was splattered in silver blood.
 Gears’ eyes were bright as he looked at me. “Vorwarts, Vinnie,” he said.
 “What?”
 “He said ‘onward,’” Megan whispered. “It’s German.”
 “Gears, pull yourself together, pal.” 
 Gears shook himself visibly. “Sorry, Vinnie,” he said. His voice still held a trace of the German accent. “I haven’t broken anything in a long time.” He looked almost wistful as he surveyed the damage he’d done.
 The door to the room burst open. Four vine golems stood in the doorway. I brought my super soaker around and let the first golem have it. The herbicide dissolved the golem’s flesh on contact. The smell of harsh chemicals and rotting plant matter was stomach turning, but I kept pumping. The golem shrieked and tried to stagger away, steam rising from its body as I doused it. Megan’s alien blaster appeared and she blew a hole in the creature’s chest. Its bretheren shot into the room, their vines extending. I sprayed them across the face and their eyes dissolved. They screamed and Megan blasted them too. 
 On the final shot, her blaster began to whine. “Sugar, honey, iced tea,” she whispered. “They told me the batteries in this thing would last for a hundred and fifty years.” The ray gun disappeared and she brought back her 9mm. 
 “Careful,” I said as I gestured to the doorway. “There are innocents in there.”
 She nodded and flicked her wrist again. Another gun appeared. “This one has rubber bullets.”
 “How do I get one of those shoeboxes?” I asked.
 She just smiled at me and inclined her head toward the door. “Let’s go.” We charged into the main treatment room. The overhead lights were blazing down on us and Megan let out a sigh of relief as we saw the kidnapped victims were still on their cots. I glanced over at Herrscher’s tube. 
 It was open and empty. 
 I cursed under my breath and gestured to the tube. Megan frowned and opened her mouth to speak when the doors to the hallway opened. Dr. Leevan and a pair of orderlies entered, hurriedly pushing a man in a wheelchair. Herrscher. Whatever Leevan had done to him, he was fully revived and looked like he was in his early fifties. Leevan’s eyes narrowed at us, and she commanded her orderlies forward. 
 The men were thicker than the vine golems, but I could see the glass orbs that were their eyes. Megan’s gun flashed out, and I threw my super soaker to the side as I readied a bolt of telekinetic force. 
Something grabbed me from behind and threw me to the ground. Lucille was kneeling on me, her fangs bared. Her eyes were pure white, and there was a jerkiness to her movements that I hadn’t seen before. 
 I channeled the Urisks’ faith along my body, letting the blue light seep out. Lucille shrieked and lurched backward, the skin along her arms and thighs burning. I extinguished my faith light; I didn’t want to immolate her. Megan’s rubber bullet gun cracked a few times, and I turned to see the Delions, in full wolf form, charging her. Her aim was true and the wolves yelped and backed away. 
 Seeing that Lucille was the wrong attacker for me, Herrscher switched our dance partners. I tried to telekinetically push the Delions away, but I didn’t use enough force and the wolves slammed into me. I cried out as fangs tore into my shoulder, and I snarled as I telekinetically hurled them away. I fumbled the shock baton from my belt and powered it up. I held it before me like a sword, trying to keep it between me and my attackers.
 Something small and green shot into my peripheral vision. Gears. I put up a wall of force between the gremlin and the Delions; if they got their claws into him, they’d literally tear him apart. He was waving his nail gun wildly, screaming at the top of his lungs in German, and I caught Axlesnapper’s name in there a few times. 
The gremlin abruptly turned in mid-stride and charged over to me. He clawed his way up my back. I yelped. “Gears, what are you—” I turned and saw that Gearstripper’s eyes were pure white. 
 The gremlin fired off a shot at my shock baton, shattering it and snapping my wrist. I cried out and Gears vaulted deftly to the ground. He raised the nail gun at me, and I telekinetically threw him back, slamming him into Lucille, who had just wrapped herself around Megan and was moving in for a bite. 
 It was like hitting Lucille with a football, but it gave Megan a chance to roll away. I had seen Gears take falls harder than what I’d just done to him, so I knew he’d be all right, but I felt horrible just the same. I was going to owe him a trip through the Wonka factory after this one was over. Of course, first we had to get out of here alive.
Megan pulled out her other 9mm and sent a handful of shots at Dr. Leevan and the Dominator. I’m not sure what happened to the bullets. It’s like they winked out of existence just before hitting Leevan and Herrscher, and then reappeared on the other side of them. Megan’s aim was true, but the bullets lodged themselves in the wall directly behind her targets. 
I threw up a telekinetic wall in time to deflect the smaller of the wolves, Casey, from hamstringing Megan. Megan and I went back-to-back and I threw a telekinetic dome over us. 
“This isn’t exactly going to plan, Vincent,” Megan said as she reloaded. 
“I know,” I said, nursing my wrist. “I hadn’t expected to have to fight the people we came here to save.”
The werewolves, Lucille and the orderlies hurled themselves at the dome, their bodies bouncing off the invisible barrier. I looked at the man in the wheelchair, who gave me a condescending smile. “We need to find a way to break Herrscher’s hold on them,” I said through clenched teeth. 
Megan had her hand to her ear. “Jake, we need backup. Jake, do you read me? Say again, we need backup. Jake?” Her voice cracked. I could tell she was straining to keep it together. “I think our transmissions are being jammed or blocked, Vincent. I don’t know if I got through.” 
“Wonderful,” I said. 
 There was a rat-tat-tat sound as Gears scrambled forward and let loose with his nail gun. His shots bounced harmlessly away, but holding the dome like this was burning through my faith reserves. It’s one thing to make a quick shield, it’s another to maintain something for an extended period of time, and around two people at that. I glanced around. There had to be a way out of this. Something I could do to disrupt Herrscher’s control over the paranormals, some way to distract him. 
 And then suddenly, the possessed paranormals stopped their attacks and stepped back a few paces. They parted and I saw that a man clad in a gray business suit had stepped into the room. He was tan and had a tattoo of a sun on the left side of his neck. He grinned at us condescendingly and began clapping.
 “Robert Maxwell,” Megan said.
 “Treggen,” I snarled.
 The bastard actually smiled at me. “Well done, Vincent Corinthos, God of the Urisk. I truly commend your efforts. I would not have suspected that a half-breed such as yourself would be able to figure out my plans.”
 “Pound sand, asshole,” I said. “So fill in an unenlightened person such as myself. What’s this all about? The experiments, the abductions, the attacks on the Urisk?”
 Treggen blinked. “Why, I want to conquer the Urisk, of course. Perhaps you aren’t as smart as I thought. The Urisk are a powerful resource on the Bright Side, not as plentiful as trolls or hobgoblins, but one Urisk psion is worth fifty, no, a hundred hobgoblin soldiers. With them at my command, taking the rest of the realm will be easy.”
 “And that’s why you wanted Herrscher? To compel my people to war?”
 “Quite right, Corinthos.” He nodded. “The Urisk, unlike many of the Bright Side’s denizens, have no malice toward humanity. They actually like humans, and even accepted you as their god.” There was scorn in his voice. “But I need their psychic firepower in my armies, one way or another. So reviving Herrscher here became my top priority.” 
 He took a step toward me. “But you did something on the Bright Side, didn’t you? That dome you put up. I’ve been watching you for some time now, Vincent Corinthos, and I think I know how your mind works. If I’m right, Herrscher’s mental control won’t penetrate that dome, either. So I need you to open it for me.”
 “No chance.”
 Treggen shook his head. “Ah, Mr. Corinthos, I admire your bravado. Perhaps you think that we’re at an impasse here, you behind your telekinetic wall, and us out here. What you don’t realize is that Dr. Leevan’s treatments have improved Herrscher’s powers.” His smile was slow and wolfish. “He can dominate humans now. Even Caulborn.”
 To illustrate the point, Megan turned toward me slowly. Her eyes were white. Before I could do anything, her left fist flashed out and caught me on the side of the head. The world went black.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 24
 
Begin Coded Transmission
 In the 1800's, the area around Park Street was nicknamed Brimstone Corner. The official history is that gunpowder was stored in a local church’s basement during the war of 1812, and it gave off a constant scent of sulfur. The truth is that the Caulborn had trapped twelve demons that had been employed by the British and imprisoned them beneath the church. The scent has faded, but the demons remain bound. Their bindings are quite strong, but given time and access to the appropriate incantations, it should be possible to free the demons in accordance with Dodici Prophecy.
 -NS 
End Coded Transmission 
I woke up in a dim room. The walls were concrete and the only light was coming from a single bare bulb above me. I was stripped to the waist and strapped to a metal table. A golem and three neo-gremlins surrounded me. A television on a cart was about ten feet to my right. Otherwise, the room was bare. One of the neo-gremlins saw I was awake and hustled out of the room. 
 I felt at my bonds. If I was fast, I’d be able to Open them, get off the table and immolate the golem. Then, if I was very lucky, I might have enough faith left to fight my way past the neo-gremlins. It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was all I could come up with. As I focused on the bonds, Treggen came into the room, carrying a folding chair. He pulled a remote control out of his pocket and pointed at the television. It snapped to life and showed me a picture of Megan. She was stripped to her underwear and tied to a table like mine. Neo-gremlins surrounded her, each one holding a serrated knife. 
 “Now then, Mr. Corinthos,” he began as he seated himself. “I want you to understand a few things. I have no desire to make this any more difficult than it already is.” His tone was business-like, but pure hatred blazed in his ice-blue eyes. “All you have to do is open your dome on the Bright Side, and we’ll let your lovely partner go. If you refuse, things will get painful for both you and her.”
 “Megan wouldn’t want me to give up the Urisk to you, Treggen. And if you think I’ll sacrifice my followers like that, you don’t know me very well.”
 Treggen laughed. “Mr. Corinthos, I know you so much better than you think.” He clicked with the remote, and the image changed. I was looking at an office. My office. I could see the whiteboard, the computer screen, my collection of action figures. The place was still a mess from when I’d lost it after Petra was shattered. He clicked again and I saw Gearstripper’s workshop. He clicked a third time and I saw the conference room.
 “You see, Mr. Corinthos, I know you quite well. The original gremlins had their uses, indeed. Axlesnapper was quite loyal to Ms. von Hassen, and agreed to install a few things for me in your office. Did you realize that Millie still held a grudge against you Caulborn for not letting her see her father before he died? She had a chip on her shoulder for a very long time, and was most willing to exact a bit of revenge on you.” He chuckled. “And so I’ve been getting to know you ever since.” He snapped his fingers. “Grenlori. Gateway to the Urisk City.”
 A phasilion opened on the wall opposite me, giving me a clear view of Aegeon. I blinked. Grenlori was in the room and I couldn’t sense him? Treggen must be masking his presence somehow. I filed that away for later as Treggen turned his attention back to me.
 “Now then, Mr. Corinthos. You will open your dome, or my new friends will begin cutting.” He flipped the TV back to Megan. I stared at her for a moment and set my jaw. “I see,” Treggen said quietly. “You are not taking me seriously.” He removed a small walkie-talkie from his pocket. “Begin,” he said coolly. On the screen, one of the neo-gremlins drew a five-inch line up Megan’s left calf with its knife. Blood began to run immediately. Megan thrashed, and while no sound came from the television, I could hear her cry out nearby.
 “Perhaps you think that if you can stall long enough, the cavalry will come. Is that it, Corinthos? That your other precious Caulborn agents will come to your rescue? Did you really think I’d give them that chance? Once I knew you were here, I sent golems and my own gremlins to deal with them. They’re either all dead now, or they’ve been captured and are being brought back here. That’s why your office was deserted. Or did you not notice that when I was channel surfing?” 
 To illustrate his point, he flipped back through the screens of the Caulborn headquarters. The place was deserted and there were signs of a fight. He flipped back to Gearstripper’s workshop. Petra’s table was empty. Had been empty the first time around. I believed him when he said he’d sent golems to the office. I wasn’t so sure they’d been successful. Still, I had to play along.
 I ground my teeth and did my best to look both angry and upset at the same time. “You bastard,” I snarled. “When I get out of here I will—”
 “Tear out my eyes and piss on my brain. Yes, yes, I got the message from the envikan. You have quite a way with words, Mr. Corinthos, but I don’t think you really appreciate the direness of your situation.” He spoke into his walkie-talkie, and Megan’s cries of pain began anew.
 I looked at the dome through Grenlori’s gateway. Megan screamed again. 
“All right,” I snapped. “All right. Stop hurting her.” 
Treggen spoke into the walkie-talkie again and Megan’s screams subsided, but I could hear her sobbing. I ground my teeth. “It’s going to take a few minutes to do this,” I said. “The dome is only supposed to be opened from the Bright Side.”
 “I have time, Mr. Corinthos,” Treggen said. “You do not. If that dome is not open in five minutes, I will kill your partner. If you try anything cute, I will kill your partner, and then you. Is that clear?”
 I nodded. Then I stretched out with my mind to Aegeon. I hadn’t built him with this in mind, but since Aegeon had mentally connected to Petra while she was on the Bright Side, there was a chance I’d be able to contact her through him. I screwed my eyes shut. 
Petra?
Vincent? Her mental voice was far away, and sounded like it was coming through a metal tube. 
Are you all right? I asked.
Yes. Ga…and I...soon. We...
 She broke up. Inside, I was turning cartwheels. Petra was alive. It also meant that Treggen’s forces hadn’t killed the remaining Caulborn. With Petra there, they would’ve been more than able to handle a few golems and gremlins. I opened my mind to my followers. 
Lotholio, gather as many of the faithful as you can. Bring them to the south side of Aegeon’s wall. I don’t have time to explain. Begin channeling as strong of a telekinetic burst as you can. There’s a phasilion open just southwest of the city. When Aegeon opens, send the burst through. 
Yes, Lord.
 My faith reserves were almost gone. I’d used up almost everything I had left making that telekinetic shield earlier. I’d have enough for one fire blast, but the timing would need to be perfect. 
 “I don’t think you’re trying hard enough, Corinthos,” Treggen said. He spoke into the walkie-talkie and Megan’s screams began again. 
Aegeon, I called. Open a portal on your southwest wall. As slowly as you can. Now.
 “Dammit, Treggen, I’m going as fast as I can! Stop hurting her! Look, see, the dome’s opening.”
 Through the gateway, we could see the dome’s wall opening. Treggen smiled. “Ah, wonderful.” His smile never touched his eyes. “You know, Corinthos, the old Greek and Roman gods never actually cared for humans. I believe they considered it a sign of weakness to care for inferior creatures. I suppose ‘weak’ sums you up pretty well, doesn’t it?” He put the walkie-talkie up to his lips. “Dr. Leevan, please bring Herr Herrscher down to the basement. He’s about to meet his newest troops.”
 I reached out to Petra again through Aegeon. Where are you?
Close. Her voice was clearer. In the sewers. Coming to a rusty stairwell.
Lotholio, now!
 A searing blast of telekinetic force surged through the gateway. Grenlori shrieked and closed. The blast struck Treggen square in the chest and threw him against the wall. A force that strong should’ve turned him into a bloody smear, but it lost a lot of its punch traveling through Grenlori. Still, it was enough. I Opened my bonds and used the last of my faith reserves to immolate the vine golem. The smell of burning plant filled the room.
 The neo-gremlins were on me in a flash, their tiny jaws biting me. Pain burned along my arms and thighs where they’d torn out chunks of my flesh. I could feel their toxin surging into my system. I opened my mind to my followers to keep myself awake. It helped, but my movements were still sluggish. Their claws were tearing into my chest when the door exploded off its hinges. 
 Petra rushed into the room, her dark hair streaming out behind her. She shot forward and tore the neo-gremlins from my chest. She squeezed and their heads exploded. Her white Ghostbusters shirt was again splattered with silver gore. 
 Damn, Gears did a hell of a job fixing her. Petra helped me up to my feet. There was a sheet under the table I’d been strapped to and Petra tore this into strips for makeshift bandages. 
 I hobbled over to Treggen’s limp form and used some of the strips to bind him. As I did, I reached out to Lotholio. 
Nice work, Loth. The Urisk just dropped Warlord Treggen. 
 I could hear my followers cheering as Lotholio relayed the message. I smiled and let Petra wrap my wounds. We shared a long kiss and hug. After her being shattered, my capture, and now this, it was good to hold her again. After a while, I asked, “Where are Galahad and the others?” 
 “We dealt with a bunch more of these things.” Petra waved to the neo-gremlin corpses as she helped me into the hallway. “There were a couple of bigger golems, too. Kristin and Mist stayed in the sewer tunnels to keep our exit open. Galahad was searching the other rooms.”
 “Why didn’t you guys come through the front door?”
 “You know those rolling metal shields that convenience stores pull down over their windows and doors at closing time? This place has those things everywhere. I tried to punch through one of them and I barely made a dent in it. Galahad’s going to have some people out to analyze it.”
 Galahad and a sheet-clad Megan came out of the room next to the one Petra and I had left. Megan was leaning heavily on Galahad for support, and I could see blood running down her legs. Her head lolled to one side and she collapsed against Galahad, who struggled to keep her upright. He nodded to me. “We need to get Megan back to Dr. Ryan,” he said. “Come on.”
 “You are not going anywhere,” a voice called from our left. I turned to see Dr. Leevan pushing Herrscher’s wheelchair down the hall. The ex-Nazi grinned at us. Behind them were Justine Delion, Lucille, and Gearstripper. All of their eyes were white. Leevan pointed at the room Galahad and Megan had just come out of. “The lot of you will march into that room there.” Justine and Lucille were behind Galahad and me before I could blink. 
 The neo-gremlin chattered at Herrscher for a moment and pointed at Petra. “I see,” he said in a heavy accent. “So this one is inhuman as well.” Crud. The neo-gremlin must’ve seen Petra crushing its fellows. “Come over here, my dear,” he said warmly. “Let me look at you.” To my horror, Petra leaned me against the wall and walked over to Herrscher. The pit of my stomach fell through the floor. We weren’t going to get out of this. Not without a really bloody fight, anyway, and I wouldn’t be able to fight Petra or Gears. We’d lost. 
 Petra stood in front of the ex-Nazi, and his eyes hungrily went up and down her. He reached up and brushed her cheek. “Exquisite craftsmanship,” he whispered. 
 “Thank you,” Petra replied, and punched Herrscher square in the face. Blood splattered across her shirt as his nose broke and his head snapped back. He slumped forward in the chair, unconscious. I gaped at Petra for a moment, then realization dawned. Petra couldn’t be dominated for the same reason that Aegeon couldn’t be penetrated; she was built directly by a deity. Gears, Lucille and Justine swooned and then shook their heads. Lucille recovered first. Her eyes gleamed with a pale red light and she lunged forward, catching Leevan around the neck. She threw the other woman to the ground and bit her. 
 I didn’t mean to, but my caul filtered out Lucille’s illusion. I saw the corpse kneeling over Leevan, watched as the red blood welled up from Leevan’s neck and past Lucille’s dead lips. Lucille made greedy sucking sounds as she drank. Galahad watched Lucille feed. Then he looked at me. 
 “Are there any more hostiles?” he asked.
 “Treggen, the fuckstick behind all this, is in that room.” I waved in its direction. “What about the zombies?” 
 “They’re still locked in the side room there.” Galahad nodded toward the door. “I’ve searched the rest of this level and didn’t find anyone else. I’ll do a circuit of the upper floors shortly, but I suspect that we won’t find anything other than a few stragglers. A significant force tried to take headquarters.”
 “Everything okay back there?” 
 “Yes. The monitoring equipment Gearstripper set up gave us plenty of warning. We knew exactly when the attack was coming.” He smiled at Petra. “Petra was most helpful in dealing with the threat. We owe her a great deal of thanks.”
 “None necessary.” Petra smiled. “I’m just glad we were able to get Vincent back.” She hugged me so tightly I thought my ribs would crack. I was grateful for it, and hugged her back.
 We all turned when we heard a slurping sound, the kind you'd hear when you’ve emptied a cup through a straw. Lucille had finished her meal. She stood and wiped her mouth on the back of her sleeve. I looked down; the late doctor was little more than an emaciated skeleton. Lucille sneered at the body and kicked it across the room. “Bitch,” she hissed.
 “Right with you there, sister,” Justine Delion said as she moved behind Herrscher’s chair and stroked the fur of a small wolf that was sitting atop a neo-gremlin’s chest. I hadn’t even realized Casey Delion was in the room. Casey snarled as the neo-gremlin sputtered in German. “Sweetie,” Justine said, “just hold him. Mommy will tend to him in a moment.” 
She shifted into a half-wolf form; her features and limbs became feral almost instantaneously. It was creepy watching all that hair and muscle suddenly pop out on such a slight woman. She grabbed the neo-gremlin and carried it into the room Galahad and Megan had come from. The creature continued to sputter as Justine shut the door behind her.
 I heard “Nein, Nein!” And then silence. Justine came out in human form a few moments later, wiping silver fluid from her lips. 
 Gears whistled at her. “Wow,” he said. He looked up at me. “That’s the last of the neo-gremlins, Vinnie.” 
 “Well, assuming we can figure out how to get past the steel shields, it looks like we can go out the front door, boss,” I said to Galahad. He nodded at me and pulled out a radio.
 “Jake, pull the ambulance around to the front door.” 
 “Okay.” I jumped. That was the sixteenth word I’d ever heard Jake say. I almost didn’t recognize his voice. Galahad took Megan and the Delions upstairs. Lucille was studying Herrscher’s still form with a gleam in her eye. Gears, Petra and I went back into my cell.
 Treggen was gone.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 25
 
 Two days later, we were wrapping up the case. “Where do you think he went?” Gears asked from the other side of the conference room table. He was perched on the edge of the table drinking a Slush Puppy. 
 “No idea. That phasilion he was with could’ve taken him pretty much anywhere on the Bright Side.” I thought the psychic energy the Urisk had sent through it would’ve permanently disabled the creature, but after a brief chat with Aviorla I had learned otherwise. I’d been kicking myself pretty hard for letting him get away. “From what I’ve learned, Treggen has some sort of pact or bond with the phasilion. I don’t know which yet. But that’s how he was able to appear so suddenly, and why Megan and Gearstripper’s shots never found their marks. Treggen had phasilions passing the bullets around.” I ground my teeth. “Next time, though, next time I’ll finish him before he can run.” Galahad gave me a look that said he understood.
 Megan limped into the room and sat down next to Gears. She gave us a smile. 
 “How do you feel?” Galahad asked her.
 “My legs are a little tender,” she said, “but Doc Ryan says they’ll heal cleanly. I probably won’t even have scars.” I had spoken to the Doc shortly after we’d gotten back. He’d gotten his test results and they said there were no traces of any supernatural disease in her system, and he attributed that to the botanical magic from the flower; that incident had turned out to be a blessing in disguise. Megan turned to me. “I was pretty woozy after the rescue. What happened to Herrscher?”
 “Lucille dealt with him while Petra and I were looking for Treggen.”
 Megan inhaled sharply. “She drained him, too?”
 “Nope,” Gears said with a slurp. “She fed him to the zombies. She kicked open the door and wheeled his chair into the room. Then she jammed the door shut again. By the time we realized where he was, there wasn’t much of him left.”
 “Jake had some firebombs with him,” I added. “So we took out the rest of the zombies with those.”
 “We’ve confiscated most of Leevan’s equipment and files,” Galahad said. “We’ll be going through her notes for some time.”
 “At least she’s been stopped,” Megan said. “Leevan’s experiments are over, Herrscher has been dealt with, and the missing paranormals have all been found.”
 “What about Nathan Singravel?” I asked. 
 Galahad smiled. “Dear Nathan has been relocated back to Ashgate. Impersonating a Caulborn agent and selling secrets is not a good way to stay paroled.” 
 Megan pursed her lips. “What about Lucille?” she asked. “We watched her feed on an unwilling human. The pact—”
 Galahad raised a hand and Megan fell silent. “Given the circumstances, I have granted Lucille clemency.” His tone said that the subject was not open for further discussion. “I have also notified the leaders of the Midnight Clan and the Blood Runners about what happened to their missing people. They mourn for their fallen, but they approve of how the situation was handled.” He rubbed his eyes as he took in the group seated around the table. “Memorial services for Miguel will be held early next week. It will mean a lot to the family if you attend.” I nodded. Jake and Galahad had found Miguel’s body in the clinic and we’d returned it to Miguel’s family. “Treggen is still at large,” Galahad continued, “but I think you three have earned a few days off.”
 Gears and I left the conference room, while Megan stayed behind to talk with Galahad. “Vinnie,” Gears said, “I’m really sorry about what happened back at the clinic. I—” his ears drooped. “It’s a horrible feeling, being dominated. It happened a lot back in the war. You’re not in control, you’re doing things you hate, and you can’t stop yourself. I never wanted to hurt you.”
 “No worries, Gears.” I smiled. “I was worried I might’ve hurt you throwing you into Lucille like that.”
 Gears snorted. “Oh, please. You throw like a girl.”
 I grinned wider. “Better not let Petra hear you say that.”
 “Touché, Vinnie.” He stopped and looked up at me, his yellow eyes troubled. “I don’t get it, Vinnie. From everything I read, the Mother wanted a fresh start. I can’t figure out why she’d help Maxwell, or why Axle’d go along with her. It just doesn’t make any sense.”
 “We don’t know what Maxwell said to your Mother, Gears. Maybe he misled her, made it look like what he wanted wasn’t wrong?”
Gears frowned as we started walking again. “Could be. I’ll go through her notes again. Maybe I missed something.” As we passed beneath an air conditioning vent, he said, “Hey, give me a boost, will ya?” I hoisted Gears up and he quickly pulled the grate to the vent off, then pulled himself inside. “I gotta figure out where Axle hid all those cameras. There are probably more up in here. At least, that’s where I’d put them.”
 “All right, Gears. I’ll catch you later.” Gears disappeared into the air vents, and I went into my office. I pulled out my cell phone and called Petra. “Hey, babe, what do you say we have Gears and Megan over for dinner tonight?”
 “I had a feeling you might say that,” she said. “I’ve been cooking all day, so just bring them over.”
 “Love you,” I said.
 “Love you more,” she said back. We hung up and I put my phone away. It had been a rough couple of days. I closed my eyes and put my head on my desk. When I opened my eyes, the world was pitch-black, and Orcus was standing over me. I jolted in spite of myself.
 “A little warning would’ve been nice, Orcus.”
 He waved a thick-fingered hand dismissively. “Nice perhaps, but seeing your reaction was so much more fun.” He made an exaggerated surprised face, stretching his mouth and his eyes as wide as they’d go. “That’s what you looked like.” He made the face again. “Just like that, priceless.” He laughed to himself for a moment, then cleared his throat.
 “Now then,” he said, taking his glasses out of his breast pocket and perching them on his nose. “We have business to discuss.” The ironbound book appeared on the desk in front of me and Orcus turned its pages to the promise I’d made to Death. “I have spoken with the Grim Reaper, and he agrees that you have fulfilled your promise.” The words on the page faded, leaving it completely blank. 
 He turned back to the page with the promise I’d made to Megan. “This one, though, Vinnie, you came close to breaking this one. Letting her get tortured wasn’t a way to keep her fine. You’re also lucky that she didn’t contract that disease.”
 “I still say this is being taken out of context,” I replied. “That promise was for that specific moment, not for the rest of her life.”
 Orcus spread his hands and shrugged. “I can think on it further, I suppose. Easiest thing for you to do is just get her to release you from the promise.”
 Yeah, that probably would be the easiest thing, but how do you even bring something like that up? Maybe tonight at dinner an opportunity would present itself. “But in the meantime, Vincent, you keep her safe and you’ll be fine.” He pulled out a pocket watch on a fine gold chain. “Well, I got other places to be, kid. You take care.” He pointed at me. “And for your own sake, remember to think before you open your mouth.”
 He snapped his fingers and I was abruptly back in my office. I left notes for Gears and Megan about dinner, grabbed my coat, took the T back to the Children’s Museum, and entered the Bright Side via Aviorla. My followers cheered as I stepped through the gateway and my strength surged. Lotholio had arranged for a special service to celebrate Treggen’s defeat. In about ten minutes, my followers would chant new prayers, sing new songs, and share the stories of Lord Corinthos and his people and their battle against the warlord Treggen. The Urisk had even prepared a special hymn celebrating Petra’s recovery. 
 Even though Treggen was still out there, my people had faith that I would protect them from him. I could feel the Urisk’s excitement building, and I couldn’t help but smile.
 Tonight, I was going to have dinner with an old friend, the love of my life, and my new partner. Tomorrow, I’d sweep out the back of Thad’s shop, and then get back to hunting down Treggen. 
 But for right now, I'm going to enjoy the celebration. 
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