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PROLOGUE

 
Manhattan, New York City — 26 years ago
 
He’d tracked her this far, to the wooded northern end of Central Park. But here, the trail ran cold.
He leaned against a tree to catch his breath. The stump of his left arm throbbed still—he’d exhausted his spark in escaping them, and he had been forced to sear the wound with fire to stop the bleeding. But it was night now, and a near-full moon worked to replenish his magic while it provided sufficient light to search this place.
They were perhaps half a day behind him. He’d need his full strength to avoid being captured again.
After a moment’s rest, he straightened slowly and scanned the woods. The area was thick with bramble and underbrush, fallen branches and tangled vegetation. The nearest structure was a stone bridge, perhaps a thousand paces to the northeast. There was no sign of human passage here.
Yet he smelled blood nearby, and death.
He followed the scent to a large evergreen tree. Its lowest branches had broken and the ends of them hung to the ground, creating a natural shelter from which the stench of decay emanated.
When he moved carefully behind the branches, he saw the dead woman.
It was her—his father’s human lover. The one he’d chosen to keep and defend, even though it led to the Unseelie Queen banishing him from Arcadia. And like a good son, he’d stayed at his father’s side. Left the realm with him and crossed the veil to the human world.
His loyalty had gotten him tortured for eight long months, and his father killed.
She’d been his only possible link to his father’s fate. Not the woman herself, but the child she carried. The halfling spawn of his father. Of course, they also wanted the child…and it appeared they’d gotten to her first. She was curled slightly to one side and naked from the waist down, her stomach deflated, dried blood caking her thighs. One arm was thrown over her head, the hand still pressed against the trunk of the great tree. The other arm curved at her side as if she were shielding something.
He flinched as slight movement stirred and rustled near the body. Perhaps the animals had already begun to feast on her. He stepped closer, leaned down. And saw what she’d protected with her last breath.
A tiny, dark-haired infant snuggled at her side, apparently not troubled by keeping company with a corpse.
The child’s eyes were open and seemed to be watching him calmly. Blue like his own, like his father’s. Breathless with wonder, he stepped across the woman’s body and crouched beside the infant, who couldn’t have been more than a few hours old. The mother had managed to sever the birthing cord before she passed on, but the child was still smeared with the fluids of its passage to life.
It was difficult to lift the babe one-handed. He managed by sliding a hand beneath its legs, cradling the head and bringing the child quickly to his chest.
A boy. His half-brother—somehow, miraculously, healthy and unharmed.
“Little one,” he murmured. “We can’t leave her like this, can we?”
The baby cooed softly, as if he agreed.
He sighed and set the infant gently aside on a bed of browned pine needles. Burying the woman would require magic. He’d no tools, and even if he had, only one arm to work with. The process would drain his spark further, and he hadn’t yet fully recovered. It would make him completely vulnerable to them.
But leaving her exposed like this felt wrong. If they found her, they’d not respect her remains. They would find some twisted purpose to experiment on her dead flesh. A reason to take her apart, just as they’d done to his father.
He’d no love for this woman. But no one, not even a human, deserved them.
He found a branch with a jagged end and moved to her other side, away from the child. With the branch he scratched a large rectangle into the ground, and then traced runes inside the shape instructing the earth to crumble. The grave was too shallow, only around four feet, but it would have to serve.
It was not easy to push her body into the hole. She landed at a drunken angle, and he did the best he could to straighten her before using the last of his spark to fill the grave and smooth the area, disguising the disturbed ground.
Through it all, the child remained silent and watchful.
He returned to the infant, awkwardly removing the coat he’d stolen the night he escaped to make his missing arm a bit less noticeable. It mattered little now. He wrapped the naked babe in the coat and lifted him, once again cradling him to his chest.
The child sighed, and his eyes fluttered closed in sleep.
His heart ached for the slight, warm weight in his arm who seemed to trust him so quickly. He couldn’t care for the infant—especially not in this city, with those bastards hunting him down. Hunting them both. The only chance this little one had for survival was to send him away.
He’d seen a large human family earlier in the day, just outside the city near the start of the trail that had led him here. Travelers in a caravan of trucks and box-like vehicles. Hunters headed for the mountains, as they’d been eager to tell him when he stopped to stare at the heaps of animal skins that filled the backs of their trucks. They’d paused in the journey because one of their women had just given birth, and the babe was sickly.
He would swap the child for the hunters’ infant, make him a changeling. The boy would be raised human and unaware of his Fae blood. And in his ignorance, he would be forever safe from them.
Weary and aching for rest, longing for oblivion, he trudged through the brush determined to protect this tiny, fragile life. He’d failed to save his father, and the child’s mother, and himself. Even if they didn’t capture him again, they’d already destroyed him body and soul. He’d not make it much longer in this world.
But the boy would survive. This, he vowed to ensure.
His brother would live.
 
 



CHAPTER 1

 
Manhattan, New York City — Present Day
 
The man on the ground wore what used to be an expensive suit. Presumably, he also used to wear a face.
I didn’t say anything as I came up next to Detective Abraham Strauss, who was standing a lone vigil over the body. He’d told me what to expect when he called, but it looked like he’d kept his description on the conservative side. Though the victim had been bagged and pulled to the side of the wooded walking path, I could see the blood staining the dirt where he’d lain, black and oily in the floodlight that transformed the trees above into skeletal shapes. 
There was a hell of a lot of blood.
This was the second shredded man found in Central Park’s heavily wooded Ramble this week. The first one had also worn a suit, but he’d still had a face. What he’d lacked was guts—they’d fallen out of the gaping hole in his stomach.
“Damn,” Abe finally said as he loosened his tie and stared skyward, like he was trying to track the gaze of the body’s single remaining eye. More likely he was trying not to vomit. This was nasty, even for a seasoned big-bad-city detective like him. “Worse’n the last one,” he muttered. “Two makes a serial killer, you know.”
“Really? I thought you’d need at least three.” I crouched beside the corpse and tugged the zipper of the body bag a little further down. “All the rest of him in there? Except his face, I mean.”
“Think so.” The detective grimaced. “Don’t know how you can get so close to that.”
“He’s just dead.” I’d seen worse in my line of work—not many, but I’d transported a few corpses fished out of the river that weren’t even recognizably human. No matter what shape they were in, getting close to the dead never bothered me.
That honor was reserved for the living.
“We’re gonna have a hell of a time with this.” Abe pulled out an actual handkerchief and mopped his broad face and glistening brush-cut dome with it. He seemed to be sweating more than usual. It was a warm night for September, but the breeze was decent. This one was really getting to him. “How does a wolf manage to wander around Central Park without anybody seeing it, anyway?” he said. “The ME says the thing’s got to be as big as a horse.”
I glanced up at him. I’d read Viv’s report too—and noticed the gigantic dash of skepticism in it. Hell, I shared it. The NYPD insisted on calling the first body an animal attack. But it couldn’t be. “Hate to tell you this, Abe, but this wasn’t a wolf,” I said. “Especially not a lone wolf. If it was a pack, maybe…and that’s still a big maybe. There’s too much of him left for a pack.”
Abe cocked an eyebrow. “What, you’re an expert on wolves now?”
I shrugged. My past wasn’t something I discussed. Ever. Abe didn’t know me before my foster folks took me in at sixteen—and even they didn’t know the story, because I couldn’t risk telling it. I settled for a bland lie. “Don’t you watch the nature channel?” I said. “Wolves kill for food. We’re the only animals with murder in our vocabulary.”
“Yeah, right. Unless it’s rabid.” Abe heaved a sigh, and then looked around furtively, making sure no one was too close. The scene had been mostly cleared by the time I got there. It had to be, since what he wanted from me was decidedly unofficial. I was just a body mover, not a cop. 
Finally, he said, “So, uh, Gideon…you get anything from him?”
“Let’s find out.”
I had sort of a knack for death. Through observation and gut feeling, I could usually piece together the last few minutes of a person’s life—and sometimes pick out details that weren’t evident. Occasionally, these details helped solve a murder.
Abe had started calling me The Corpse Whisperer. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.
I hauled the body bag zipper the rest of the way down and spread it apart. The stench of blood wafted out stronger. Dirt and bits of leaves decorated the remains of the suit, and one hand had curled as if it was gripping something. “What was he holding?” I said.
Though his back was turned now, I heard Abe’s answer clearly. “A gun.”
Huh. Men in suits with guns were usually either law enforcement, or criminals. And if this guy had been local law enforcement, they’d probably have ID’d him already—even without a face. They’d have been looking for him.
Sometimes contact helped, so I laid a palm on the dead man’s chest. I could practically feel the echoes of his heart pounding in fear—no, not fear. Anger. Somehow I knew, even though his face was gone, that this guy had been royally pissed off when he died.
Bitch.
The word swam up like a whisper, and it startled the hell out of me. It wasn’t the first time I’d “heard” a word or two from the dead—which was probably my subconscious trying to make sense out of the senseless. But it was the first time I understood what it meant right away. “Abe,” I said. “I’ve got a feeling, and you’re not going to like it.”
He turned reluctantly. “I guess you’d better tell me anyway.”
“I think you’re looking for a woman.”
“What, the perp?”
“Yeah,” I said. “If it actually was a wolf, this guy decided to check its private wolf bits while it attacked him. Otherwise, he was killed by a woman. One he knew.”
“Jesus crispy-fried Christ.” His face had gone the color of moldy cottage cheese. “You sure?”
“I’m never sure.” I zipped the bag closed and stood, brushing dirt off my knees. “But I think you should keep the possibility in mind, if you want the body count to stay at two.”
“Right.”
“You want me to take him now?”
“Go for it,” Abe said. “And Gideon…thanks.”
I grinned. “Is that sarcasm I sense, Detective?”
“Could be.” His answering smirk was still troubled. “No offense, but I hope we don’t do this again anytime soon.”
“Yeah. I’m with you on that.”
He waved and wandered off, and I headed for the stretcher I’d parked just off the walking path. Mister Giant Wolf Attack had a date with the medical examiner.
Viv would be thrilled to see me again so soon.
 
 



CHAPTER 2

 
Body movers are basically taxi drivers for the dead.
My job was to shepherd corpses through their final round of earthly appointments. From residential homes to funeral homes, from hospices to hospitals, or from crime scenes to morgues—the dead had places to go and people to see, and they couldn’t exactly drive themselves. 
Not many wanted the role of a real-life Charon, endlessly ferrying the dead. But I didn’t mind. New York City was my River Styx, and there were plenty of souls ready to cross over every day.
Charon probably got paid better than me, though. None of my fares came with pieces of silver.
I pulled my delivery van behind Scruvener University Hospital and jumped out to retrieve my not-so-lively passenger. Aptly nicknamed Screw U by the staff and patients alike, the Upper East Side hospital was underfunded, understaffed, and overwhelmed. But it did have the best medical examiner in Manhattan.
The double doors whooshed open when I buzzed, and I rolled No-Face the Angry Corpse Man down the hall toward the wire check-in cage, singing a few lines from “Alice’s Restaurant” in the echoing silence.
As usual, Alice the security guard was not amused.
“Mr. Black.” She didn’t even look up from her Popular Science magazine as she pushed the clipboard through the slot. “That’s three already tonight. Is there a full moon?”
“Not for another week or so.” I’d already brought in a heart attack victim and an accidental overdose in the first hour—it really was a busy night for dying around here. “Let’s make a bet,” I said as I scrawled my signature. “How many times do you think I’ll be back tonight?”
“Too many.”
“Define too many.”
Alice glared at me.
“I’ll take that as a three.” I slid the clipboard back, turned the stretcher and headed for the morgue. “Goodnight again, Alice.”
“Goodnight, Mr. Black.”
It was a short trip down the corridor and around a corner to the wide gray door of the morgue. I pushed the stretcher through without knocking, and wasn’t surprised to see the ME still hard at work. Dr. Vivian Cavanaugh looked like a California tennis instructor—blonde hair, great tan, all long legs and firm arms smothered in hospital green.
It wasn’t easy to pull off that look when you were elbow-deep in somebody’s chest cavity.
“Hey, Viv,” I called.
Her sigh was unmistakable. “You’re back again?”
“Wow. I really love my job,” I said as I pushed the stretcher alongside an empty steel table. “Everyone’s always so happy to see me.”
“Sorry, Gideon. It’s just that I already have three autopsies scheduled for tonight, and…well, you know how it goes.”
“Better make that four.”
“Really? Oh, man.” Viv pulled her arm out of the corpse in front of her and headed for the sink, stripping her gloves as she walked. I recognized the body as one I’d brought in two nights ago—Miss Delilah Halford, who’d died at a nursing home. Autopsies were routine in nursing home deaths. “What is it this time?” she said.
“Another Central Park mangling.”
“You’re kidding.” Viv shook her head, washed up with brisk efficiency and dried her hands with a wad of paper towels. “I’ll go ahead and guess this one’s a priority.”
I nodded. “Abe says that two makes a serial killer.”
“Huh. I thought they’d need at least three.”
“That’s what I told him,” I said. “Come on, I’ll help you swing him over.”
She grabbed her camera and approached the stretcher with just a hint of reluctance. “Is it as bad as the last one?” she said.
“Worse.”
“Great. Well, I didn’t want to eat tonight, anyway.” With a quick breath, she grasped the zipper and pulled it down. Then she stood there a moment. Finally, she said softly, “Maybe it is a wolf. I mean, how could any person…”
I watched her blanch, close her eyes, and pull herself together. “All right,” she said under her breath. “Whoever or whatever you are, you’re going down.”
She took her photos, and I helped her move the body out of the bag and onto the table. I handled the messy end. Once he was up and blocked on the autopsy table, she swapped her camera for scissors and started cutting away the remains of the suit.
Halfway through one jacket sleeve, she froze and stared at the corpse’s arm. “I’ll be damned,” she said.
“What?” I came around to her side of the table and looked. The man had a tattoo on his bicep—a dark blue cross with a loop at the top, flared arms, and a tapered point at the bottom that looked like a sword.
For some reason, the sight of it chilled me.
Viv pointed with the scissors. “The first victim had that same tattoo on his chest.”
“Jesus. Two guys with fucked-up cross tattoos,” I said. “I think you’re going to have to drop the wolf theory.”
She nodded faintly. “Actually, it’s a…messed-up ankh. But yes. Two men with the same tattoo, neither of them easily visible? The targeting is too specific.”
“Abe’s going to love this. I don’t think he wanted to be right about the serial killer thing,” I said. “Want me to break it to him?
She looked at me, but before she could say anything, my phone went off. “Hold that thought,” I said, and walked a few steps away. A glance at the screen told me I wasn’t going to be able to help Viv much more tonight. I tapped to answer and said, “You’re killing me, Rufus. What now?”
“The new kid quit.” Rufus Tamblin, my contact for residential pickups, had a voice like old gas station coffee—thick, burnt, and occasionally nasty. He’d brought me into this job, but he didn’t exactly run a well-organized ship. “Left a body on the stairs. Walk-up building, 1830 Lexington. It’s yours now.”
“Come on, Rufus. I just—”
I was talking to dead air. He’d already hung up.
Holding back a string of colorful words, I shoved the phone in my pocket and turned to Viv. “Gotta run,” I said. “Apparently, there’s a stranded corpse over on Lexington with my name on it.”
“So I guess you’ll be back?” she said with a smirk.
“Yeah. Try not to have too much fun without me.”
“I think I can manage that.”
We said goodbye and I headed out to the van, thinking about pointed crosses and serial-killing wolves—and the anger I could still feel rolling in waves off the latest victim. 
 
 



CHAPTER 3

 
It was nearing seven in the morning when I decided I was done for the night and told Rufus I wasn’t taking any more calls. Time to head home.
Home was a fluid term for me. Depending on how you looked at it, I either lived at the Cosmo Fit gym at Third and Ninety-Eighth, or the SuperPark garage across the street.  For fifty bucks a month, I got 24/7 unlimited access to hot showers, bathrooms and lockers, power outlets, massage chairs, and all the exercise I could cram in. Another hundred a month bought me a place to park my van and sleep in the back, where I’d rigged a fold-down mattress and a small rechargeable power station to run a phone, laptop, and a space heater on cold days. I ate at diners and fast-food places. Occasionally I stayed in a cheap motel for a night or two, just to mix things up.
Truth was, the van was the closest to home I got. I guessed old habits were the hardest to break, even awful ones. But it wasn’t a bad setup. I lived in New York for under four hundred a month, paid cash for just about everything. Used prepaid debit cards when I couldn’t. I figured it was the best way to make sure the Valentines never found me.
If they did, they’d kill me for defecting. No one left the family business.
I’d tried to live like a normal person, in a house with a bed and three meals a day. The fosters, Lou and Gina Bosco, had done the best they could with a kid who’d been raised rough on the road, never set foot inside a school, and barely spoke to anyone. They’d helped me get my high school equivalency and put me through two years of community college for emergency medical services. I got certified as a paramedic, and I’d even managed to hold down a job for a while.
Abe had been the one to save me there, actually. He knew my fosters, kept an eye out for their “kids” while he was on the job, and off. A couple of times he caught me doing things I really shouldn’t have. The usual angsty teen stuff—drinking, fighting, tagging, more drinking. But he never busted me. Eventually his mild disapproval got me to tone down the wild side, and while I went to college, Abe helped me out with coursework when I got stuck. The Boscos were always busy trying to wrangle a fresh batch of foster kids. These days, I only saw them around the holidays.
Abe cried at my graduation. I never told him I’d seen it—didn’t want to hurt his manly pride.
But even after all that, it turned out I just wasn’t wired for domestic living. The rules and the walls got to me, and I took the first chance I could find to escape. Which happened to be Rufus.
His typical hiring process consisted of grabbing a paramedic leaving after their shift and offering them a hundred bucks to bring a body to a funeral home—more than the usual per-corpse payout. He made sure the first gig was easy. Most of the old man’s recruits chose to moonlight as body movers, since the pay wasn’t great, and they were more or less used to working with the dead and almost-dead. I’d embraced the opportunity to leave supervisors, procedures and paychecks behind, and worked on expanding my contacts to include medical facilities, funeral homes, and of course, the NYPD.
Now, here I was. A full-fledged freelance corpse transporter with all the clients I could handle.
I hit the gym showers first to get the stink of the night off me. My normal routine was to work out for an hour or two, shower again, and then grab some sleep—but I figured lugging nine bodies around last night constituted a workout. After the shower, I headed straight back for the van.
I’d just folded the bed down and was ready to climb in when my phone buzzed.
“Don’t answer it,” I muttered aloud, even as I pulled it out to look. It was probably Rufus. He didn’t always pay attention when I told him I was done. That or he just didn’t care.
But the screen said it was Abe’s cell phone.
I picked up. “Don’t you ever sleep?” I said by way of a greeting.
“Gideon.” His voice sounded strange, almost angry. And he kept the volume low, as if someone might be trying to listen. “Thought you might like to know that we’re definitely looking for a wolf, or possibly a large dog.”
“Wait a minute.” I sat on the edge of the bed. He must’ve gotten at least a preliminary report from Viv by now. “Didn’t you hear about the tattoos? Both victims—”
“Were attacked by animals. The chief’s sending SWAT and a team from animal control into the park tonight to catch it. And I’m off the case.”
This was not right. I hesitated, trying to choose my next words carefully. “Did you happen to share my theory with the chief?”
“I’m also taking a few days off due to work-related stress.”
So that was a yes. Damn it. This wasn’t the first time my ideas had managed to get Abe in trouble with Chief Foley. So far he’d been vindicated when he proved my suggestions, but every time it happened, the chief seemed to trust him a little less. He’d never been taken off a case before now, though.
Abe was one of the good guys. I knew he just wanted to find the perp—the real one, not whatever the department felt like pinning it on so they could take it off the board. And after what Viv found, this was definitely a slapdash case-closed deal. “I’ll find you something, Abe,” I said. “Promise. Don’t get too comfortable with that time off, okay?”
“Yeah. Just stay out of Central Park tonight, got it? Let them do their jobs.”
“I will,” I told him.
As if we both didn’t know that was exactly where I’d be going.
 
 



CHAPTER 4

 
I’d always felt more at home under the moon than anywhere else.
Central Park at night wasn’t much like the landscape of my youth. It was brighter, for one. Clean and tame. Worlds away from the wild mountains, forests and swamps I’d been dragged through ever since I could remember in search of the next big kill.
But the moon was constant. The same moon that shone on miles of wilderness—where night after night I’d huddled in a ratty sleeping bag as far from the Valentine clan as I could get, hoping no one would decide to use me for target practice that night—now muted New York’s great green refuge to soft blues and shadows.
I’d managed to get a few hours’ sleep and some food in me. At some point, Abe had texted me a message that was just the number nine. I assumed that was the time the raid would start. Viv hadn’t come in yet when I stopped by Screw U, so I’d headed to the park early and started searching the Ramble for signs of wolf, or any large animal. Not that I expected to find any. I just figured I’d be thorough.
So far I’d found a couple of squirrels’ nests, some deer tracks, and a bat who was running late for the twilight insect call. And in the non-wildlife category, almost two bucks in change. 
A little before nine, I spotted something embedded in the meat of a thick old maple tree, forming a dimpled, sap-stained hole. Something that glinted in the moonlight. I moved toward it, pulling the smaller of the two knives I carried. That was when I realized the stains weren’t sap. It was blood.
And I remembered that victim number two had died with a gun in his hand.
Working quickly, I pried the object free. I wasn’t surprised to find it was a flattened bullet. What surprised me was the size of the thing—it had to be a .45 caliber, at least. Whoever had been hit with it should’ve died right there, or damned close to it.
But there hadn’t been any gunshot victims found out here recently.
Frowning, I looked around the immediate area. The blood spatter reached a good four feet, with traces still remaining on broken branches, young leaves, and patches of moss. But there was no trail leaving the scene. No sign of anything wounded, human or animal, heading away from an attacker.
As I pocketed the bullet to bring to Abe, something else caught my attention. A small, unnatural feather of white half-buried in loose dirt at the base of the tree. I knelt and brushed it clear, until I uncovered a fringed white leather pouch strung on a rawhide cord. The cord had snapped, and blood stained the lower right corner of the pouch.
I turned it over carefully, feeling small, loose things like stones or buckshot shifting inside. There were symbols scrawled on the other side, like nothing I’d ever seen before—but looking at them made my throat clench and my head ache.
Shivering slightly, I scooped the pouch from the ground and tucked it into my inside jacket pocket. It must be evidence of something. But I still had no idea what.
By then it was about time for the party to start, so I headed for the main park where SWAT and animal control would be gathering. There were quite a few vans at the site where the NYPD usually congregated for anything in this part of the park, and a lot of people milling around wearing full protective gear, their weapons plainly visible.
Okay. That was unusual.
I hung back, hidden in brush and silently watching as a man who was apparently coordinating the team gave instructions I couldn’t quite hear from my position. When they scattered, I followed a loose group of three for a few minutes, but soon they’d broken up too.
They wouldn’t find anything. I decided to head for Abe’s place, and maybe we could figure out what was really going on.

My status as a contractor for the NYPD afforded me certain perks. So even though I wasn’t on official business, I’d parked my van in a clearing just off one of the main park walking paths. I figured it had a better chance of not being stolen that way.
Until I reached the clearing and found a slim, hooded figure dressed in black, trying to jimmy the door open.
“Hey!” I shouted.
The figure froze, just for an instant—then bolted into the trees without a look back.
I thought about giving chase, but it wasn’t worth the effort. If the car thief really wanted to steal a van, there were plenty more of them not far from here. All of them police property. More power to the guy if he could pull that one off.
Just as I reached the van to see if the would-be thief had done any damage, three loud shots rang out in rapid succession. The sound came from the direction the hooded figure had vanished—and the shooter was close. Maybe the thief was armed.
But if he’d had a gun and was willing to use it, why hadn’t he pulled it on me?
I circled around to the front of the van. An instant later, the hooded thief burst from the tree line, breathing hard, one gloved hand pressed to his side. There was enough light to see the dark, wet stain spreading beneath the hand, and another patch of wetness on a thigh. He glanced over a shoulder, and then looked straight at me.
She. She looked straight at me. It was a young woman about my age, with a few loose auburn curls springing from the edges of the hood and bright fury burning behind hazel eyes. The unlikely thief took a few more stumbling steps and fell to her knees.
Behind her, the trees rustled and underbrush crackled beneath running feet.
The shooter was coming.
I stopped thinking and sprinted toward her. She was trying to open the zipper on a small canvas pouch attached to her belt, using the hand that wasn’t presumably holding her guts in. “Don’t move,” I called as I ran. “I’ll get you to a hospital.” As long as whoever shot her doesn’t take me out too, I thought with a crazed kind of desperation. What the hell did I think I was doing, anyway?
She glared at me. “Don’t help me.”
“Um. But you’re—”
“Stay back!” She managed to pull something out of the pouch. It looked like a mini-snow globe, but with nothing inside the glass. Not even snow. As she turned it over, it fell from her fingers into the grass and rolled a foot or so away. She let out a nasty curse and tried to reach for it.
I decided to help her whether she wanted it or not. She was obviously in shock, since apparently she planned to take on an armed gunman with a crystal ball.
Just as I reached her and prepared to carry her away if I had to, another figure emerged from the trees, gun at the ready. 
Christ, the armed gunman was an officer from the search team. 
Why the hell would the cops try to take down a car thief with a SWAT team? Unless she was the perp. Damn. I’d told Abe the killer might be a woman…but this little slip of a thing? Whoever or whatever slaughtered those men had incredible strength, and was physically massive. It couldn’t have been this girl.
The officer strode toward us, lifting his weapon.
It was aimed at me.
“What the—” I managed to blurt, staring at his outstretched arm. On his wrist was a distinctive, fucked-up cross tattoo I’d seen once before…and Viv had seen twice.
“Sorry,” the officer said. “No witnesses.”
I weighed my options and decided I was going to be shot. But that didn’t mean it had to be fatal. I’d happily take on a charge of assaulting an officer, since the officer in question was clearly batshit crazy.
As I tensed to lunge, brilliant white light flashed at the corner of my eye, on the side where the thief knelt. The officer faltered and stopped ten steps away. His horrified expression was fixed in the direction of the thief.
Something growled.
Everything in me ran cold. I really didn’t want to look, but my head turned slowly toward the sound anyway. My rational mind still expected to see a young woman in black. Possibly holding a snow globe.
Instead, there was a goddamn wolf as big as a horse.
Maybe she was the perp, after all.
 



CHAPTER 5

 
Okay, so it wasn’t literally horse-sized. But the beast was a lot bigger than any wolf had a right to be. And it wasn’t exactly wolf-shaped, and it had far more teeth than it should. It was five and a half feet of wrongness, all wrapped up in lethal fury.
The officer managed to fire a single shot before the wolf sprang at him.
My brain kept right on thinking wolf. Stridently insisting it, in fact. I was not going to attach a were to that word. Yeah, maybe the thing walked on two legs. Maybe it had arms and hands instead of paws, and no tail. Maybe its fur was the exact same auburn shade as the girl’s hair had been.
But damn it, that was a wolf. I refused to believe anything else.
It behaved like a wolf—a real one, not the way people thought of them from movies. It attacked without sound. The lunge took the officer down, and the wolf went straight for his throat.
Panic must’ve given the cop some extra strength, because he threw the beast off and managed to get up. One foot came down hard on the snow globe thing as he staggered back, crunching it to pieces, but he didn’t seem to notice. He was taking aim.
The officer fired and hit the wolf high in the shoulder. Its torso twisted briefly and it let out an awful, pained snarl, but didn’t even pause in its charge. This time, the wicked teeth found their mark.
The struggle lasted all of twenty seconds, but it felt a lot longer to me. Mostly because I couldn’t move my feet fast enough in the opposite direction.
I backed slowly toward the van. The wolf-thing rose and looked at me while the officer died at its feet. It snorted, shook its head and whined once. Then its eyes rolled back and it collapsed to the ground.
In the near distance, I heard shouts and breaking branches. More of the SWAT team, finally responding to the gunfire.
I wanted nothing more than to climb in my van and drive away as fast as I damned well could. I couldn’t un-see what just happened right in front of me, but my mind still refused to accept that was a wolf that started with w-e-r-e. Which was seriously impacting my sanity level.
But the wolf—who was actually a girl, even though I absolutely wasn’t going to believe that—had probably saved my life. She’d attacked a man who’d been ready to kill me, and she’d been shot three or four times, at least. I couldn’t just leave her there for the rest of the cops to finish off. Even if she was the killer. Because right now, those murders were starting to look like self-defense.
“You are a crazy man,” I muttered aloud as I ran to the back of the van and opened the doors. “You know that, right? If they don’t kill you, she will.”
The self-lecture failed to stop me from picking up the bleeding, unconscious wolf, who weighed a lot more than the girl had looked like she would, and stowing her in the van. I covered her with a spare stretcher sheet, closed the doors from the inside, and climbed into the driver’s seat. Praying I still had a few minutes before the SWAT team arrived, I started the engine and reversed fast onto the path.
Somehow I made the first turn and got out of sight before anyone else could try to shoot me.

Where the hell was I supposed to take a critically injured werewolf?
There, I’d said it—or at least thought it. I had a werewolf in the back of my van. Moonlight and silver bullets, the whole nine yards. Or maybe not. The full moon wasn’t for another week, but she’d still changed. I wasn’t even going to pretend I understood anything about this.
Anyway, that thing was a werewolf. And I couldn’t exactly bring her to the hospital, or to Abe. He would not take it well. I’d have to ease him into the news, although I had no idea how to casually mention that werewolves were real.
For now, I was stuck with her.
I decided to head back to the parking garage. I still had the jump pack and some supplies from my days as an EMT. The garage was never more than half full, so I’d park on a mostly deserted floor and at least get the bullets out of her, try to clean her up some. If she was still alive.
It didn’t take long to find a quiet spot. Traffic and parking around here were murder until around six, when most of the Manhattan crowds had fled for their Brooklyn houses or Queens apartments. Now, at almost eleven, the entire third floor was empty. I drove to the furthest corner from the main ramps and parked in shadows.
Whatever was going to happen, I didn’t want anyone else involved.
I killed the engine and flipped the interior light on, then took a deep breath. Ready or not, I thought, and climbed over the seat to the back.
She hadn’t moved. The sheet still covered her completely. Three distinct patches of blood had soaked into the white cotton, wet and ominous in the stark light. I couldn’t tell if she was breathing. Kneeling beside the fabric-draped form, hoping this hadn’t become her shroud, I gripped the top of the sheet and lifted it carefully.
She was person-shaped again. And extremely naked.
I dropped the sheet fast. It landed just below her face, and she stirred slightly. At least she wasn’t dead. But even the brief glimpse I’d gotten of her injuries reinforced the impossible. If she was human, those shots would’ve killed her.
With a heavy sigh, I shuffled up to the cabinet behind the passenger seat for the supplies I had left. I had no idea if this was going to help—I hadn’t exactly studied werewolf anatomy in college. But I had to try something.
I was still looking for the surgical tweezers when a sharp point pressed into my side, and a female voice rasped near my ear, “Where is it, you stupid bastard?”
Oh, good. She was awake.
I raised my hands slowly. “Love to tell you, but I don’t know what it is,” I said. “You’re welcome, by the way.”
“For what? All you did was get in my way.” The sharp point pressed harder. “Where...is it?”
I glanced down. She was threatening me with my own knife.
Werewolf or not, that wasn’t going to fly.
I reached back, grabbed her wrist and twisted hard. Her fingers went lax and I half-turned, snatching the knife from her. She gave a startled blink and scuttled back, holding the bloodied sheet she’d bunched in front of her.
Her gaze darted to the back door, and she tensed to spring.
“Whoa,” I said, making a deliberate show of lowering the knife. She had a lot of energy for someone who’d been shot full of holes an hour ago. It was disconcerting. “Listen. I’m trying to help you, all right?”
“Fine. Then tell me where it is.”
“I will, if you tell me what the hell you’re talking about!”
Some of the antagonistic anger eased from her features. “Sorry,” she said. “I’m talking about my luna-ball.”
“Yeah, still don’t know what you’re saying,” I said. “Do you mean that snow globe thing you had at the park?”
She frowned. “Snow globe?”
“Little glass ball on a pedestal. Nothing in it. About this big.” I made a circle with my hand to demonstrate.
“It’s a luna-ball.” She cocked her head slightly. “Haven’t you seen one before?”
“Uh, no. You’re my first werewolf.”
“Your first...” Her eyes widened suddenly. “Jesus. You’re human.”
I couldn’t manage to respond to that.
Apparently, she wasn’t expecting a response. She lunged at me—damned fast, before I realized what she was doing. In an instant she had the knife again and was backing away, sure-footed despite her awkward, crouching posture. “Take your clothes off,” she snapped.
I gaped at her. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
“I mean it! Strip, now. Or I’ll go wolf and tear your throat out.”
All at once, I understood what she wanted to see. “I don’t have one of those tattoos,” I said. “Those men you killed...I’m not one of them.”
“Show me.” This time I recognized the quake in her voice for what it was. Not anger, but fear. “They’re not taking me back,” she rasped. “Show me. Right now.”
I held up a hand and spoke slowly. “Tell you what. You put down the knife, I’ll take off my shirt.” I wasn’t worried about her stabbing me—despite her tough act, she was weaker than she let on. And I had a feeling the go-wolf thing was a bluff. She’d used the snow globe thing for that, somehow. But I figured she’d feel better if she thought I was threatened.
It was a strange feeling, not being afraid of a werewolf. But I’d learned to trust my instincts. She wasn’t a threat to me.
She shook her head. “You take off your shirt, I’ll put the knife down.”
“Fine,” I grumbled. “But you’ll have to trust me that I don’t have one on my ass, because I’m not taking my pants off.”
“We’ll see.”
I snorted, eased out of my jacket and tugged my shirt over my head.
She stared at me for a long time. Not that I was surprised—me shirtless was quite the picture. I did have tattoos, lots of them. But none were creepy-looking ankhs with swords at the end. Mine were Celtic, tribal patterns with overlapping crescents, like the moon.
I also had just as many scars as tattoos.
The silence was getting uncomfortable. “See, no crosses,” I said. “Can I put my shirt on now?”
She flinched as if I’d interrupted something. Probably her horrified staring. With a strange expression, she put the knife down almost absently and reached toward me. “Where did you get that necklace?” she half-whispered.
I frowned and curled a protective hand around the clear crystal pendant. I’d almost forgotten about it—mostly because I never took it off. Not once since it was given to me years ago...by a man I’d never met before, and never saw again. “I’ve had it a long time,” I said. “Why?”
“You have no idea what it is, do you?”
“I know exactly what it is,” I said. “Mine.”
“All right.” She smirked and shook her head. “You sure you’re human?”
“Last I checked.”
“Well, maybe you should check again.”
I didn’t like where this conversation was going. With a scowl, I yanked my shirt into place, making sure the pendant stayed beneath it. “All right. We’re done talking about me,” I said. “You know I’m not one of them, whoever they are. So let’s talk about you. You need—” 
“Food,” she said abruptly. “Got anything to eat?”
My eyes tried to bulge out of their sockets. “You’ve been shot. Repeatedly,” I said. “You’re bleeding all over. There are bullets in your body right now. And you want food?”
“Yes, I do,” she said. “The change takes a lot out of me. I’m starving.”
“Well, I don’t have anything here,” I told her. “In case you haven’t noticed, we’re in my van. I don’t stock food in the same place I carry corpses.”
Her eyes narrowed, and she went for the knife again.
“Stop! It’s not like that.” I heaved a breath. “It’s my job. I’m a body mover.”
“You’re a what?”
“Long story. Basically, I bring dead people to morgues and funeral homes. Legally dead people, after the cops look at them. Okay?”
“Your job is driving dead people around,” she said skeptically.
“Well, somebody has to do it.”
“Huh. In that case, I don’t want to eat in your van either. So let’s go someplace with food.”
“Lady,” I said. “You’re bleeding. You’re naked. And I don’t even know your name.”
She gave a slight frown. “I’m Sadie,” she said. “You know, you’re taking this werewolf thing awfully well for a human.”
“I’m screaming on the inside.” Smirking, I half-stood and moved toward the folded bed. “My name’s Gideon. And if you’ll let me take the bullets out and bandage you up, I promise I’ll get you something to eat.”
“Yeah, right. How do you plan to do that?”
“It’s what I was doing when you flipped out and tried to stab me,” I said, gesturing at the cabinet. “I used to be an EMT. I’ve got a few supplies left. Should be able to manage.”
She hesitated for a long moment, and finally said, “Why are you helping me?”
“Because you saved my life.” I tried for a reassuring smile, but I wasn’t sure it took. “That cop at the park would’ve killed me. I still don’t understand why, but...if you hadn’t taken him down, I’d be dead. So thanks.”
Something flashed in her eyes, and she looked away fast. “You’re welcome,” she muttered. “All right. I guess you can take the bullets out.”
“Lucky me.”
She didn’t respond to that, and I figured it must not’ve been as funny as I thought. For now I’d just worry about getting her patched up. I did want to help her—but I also had a lot of questions about these guys with the tattoos, what they wanted with her...and what they might do to me now that I’d gotten myself involved.
Unfortunately, I had a feeling I wouldn’t like the answers.
 



CHAPTER 6

 
We were the only customers at the Ninth Street Diner, which was actually on Sixth Avenue between Ninety-Fifth and Ninety-Sixth. I’d gotten coffee and sourdough toast, and Sadie—now dressed in one of my t-shirts and drawstring pants that I used for the gym—had ordered a lumberjack breakfast with an extra side of everything. The lone waitress in the place brought her food out on five plates.
She’d already cleared three of them.
I couldn’t help staring at her. It was fascinating to see someone put away so much food, so quickly—and with such grim determination. Like she had a gun to her head, and the trigger would be pulled the instant she stopped eating.
But I guessed maybe even a gunshot to the head wouldn’t kill her. I’d extracted four bullets, two of them so close they formed the same wound, and the injuries were already showing signs of healing. Her bleeding had stopped almost completely by the time I pulled the last one. Still, it was clear that being shot had hurt like hell.
That much I knew from personal experience.
Finally, she downed half a glass of orange juice in one swallow and leaned back from the table for a break. “Now maybe I can think straight,” she said. “By the way, you never answered my question.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Little fuzzy here. What question?”
“My luna-ball?”
“Oh, right. The snow globe.” She probably wasn’t going to like this. “It’s still in Central Park, in about a million pieces,” I said. “The cop stepped on it.”
“Shit!” Her jaw clenched, and she drummed her fingers on the table. “Those are so damned hard to get. I really don’t want to bargain with—” She broke off abruptly. “I forgot. You’re human.”
This time she said human like an insult. I decided to ignore it for now.
“Speaking of questions,” I said. “I have a few for you.”
“Well, I can’t promise I’ll answer them.”
“Why? Because I’m human?”
She looked at me sharply. “Keep your voice down.”
“Look, sister.” My sympathy only went so far, and she’d already stretched it severely when she tried to stab me with my own damned knife. “I risked my ass to get you away from the rest of the SWAT team. Maybe they wouldn’t have killed you, but I’ll bet you couldn’t get far pumped full of bullets. Now I’m probably on these people’s shit list, whoever they are, for helping you. And all I want to know is why I did that.”
“I don’t know why you did it,” she said. “I told you not to help me.”
“Damn it, you know what I mean!”
She made a frustrated sound. “All right,” she hissed. “But only because you’re probably right. They will target you, and you’ll be dead soon anyway.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”
“Hey, I tried to warn you. You have no idea what these people are capable of.” She laughed bitterly, and then looked around the empty diner like someone was listening. “They’re called Milus Dei,” she said in a low voice. “The ankh and sword is their symbol. It’s an ancient cult, dedicated to hunting down and exterminating Others.”
I blinked. “Other what? Werewolves?”
“Hush,” she said. “And yes, but not just weres. Fae, vampires, bogeypersons—”
“Hold it.” I was having enough trouble buying into the werewolf bit, and I’d seen it up close and personal. “You’re saying all those things are real.”
“We’re not things. We’re Others.” Sadie shivered, and her gaze unfocused. “Milus Dei wants to destroy anyone who’s other than human,” she said. “Not just kill, but break down. Eradicate. So they take us alive, and…experiment us to death.”
Her hollow tone and haunted eyes said she wasn’t exaggerating. I remembered what she’d said in the van: They’re not taking me back. “You escaped them,” I said. “Didn’t you? That’s why they’re chasing you.”
She nodded tightly.
I felt sick. Not only were all the things that went bump in the night real, but some insane cult was hunting them down to capture and torture them. And I thought the Valentines were bad. At least my psychotic ex-family killed what they caught. They saved all the torture for me. “This Milus Dei thing,” I said. “How big is it? I mean, maybe if you just stopped going to Central Park, since they’re looking for you there—”
Sadie was already shaking her head. “They’re all over the city. Police, big business, local politics. They have some powerful members,” she said. “Besides, I have to get into the park. I…lost something, and I need it back.”
The white pouch. I was willing to bet the blood on that tree had been Sadie’s. “Maybe I can help with that,” I said. “What did you lose?”
She rolled her eyes. “Nothing you’d be able to find.”
“Oh, really.” I folded my arms and leaned back in the seat. “Does it happen to be a white leather fringed pouch on a rawhide cord with chicken-scratch writing on the front, filled with little stones or something?”
“You saw it?” she breathed. “That’s impossible.”
“Obviously not,” I said. “That wasn’t a lucky guess, you know. I thought I was pretty specific.”
“Tell me where it is.”
I shook my head. “Not until you tell me why it’s impossible.”
“Look…Gideon.” She leaned forward with her hands on the table. “You seem like a nice guy, I guess. Kind of scary for a human, but nice. I almost like you.” Her gaze was penetrating. “So I’m going to warn you right now. Asking too many questions could get you killed.”
I stared right back at her. “Maybe. But I’m pretty sure not asking questions will definitely get me killed,” I said. “So start answering.”
“You really are an idiot.” She closed her eyes briefly. “All right. It’s impossible…it’s unlikely that you could’ve found it because the bag is enchanted. Hidden to humans. They look at it and see an ordinary piece of jewelry, or nothing at all,” she said. “And the chicken scratches, those are Fae runes written in moon ink—which only weres and the Fae can see. Again, not humans.”
“Uh-huh,” I said. “Moon ink and fairy writing. That doesn’t sound crazy at all. Especially the part about how werewolves can see it. Does that mean you’re a fairy, too?”
Sadie shot me a dry look. “Weres and Fae are both connected to the moon. And—damn it, I don’t have time to explain all this to you. Where is my pouch?”
I reached into my pocket and pulled it out. “Right here.”
She snatched it so fast, I almost didn’t see her move. “Damn,” she said, turning it over to inspect the bloodstain and the broken cord. “I didn’t think it was this damaged. Maybe the spell is broken. At least that’d explain why a human could see it.”
I cleared my throat. “You’re welcome.”
“Huh? Yeah, thanks,” she muttered, still frowning over the pouch. Then she shoved it abruptly in a pocket and pushed back from the table. “Gotta go,” she said. “Thanks for dinner and all. Well, I guess it was breakfast.”
“Wait a minute. You can’t just—”
“Leave?” Her smile was grim, almost sympathetic as she stood. “Watch me.”
“What the hell am I supposed to do?” I said. “At least tell me how to find you again if I need to. I have no idea how to deal with any of this.”
“Just don’t deal with it, and maybe you’ll survive. Leave it alone, Gideon.” The corners of her mouth twitched down, and she looked away. “Trust me. You’re better off without me in your life.”
Before I could even think of a response, she was out the door and gone.
 
 



CHAPTER 7

 
Sadie was still wearing my clothes.
It was a stupid, pointless thing to focus on, but it held back the massive flood of panic for now. She had my clothes, and I wanted them back.
But she’d taken more than my clothes. From the moment I found her breaking into my van, she’d taken my balance, the comfort in my own existence. She’d taken my reality and replaced it with something dark and twisted, something I didn’t even want to consider. Something I couldn’t ignore.
And what she’d taken, I could never get back.
Now I had to deal with things the way they were. Knowing about the Others, and Milus Dei, and how I’d managed to step right into the middle of some ancient, secret supernatural grudge match. But I didn’t know nearly enough—and I had no way to find out more.
If Sadie was an actual wolf, I could’ve tracked her. I’d gotten damned good at that. Wolf, bear, cougar, any big predator that would fetch a decent price on the black market. I’d track them, and after the hunt I’d clean and strip the kills. In exchange, the rest of the Valentines would only beat me half to death instead of all the way.
But this wasn’t the wilderness, and she was mostly a person. There was no way to track one human through a concrete jungle the size of Manhattan. Besides, she’d probably lit out of the city now that she had her magical fairy pouch, or whatever the hell it was.
I probably shouldn’t have given it to her. But if she’d kept going back to the park, she would’ve been captured. Those cult guys weren’t screwing around.
Unfortunately, there was nothing I could do about Sadie right now.
I was trying to decide between finishing my coffee and finding something to smash in sheer frustration when my phone buzzed. Earlier today, a time that already seemed like years ago, I’d told Rufus to give me until midnight. He must’ve decided not to wait quite that long. Maybe a couple of jobs would take my mind off what else may or may not be waiting for me out there.
It was Abe.
Damn it, I’d rather deal with Rufus’s cranky ass. I still didn’t know how to explain all of this to the detective. And I sure as hell couldn’t tell him that I’d found the killer—and then helped her escape. I almost didn’t answer. But I had to tell him something, or he’d just come out and find me. He knew where to look.
“Hey, Detective,” I said into the phone. “How’s your vacation going?”
“Real funny. Did you see what happened?”
“Uh...”
“At the park. You were there, weren’t you? There was another murder—an officer this time.”
I managed to breathe again. For a second I thought someone had seen me, which was still a distinct possibility. But Abe just meant he knew I’d have gone out to look around. “Yes, I was there,” I said slowly. “And...I was wrong. Sorry, Abe.” The last thing I wanted to do was lie to him. Unfortunately, until I knew more about this, the truth might be dangerous for him, too. “I didn’t see anything. But I think it actually was a wolf.”
Well, at least that last part was the truth. Mostly.
There was a long pause, and he finally said, “Well, damn. I gotta say, I’m kind of glad you were wrong for once.”
“Yeah. Laugh it up,” I said.
“Oh, I’d never do that.” I could practically hear him smirking. “Seriously, though. I’m glad because I don’t even want to think about a woman who could do that do a guy.”
I had to agree. I didn’t want to think about Sadie, either. “So the department’s still crying wolf, right?”
“Louder than ever. By the way, you’re about to get a call from dispatch,” he said. “They’re done with the scene and need a pickup. So if you’re still there—”
“Don’t worry. I’ll be convincing...I’m long gone.”
“Good.” He paused again. “Thanks for checking into this, Gideon.”
I shook my head. “Don’t thank me. All I did was get you kicked off the case.”
“Believe me, I’m glad to be off it,” he said. “There’s no way I want to face off against a giant-ass wolf. And don’t take it to heart. Everybody ends up shooting blanks once in a while.”
“Right. See you soon, Abe.”
“Take care, kid.”
The call ended, and I got my wallet out to pay for the food. Sadie had ended up costing me fifty bucks and a set of workout clothes, not to mention having to lie to a friend because of her. If I had a shit list, she was definitely on it.
Somehow, I intended to make her pay me back.

The police tape was still up when I got back to the park. I expected to check in with one of the other detectives to pick up the body, but the man waiting for me on the scene was a bit higher in rank.
“Chief Foley.” I had to be careful talking to him. He didn’t know about my arrangement with Abe, and I was still pissed at him for pretending not to suspend my favorite detective. “Haven’t seen you in a while,” I said, leaving out the fact that I considered that a good thing. “How’ve you been?”
The chief grunted. “Not so great. One of my officers was just murdered.”
“Really. Thought there’d be another word for it,” I said. “Can wolves commit murder?”
I probably shouldn’t have said that out loud. But I couldn’t help myself—Nigel Foley was not one of my favorite people, and I knew he didn’t give a damn about his officers. He just had to fake it when one of them went down.
“Oh, that’s right. You’re the funny one, aren’t you.” The chief failed to smile. “What’s your name again?”
“Gideon Black.”
He stared at me a lot longer than necessary. “You like your job, Black?” he finally said.
“Are you threatening me, Chief?”
The man laughed coldly. “You’re not important enough to threaten, son. No, I was just making small talk,” he said. “Wondering if you actually enjoy carting dead bodies around, all by your lonesome. Sounds pretty grim to me.”
I shrugged. “It’s not so bad,” I said. “Quiet.”
“Yes. I suppose it would be quiet.”
He was still staring at me, and I didn’t like the feel of this conversation. It almost seemed like Foley was digging for something. I had no idea what he’d want from me—but maybe he’d gotten suspicious of Abe and realized how often I was on scene with him. I wouldn’t give him a damned thing. “Well. Guess I’d better get Officer…”
“Walters,” the chief said. “He’s Rob Walters. Was, anyway.”
I was surprised Chief Foley even knew the man’s name. “All right. I’ll take Officer Walters down to the morgue,” I said. “If you’ve got the release form…?”
For a minute I thought he’d refuse. I had this crazy image of the chief getting in my face, shouting vague questions like the cliché movie bad-cop in the interrogation room: Where were you the night of the twenty-first? Who did you work with? Why did you do it?
But he only glared at me a minute longer, and then walked over to his car parked just past the crime scene tape. He opened the front door, grabbed a clipboard and came back to shove it at me. “You know the drill,” he said.
“Pretty much.” I slid the pen out and scrawled my name at the bottom of the sheet. The release form gave the NYPD a record of what bodies went where, with who. Signing it also made sure I got paid. “There you go, Chief,” I said as I handed it back. “All dotted and crossed.”
Foley took the board. “He’s all yours, Mr. Black.”
“Thanks.”
The chief went back to his car and got in. At least he wouldn’t hover over me while I loaded Officer Walters up.
The body was bagged, and I didn’t bother opening it. I already knew what killed him—or rather, who. My gut twisted a little as I remembered the man I was hauling onto the stretcher, alive and ready to make me dead. Sorry. No witnesses. He’d said it without emotion, like murdering witnesses was just another item on the to-do list next to picking up milk on the way home.
And then a werewolf had saved my life.
I shook off the memory and focused on my job. Get the body in the van, secure the stretcher, start the engine, head for the morgue. At least Viv would be there by now. I couldn’t talk to her about Sadie either, but I still wanted her thoughts on the other bodies, and this new one.
“Hope you enjoy the accommodations, Officer Walters,” I said, not thinking much about talking to a dead guy. Hell, I did it all the time. Dead people were great at listening—the ultimate captive audience. “I’d make you more comfortable, but you did try to kill me. So I guess I don’t care how smooth the ride is.”
Kill you.
I frowned at the whisper in my head. Why would I think that? I didn’t want to kill anyone, and the only person near me was already dead. “Hey, no worries, Rob,” I said. “Can I call you Rob? Anyway, I’m not into desecrating corpses. Makes it hard to get paid.”
The whisper came again. Louder this time.
We’ll kill you…Gideon Black.
 
 



CHAPTER 8

 
I damn near crashed the van.
Somehow I managed to slow down and pull to the curb. I sat there a minute, heart pounding and hands tight on the wheel. There was no way I could’ve heard what I did. My subconscious had not spun that threat—I was pretty sure the voice wasn’t even mine.
We’ll kill you.
“Shut the fuck up!” Reacting instinctively, I slammed both hands on the wheel, ripped the seat belt free and scrambled between the seats to the back. “You’re not killing anyone,” I snarled. Grabbing the body bag zipper, I yanked it down, half expecting Officer Walters to open his eyes and gasp out my name.
He was still extremely dead.
“This is insane,” I muttered. “I’m yelling at a corpse.”
Cold laughter answered in my head. For some reason, I could feel the sound—an unpleasant, almost painful sensation prickled my brain, like pins-and-needles when your foot falls asleep.
I glared at the body of Officer Rob Walters. Blue-tinged skin, closed and swollen eyes, throat ripped out. “Dead people do not talk,” I said, hammering every word like a coffin nail.
Only to you, DeathSpeaker.
“Excuse me?”
The words left my lips before I could remind myself this wasn’t happening. Fine, there were such things as werewolves. Maybe even vampires and fairies and whatever that other thing was that Sadie mentioned. But human or not, the dead stayed dead.
We’ve been looking for you, the dead voice said, still causing ripples of discomfort in my brain. We’ll find you. Use you. And we’ll kill you slowly…kill you all.
Okay. This conversation wasn’t real, but the dead guy was starting to piss me off. “Did you happen to notice that you’re no longer alive?” I said. “You’re dead. Deceased. Permanently punched out. I’m pretty sure that means you can’t kill me. And what do you mean, you’ve been looking for me?”
I could feel him struggling not to answer, like a tug at the back of my head. He was almost groaning with effort.
What the hell?
You are the DeathSpeaker. You are the key. The voice was choked and straining, and every word sent a sharp, stabbing pain like a bee sting through my head.
“The key to what?”
Silence. Nothing.
“Hey! Dead asshole!” I almost reached into the body bag and shook him, but I knew that wouldn’t do any good. It would probably get messy, too. “What am I the key to? And what the hell is a DeathSpeaker?”
Still no response. I didn’t feel anything, either. Whatever had just happened, it was over now.
I closed the zipper with shaking hands and made my way back to the driver’s seat. I’d wanted to know more about Milus Dei, and now I did.
I knew I was in a hell of a lot more trouble than I’d thought.

“Why am I not surprised to see this?”
Viv had the latest body on the table, blocked and stripped. She was pointing at the tattoo on the dead man’s wrist. “I have to say, though, this is seriously weird. The other two weren’t police officers.”
I managed a nod. I’d had to fake surprise at the tattoo discovery, and it wasn’t easy to concentrate right now. My brain was stuck somewhere between werewolves and the talking dead.
“Gideon?” She frowned at me. “Are you okay? You look awful.”
“Fine. Didn’t sleep much today.” I scrubbed a hand down my face and moved closer to the body. If Officer Dead Guy started talking again, I wasn’t sure I could hide my reaction. “Do you know anything more about the other two?” I said.
“Not much. First one’s name was Peyton Beaumont, and he worked at a bank. No immediate family. We’re still trying to determine next of kin.” Her lips firmed as she looked absently over the fresh body. “Second one’s harder. No ID, and no face. His prints aren’t on file, so they’re looking at dental records.”
 “So, nothing to tie them together besides the tattoos.”
“And being mauled to death in Central Park. But yeah, besides that,” she said with a grin. The expression fell away as she added, “I hear they took Abe off the case.”
“Yeah.” I would’ve mentioned that it was my fault, but Viv didn’t know anything about my outside work with the detective. “He doesn’t mind, though. Said something about not wanting to face off against a giant wolf.”
She snorted. “This is not a wolf. Come on, Gideon. Three guys with identical tattoos?”
“Chief seems to think so.”
“Well, the chief’s an idiot. Look at this.” She headed for the long table at the back of the room, where there was a laptop plugged in with lights blinking. I followed slowly. It might be time for a change of subject—I wasn’t sure I could keep clinging to the wolf theory.
Viv hit a key, and the laptop flashed to life. “I was doing some research,” she said as she opened a browser and pulled up the bookmarks. “On that symbol, you know? And I found this.” She stepped back to give me a look.
The website was a wiki-style page called Directory of Cults, Pagan Groups and Symbolatry. There was an image of the ankh and sword, and beside it, a single paragraph of text:
Milus Dei [Latin, “Soldiers of God”]: Roman in origin and founded alongside the birth of Christianity, this ancient cult is thought to have been formed to “root out evil that is not of man, yet walks the earth” [Ref. The Scrolls of Gideon].1 While some consider this cryptic explanation to point to early demon hunters, others interpret “not of man” to include other paranormal entities such as witches, vampires, and faeries. Rumors of the Milus Dei cult endured for centuries, but the organization is said to have dissolved sometime in the early 1920s due to global distractions of war, as well as rapid advancement in technologies and scientific progress with subsequent waning belief in the paranormal or supernatural.
“Holy…” I couldn’t settle on the right curse word, so I left it off. Seeing my own name in that stark block of text had shaken me badly, even though I knew it couldn’t have a damned thing to do with me personally. “They left out werewolves,” I muttered.
“What?”
“Nothing. Sorry.” I closed my eyes and let out a long breath, grateful she hadn’t heard me. “Is this all you found on these guys?” I said, turning to look at her.
“Pretty much. Apparently, they were a closely guarded secret.” She frowned thoughtfully. “But maybe someone adopted the symbol, you know?” she said. “Like a gang. Or they don’t even have to be that. Maybe it’s just a bunch of guys trying to make a modern-day version. Vigilantes, religious zealots, something like that.”
“Yeah. Maybe.” Except I knew the truth. They’d never dissolved. They just went further underground, until they were hiding in plain sight.
And now they wanted me.
Viv tapped the screen. “The Scrolls of Gideon,” she said. “Isn’t that funny? I mean, not in a ha-ha way, but—”
“Hilarious.” I made myself smile, hoping it looked natural. “Can you do me a huge favor, Viv?”
“What’s that?”
“Find out everything you can about Milus Dei, and the Scrolls of Gideon, whatever those are,” I said. “Dig as deep as you can.”
Her brow furrowed. “Why?”
“Because maybe we can get Abe’s case back for him.” This time my grin was genuine. “I’m sure he’d love that. He’s totally into gangs. They don’t have fangs and claws, and they can be handcuffed and fingerprinted.”
She laughed. “All right. I’ll see what I can do.”
“Thanks.”
“Hey, Gideon…”
I raised an eyebrow.
“If you knew something about this case, you’d tell me,” she said. “Wouldn’t you?”
“Absolutely,” I lied without hesitation.
She stared at me a moment longer. At last she said, “Okay. I’ll dig into it after work, and you check in with me tomorrow.” Then she smiled. “It’d help if you tried not to bring me too many bodies between now and then.”
“Right.” I said. “I’ll go spread the word—Viv’s busy doing a favor for me, so no one’s allowed to die tonight.”
Her laughter followed me out of the morgue.
 
 



CHAPTER 9

 
The business of dying in New York refused to take the night off, and I was busy hauling corpses until eight in the morning. At least no other dead people tried to talk to me. Every time I managed to forget about Officer Rob Walters and his threats from beyond the grave, something managed to remind me—and the tension came flooding back with it.
I was half dead myself, exhausted from the strain of looking over my shoulder for a threat I wouldn’t recognize unless it walked up to me with a big sign that said HERE TO KILL YOU, by the time I folded my bed down and climbed in.
Sleep dropped over me like a lead curtain.
The dream came faster than usual. The deep woods, the campfire that barely banished the chill of oncoming winter. Colorado—grizzly country. Battered RVs, rusted pickups and patched tents formed a semi-circle around the campsite. Orville Valentine, lord and master of his domain, roaring drunk as usual. Hodge and Morris beyond shitfaced. A handful of cousins scattered here and there, and Mama Reba holed up in the silver Airstream with her cheap wine and satellite sitcoms.
“Boy!” Orville bellowed from his place of honor by the fire. “Boy, git over here!”
Fifteen-year-old me wasn’t exactly eager to comply with my father’s demand. He’d beaten me the day before for spilling mountain cat entrails on his boots, and last night Hodge and Morris had tied me to the back of their truck and road-hauled me through a field for half an hour, just for the hell of it. I was aching and filthy, my arms plunged deep into the carcass of a half-grown grizzly the boys had taken at fifty yards.
I wasn’t allowed to hunt. They didn’t trust me with guns—and by that time, they were right not to. I would’ve killed them all if I could.
“You got five seconds, boy!”
Cursing as loud as I dared, I pulled free of the dead bear and wiped my bloodied hands on my pants. I’d trained myself not to show anger, or fear, or any other emotion that’d set them off, so I approached the firelight with a blank expression. “Yes?”
“Yes sir, you little rat.” He held up an empty bottle and jerked his head toward the Slipstream. “Take that inside’n grab me a fresh one.”
“Yes, sir,” I said, unable to help the sarcastic emphasis. My hate had burned particularly bright that night.
His red-shot eyes narrowed. “You mockin’ me?”
“No, sir.”
“Ought to whack you one anyway,” he grumbled. “Get movin’.”
I took the bottle—but he didn’t let go. He was staring at my chest.
“What?” I said.
“Don’t you ‘what’ me, rat. The hell’s that around your neck?”
I went cold. The pendant must’ve slipped out while I was gutting the bear. 
A week ago, we’d stopped at one of the nameless, hole-in-the-wall trading posts that poachers frequented for gear you couldn’t walk into a store and buy. Everyone ignored the grizzled, hulking slab of an old man sitting outside—except for me. He looked mean, almost scary, with a scarred face and hands bigger than my whole head. But he had kind eyes, a deeper blue than mine, and he’d smiled as if he was happy to see me. I didn’t get that often. 
I was a Valentine, after all. A ruthless, dirty bastard. Guilty by association.
When the rest of the clan went inside the place, I’d hung back. The great old man had eased himself up and lumbered over, holding out a huge hand to shake. I took it, and he pressed something into mine. 
“This belongs to you, Gideon,” he’d said in a raspy voice—and my jaw dropped. He couldn’t have known that. My family never called me by name.
“How did you…”
“Keep it safe. Promise you will.”
“I…I promise.”
Speaking those words made my chest burn, and I didn’t know why. Finally, I’d opened my hand to look at what he’d given me. It was a crystal stone, a shard about an inch long, held at the top with delicate silver lattice and strung on a black cord. So clear that it seemed to glow, even in daylight. And it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.
I’d known that if my family ever saw it, they’d take it from me.
“Nothing,” I finally said to my dream-father. “Just a piece of glass on a string.”
“Yeah? Well, if it’s nothing, then give it here.”
I took a quick step back. “No.”
“No?”
He said it softly, but Hodge and Morris reacted as if he’d shouted thunder, jerking their attention in my direction with angry glares. They started toward me from the other side of the fire.
Shaking my head, I slipped the pendant back inside my shirt. The crystal was warm against my skin, the only heat in my otherwise cold body. “It’s nothing,” I said. “It’s mine.”
“Oh, boys,” Orville said in wicked, singsong tones. “I think it’s time for target practice.”
My older brothers grinned.
I whirled and ran for the woods.
At this point, the dream always diverged from what really happened. It couldn’t have happened, because although I was running at full sprint through a deep, dark forest, miles from any form of civilization—I could see. The light of the moon filtering through the branches above me seemed as bright as searchlights.
And my pendant glowed to match the moon’s brilliance.
Unfortunately, even in the dream my brothers could see just as well. The Valentines were horrible human beings, but they were exceptional hunters. They worked with night vision gear, scopes and goggles, and they’d all been shooting since they could lift a gun. They brought down their prey every single time, without fail.
And that included me.
This was my brothers’ favorite game. Target practice, otherwise known as See Gideon Run. The rules were simple. They’d chase me until one of them shot me. It was always somewhere that wouldn’t kill me, and always in a new place, a new eventual scar—they were good enough to land the shot wherever they wanted. 
Hodge and Morris kept a running score. At last count, Morris was ahead by two.
I’d been out here tracking a few times now, and I remembered a cave about a thousand yards northeast from the campsite. My brothers hadn’t been moving too fast. The night vision gear made them confident, especially since they could track my progress wherever I went. They didn’t have to keep up.
But this time I’d gotten far ahead of them. I slipped inside the cave and moved back into the blackness, silently catching my breath. In that moment, with only my thrumming heartbeat for company, I realized I had to get away from my family—and I had to do it in a way that they’d never find me. Otherwise I wouldn’t live to adulthood.
It would be another long, painful year from that moment until I managed to escape.
That night, and in the dream, I crouched in the cave for what felt like forever, hating them more every second. I’d already defied my father—and I’d pay for that. Having me shot again wouldn’t be enough to satisfy him.
I figured while I was in a defiant mood, I might as well throw some of it at my brothers, too.
Maybe I’d reached some subconscious breaking point, or maybe I just wanted them to finally kill me and get it over with. Whatever the reason, when I heard the near-silent approach of the men hunting me, I walked boldly out of the cave and stood at the entrance in full view, glaring at the two figures who crouched behind a deadfall not thirty feet away.
In the dream, the pendant glowed like cold fire.
“Go ahead,” I called out. “Shoot me.”
Hodge and Morris didn’t move.
“Come on, you bastards. The game’s over.” I took another step forward. “I’m not running, so take your shot.”
Finally, branches rustled and my brothers strolled out. They weren’t grinning any more. “Think we won’t, just because you’re not sport?” Hodge said. “It’s just as fun watchin’ you bleed, pretty-boy.”
I glared at him. “Do it, then.”
Hodge raised a rifle slowly to his shoulder.
“Hodge. Don’t,” Morris rasped, taking a half-step back. “Christ, look at him. Look at his face…”
“Shut up, Morris. You just don’t want me catchin’ up to you.” Hodge lined up his shot. “Maybe I’ll shoot him twice. Then we’ll be even.”
But he didn’t fire.
“Go on, Hodge.” My voice sounded strange to my own ears, a low and rumbling threat I’d never produced before. “Shoot me.”
“Hodge!”
The thunder of gunshot swallowed Morris’s shout. I didn’t even flinch. And instead of the searing, explosive pain I anticipated, I felt the wind of a bullet pass my shoulder.
He’d missed.
It was my turn to grin. I didn’t say a word, and I didn’t have to. Both of my brothers stood there, frozen and gaping, and I was the first to move. I walked away.
Sometimes the dream kept going. I’d walked the woods for another hour, and no one followed me. No one spoke to me when I went back to camp, alone and un-shot, to finish field-stripping the grizzly. I had no idea what they’d said to Orville. That night was never mentioned again, and it was the last time they tried to play target practice. 
They just found other ways to hurt me.
But this time, something changed. As I left Hodge and Morris standing there, I heard a sound behind me that had no business in the forest. A faint metallic scrape, a hollow pop. Like a lock being picked.
Specifically, the back door lock on my van.
I forced myself awake and opened my eyes, expecting to see darkness.
Instead I saw Sadie.
 



CHAPTER 10

 
Her face registered shock for an instant, and then disgust. “Damn,” she said, backing away. “You shouldn’t have heard me. You’re—”
“Human. Yeah, you’ve said that already. But I’m a light sleeper.” I was never far from a knife, and I pulled the big one from under my pillow as I sat up. “I know this won’t kill you, but it’ll be damned painful when I slit your throat,” I said. “Don’t think I’m not fast enough, either.”
“Come on. You won’t really hurt me.”
I lunged at her, pulled her in front of me and held the blade to her throat. “Wanna bet?” I said near her ear.
“All right,” she said carefully. “What do you want?”
“That’s the question I want you to answer. For starters.”
“Back off, and I’ll tell you.”
I was tempted to turn it around on her the way she’d done to me. Tell me, and I’ll back off. But I figured I’d gotten her attention this time, so I lowered the knife and let go.
She jerked away from me with a hot glare. “Maybe you’re not as stupid as I thought.”
“Yeah, well I’m not patient, either. So talk.”
“Fine.” She sat on the floor of the van, one knee bent and an arm propped on it. “I want your necklace.”
That wasn’t anything close to what I expected. “So what, you were trying to steal it?” I said. “You’re not a very good thief. First my van, now this.”
“You could just give it to me,” she said.
“No.”
“Why not? You don’t need it.” She looked at me with glittering eyes. “I’ll buy it off you,” she said. “Name your price.”
“Are you crazy? Don’t answer that.” I took a precarious seat on the wheel-well, facing her with the knife still in my hands. “Why do you want it, anyway?”
She batted her eyes at me. “Because it’s so pretty.”
“Goddamn it, why?”
“Give me a break!” Her shoulders slumped, and she huffed out a breath. “I’ve never had a human find out what I am besides them, okay? I’m pretty sure I’m supposed to kill you or something. Not tell you all my secrets.”
I held back a frustrated shout. “All right. Let’s simplify things,” I said. “You told me I don’t know what the pendant is. So what is it?”
She didn’t answer.
“Sadie…please. I’m asking you nicely.”
A frown tugged at her mouth. “It’s a moonstone.”
“Like, from the moon?”
“No. It’s a moonstone gem,” she said. “From Arcadia.”
The word I’d never heard before traced a fire through my blood. I pushed the feeling away, determined not to ask what it meant—not yet, anyway. One thing at a time. “And what would it do for you?”
She hesitated. Just when I thought she’d clam up again, she said, “It concentrates and focuses moonlight. Same as a luna-ball, only moonstones are permanent. They don’t need enchantments, and they don’t break.”
The dream flashed back to me with startling clarity. For now, I wouldn’t think about the implications that maybe it had all really happened. “It makes a full moon,” I said slowly. “Right? You use it to…”
“Go wolf.”
That made sense—as much as any of this did, at least. But I still wasn’t about to give her the pendant. “What’s the problem with getting another snow globe…I mean, luna-ball?” I said.
She sighed and rested her head on her arm. “What’s not the problem?” she said. “Short version, only the Fae can make them. And unfortunately, weres and Fae don’t exactly get along.” She stared ahead at nothing. “You don’t want to know what I had to do to get the last one.”
I almost felt sorry for her. “What about these moonstones? I can’t have the only one.”
“See, this is why you’re an idiot,” she said. “They belong to the Fae, period. I’d have to kill one to get it.” She closed her eyes. “How the hell did you get your hands on that, anyway?” she murmured. “They don’t even come from this world. They’re not exactly lying around for the taking.”
This belongs to you, Gideon. Keep it safe…promise you will.
I wasn’t going to share that particular story. “Never mind how,” I said. “Sorry, but I can’t give it to you. It might help somehow, and I need all the help I can get. I’ve got problems of my own.”
She raised her head and sneered. “Yeah, like what? Filing your income taxes? I’m running for my life here.”
“So am I.” I glared at her until she looked away. “And unlike you, I don’t know jack shit about what I’m dealing with,” I said. “I know Milus Dei is after me. That’s where my information ends.”
Her expression softened. “I’m sorry for that,” she said. “If you hadn’t helped me…”
“Yeah, well, apparently that’s not why they want me.”
“What?”
“They’ve been looking for me.” My jaw clenched as the helpless fury came flooding back. “I’m the key, or something.”
Sadie straightened suddenly, dragging in a harsh breath. “Who told you that?”
“The last guy you killed,” I said. “After you killed him.”
“My God,” she whispered.
“What? Look, if you know anything about this—”
“Shut up a minute.” She stared at me so intently, I almost felt half-naked again. “Did he say anything else?”
I really didn’t want to talk about this, to anyone. But there was no way I’d figure out what was happening on my own. She might be stubborn and condescending, not to mention a werewolf, but Sadie was my best chance for survival. “He said they’d find me, use me, and kill me,” I told her. “And he called me DeathSpeaker.”
She went pale. “You can’t be.”
“Glad I’m not the only one thinking that,” I said. “Do you want to tell me what the hell it means? Because the dead guy wouldn’t.”
“I…don’t know, exactly. But I know someone who does.”
“Who?”
“The Fae I got the luna-ball from,” she said. “And I can’t believe I’m saying this, but…I’m going to have to bring you to him.”
 
 



CHAPTER 11

 
I’d never realized there was another whole level of Manhattan under the subway tunnels. If I had, I damned sure wouldn’t have come down here on purpose. Creepy wasn’t a strong enough word for this dim, dank, rat-infested world beneath the world.
At least, I hoped it was rats making those sounds in the dark.
Sadie turned left and started us down another long, shadowed tunnel, lit only by the occasional dirty bare bulb. “We’re almost—” She cut herself off as a train rumbled above us, shaking the ground and knocking small showers of dirt loose from the tunnel ceiling. “There,” she said when the noise passed.
“Great,” I muttered. “Is it time to get drunk yet?”
“That’s not for us.” Before we came down here, she’d stopped at a liquor store and bought a big bottle of rotgut whiskey. “It’s part of the price for information.”
“So what’s the rest of the price?”
“Whatever he wants.”
I didn’t like the sound of that. “Am I right to assume there’s no money involved in this price?” I said.
“What do you know. He does have a brain.” Sadie flashed a smirk over her shoulder. “He doesn’t need money,” she said. “I have no idea what he’ll want from you, but it’s not going to be pleasant.”
“What did you pay him?”
Her shoulders stiffened, but she didn’t slow her pace. “One werewolf tooth.”
“Jesus. You mean…one of yours?”
“They grow back. Eventually.”
My gut knotted a little tighter. “Who is this guy, anyway?” I said.
“Can you go two minutes without asking a question?” Shaking her head, Sadie fell back a step to walk next to me. “His name is Taeral, and he’s an Unseelie.”
“I thought he was a fairy.”
“Don’t ever call him that. He’s Fae.” She frowned a bit. “It’s not easy to explain,” she said. “The Fae are…complicated. There are Seelie and Unseelie, basically light and dark. But really, it’s more like dark and darker. The Seelie aren’t nice. They’re just polite about being cruel bastards.”
“And the Unseelie…?”
“Are a hell of a lot worse,” she said.
“Terrific.” This just got better and better. “Maybe I don’t need to know about the DeathSpeaker thing,” I said. “Not this bad, anyway.”
“Trust me, you need to know. If you want to live.”
I was starting to think I didn’t. Being dead would be less complicated.
Sadie stopped suddenly and held an arm out, blocking my path. “This is the entrance,” she said. “You can’t go through yet.”
“Uh-huh. Not gonna argue with that.” I stared at the jagged black hole in front of us that seemed to empty into nothing. “I don’t want to go through.”
“Don’t worry. It’s safe—for me, anyway. It’ll be safe for you once I get Grygg to turn the spell off.”
“What spell?”
“The one that doesn’t allow humans to pass.” She smiled. “Be right back.”
With that, she moved forward and vanished into the blackness.
Sadie’s form had disappeared almost instantly, but I could see filaments of light flickering on and off in her wake. They looked like glowing spider webs. For a moment I was too fascinated to be horrified.
Then I realized that I was alone, and completely lost down here. I’d never find my way back the way we came—and I couldn’t follow her where she’d gone.
If she didn’t come back, I’d stay lost forever.

The twenty minutes or so it took for Sadie to return felt a lot longer. I’d almost decided to try going in there after her, anti-human spell or not, when she emerged from the dark with no warning. “All right, it’s clear,” she said. “Follow me.”
“Do I have to?”
“Yes.” She beckoned once and disappeared again.
I drew a bracing breath, and stepped into the void.
At least the ground didn’t drop out from under my feet. For a few seconds there was only the blackness pressing down on all sides—like a living thing, actively sucking the light from the world. It almost seemed to be pushing at me, trying to keep me back.
Then the dark lifted like a fog, and I couldn’t help staring.
It was another tunnel, but nothing like the cramped, crumbling passageways we’d traveled so far. Wide and well-lit, with a ceramic tiled floor and patterned stone walls, this corridor would’ve been at home in some gothic castle. The difference was dizzying.
Finally, I realized that Sadie was no longer alone.
Beside her was a man, for lack of a better word. Easily seven feet-plus tall and almost as wide, with stone gray eyes and powder gray hair. He wore shapeless gray clothing and no shoes. Even his skin was ashen and nearly gray. Overall, he looked like he’d been copied and pasted into the world from an old black-and-white movie. Frankenstein’s monster made real.
The monster-man stared at me, expressionless as a statue—one that looked capable of crushing my bones if he wanted to. 
And I suddenly felt much too human for this place.
“This is Grygg,” Sadie said. “He’s the gatekeeper. He just wanted to make sure you weren’t dangerous.” She turned to the giant man and smiled. “Grygg, this is Gideon. He’s not dangerous.”
Grygg the gatekeeper took a step toward me. A very heavy step. “What is your purpose here?” he said in a voice like a rockslide.
“Er. Information,” I said. “She’s taking me to see…uh…”
“Taeral,” Sadie supplied.
“Yeah. Him.”
“The Unseelie?” Grygg ground out. “And you are human.”
“Yes.”
A reedy, rustling sound came from the gatekeeper. Eventually I decide he was laughing. “Well. If it’s the Unseelie you want, you may pass,” he said. “But you should reconsider this audience, human. It may be your last.”
“My what? Hold on a minute.”
Grygg lumbered past me, shaking his massive head. “I must seal the passage. Goodbye, human.”
With that, he vanished into the black fog of the tunnel entrance.
I glared at Sadie. “What the hell’s he talking about?”
“Nothing. You’ll be fine.” She turned and started walking, then glanced back at me. “You coming?”
“No. I’m reconsidering.”
She sighed. “I told you the Unseelie are nasty,” she said. “Everyone knows it. But I promise, you’ll be okay. He won’t hurt you when we tell him what you are.”
“Yeah, that’s great. But what if I’m actually not a—”
“You are.”
I hesitated another minute, and at last gave in and started after her. Whether or not it was true, Milus Dei was still looking for me. I had to know what to do about that. “What is…uh, Grygg, anyway?” I said.
“He’s a golem.”
“Oh.” Like I was supposed to know what that was. But right now, I wasn’t going to ask. Things were already crazy enough. “This place is unbelievable,” I muttered.
She smirked over her shoulder. “This is nothing. Wait’ll you see the market.”
“Market?” I caught up with her reluctantly, brow furrowed. “I thought we were going to meet this Taeral guy.”
“We are.”
The corridor brought us to a large opening full of shadows and low light. Sadie held a hand up just before we reached it. “Watch your step,” she said.
Why died on the tip of my tongue as I came up beside her…and looked down.
She smiled at my stunned expression. “Welcome to the Hive.”
The opening was the start of a stone staircase, wide and winding down to a vast platform. Stone columns weathered with age rose from the edges of the platform and disappeared far above into darkness, like some forgotten Greek coliseum buried underground.
The platform held a small city.
It took a moment to realize the “buildings” were poorly built stalls, sheds, and tent-like structures. Mounted torches and smaller flickering lights cast an orange glow across the area. There was no particular arrangement to the ramshackle collection. Irregular, twisting passageways wound through the stalls—some leading to other passages, others ending abruptly or narrowing into nothing.
The handful of figures moving down there appeared human. For the most part.
“Let’s go,” Sadie said, and headed down the stairs.
I followed her without saying anything. Not that I didn’t have questions—I just had so many, I didn’t know where to start. This wasn’t my world. It was hers, and theirs. The Others.
But when we reached the platform and I got a closer look at the patched tents, the makeshift fires and sagging clothes lines, the hardened survival atmosphere that lay over the place—the depressing signs of the nomadic, outcast lifestyle I’d grown up with, familiar as my nightmares—I kind of felt right at home.
Anywhere that felt like home was the last place I wanted to be.
Sadie led the way down a wide main artery, and then through a bunch of twists and turns. The structures changed the further in we went, degenerating from rough but workable wooden buildings near the outside of the makeshift city, to little more than lean-tos covered with cloth and tents draped with layers of ragged material. 
Someone or something watched from one doorway with a milk-white blind stare and cackled softly as we passed. A deep shadow at the end of a crowded alley of tents held three or four pairs of gleaming yellow eyes, riveted on me in unison.
In another place, a covered stall, a figure seated on a stool slouched near the back in shadows, head turning to follow our passage. The figure leaned into the light—revealing a nightmare of a ruined face, covered with scars and puckered holes that made one eye bulge and showed a few rotting teeth through the side of his jaw.
I didn’t scream, but it was damned close.
“What the hell was that?” I whispered harshly when we were past the stall.
Sadie didn’t even break stride. “Bogeyman.”
“Come on. The bogeyman is real, too?”
“Not the bogeyman. A bogeyman. One of many,” she said. “Bogeypersons are a species.”
“Right.” That was the other word she’d said the first time we met. A politically correct term for the bogeyman. “So where’s Bloody Mary and the guy with the hook hand that kills hitchhikers?”
“Oh, they eloped to Hawaii.”
“Please tell me you’re joking.”
“Nope.” She looked at me, fighting a smirk. Then she laughed. “Okay, maybe a little.”
“Ha. Ha.”
“All right, I’m sorry. I couldn’t resist.” She slowed and looked around briefly. “Here,” she said, ducking to the right between a stick-built shack and a splintery plywood shed. “Taeral’s place is close.”
I followed through a narrow, fabric-draped corridor. At the end was a roughly circular clearing ringed with large stones. The tent in the center was bigger than most of them down here. It looked sturdy enough, in terms of not ready to fall down. Two tall torches blazed on either side of the covered entrance. Markings like the ones on Sadie’s fairy bag were scrawled on the door flap, in something that looked a lot like blood.
The walls of the tent were made with layers of scraps, ragged flaps and grungy sheets of canvas, and a rank odor hung in the air surrounding the place. It smelled like a bar had burned down.
“Let me guess,” I said. “Taeral’s place.”
“Cozy, ain’t it?” She hesitated a few seconds, then strode across the clearing.
I walked after her. “Do we knock, or—”
“No.” She threw the door flap back and plunged inside, and I heard her shout, “Taeral! Where are you, you lowlife, miserable Unseelie drunk?”
That did not sound like a great way to get the attention of a dark magic fairy who demanded body parts as payment.
My entrance wasn’t as enthusiastic as hers. I lifted the tent flap gingerly and ducked beneath it, coming up in a small, dimly lit space stuffed with clutter. Stacks of books and old newspapers, piles of boards, rickety shelves stuffed with bottles and vials and containers. There were even a few scrolls shoved among the junk, tied with crude strips of leather.
I found myself hoping none of them were the Scrolls of Gideon.
From somewhere in the depths of the tent, Sadie shouted, “Come on, Taeral!” Something rustled and fluttered sharply, like she’d whipped a handful of newspapers into the air. “It’s way past noon. Drag your lazy ass out here and do some business.”
I hurried toward the sound as fast as I could—which wasn’t very fast, since I had to wind my way through stacks and jumbles of crap. Finally, I came to another room, with nothing in it except Sadie and a large mound of papers and cardboard boxes with a pile of rags on top.
She spared me a quick glance. Her eyes were full of rage. Then she turned and kicked the cardboard mound. “Get up!”
“All right,” the rag pile muttered. “Keep it down, you mangy cur.”
The rags stirred, and a grimed hand eased out from beneath the pile. It felt around gingerly.
With a snort of disgust, Sadie grabbed a half-empty, corked square bottle of brown liquid from the floor and pushed it into the hand.
“Perfect. Thank you.”
Gripping the bottle like a talisman, the hand reached up and pushed the rags aside. The figure sitting up slowly had to be Taeral. He looked human. Swarthy and blue-eyed, with a shoulder-length tangle of black hair and a cold, wicked slant to his smile. No wings, no pointy ears—some fairy. He was also shirtless, and covered with tattoos remarkably similar to mine.
But there were no tattoos on his left arm, because it was made out of metal and gears all the way to his shoulder, where it fastened with a leather harness. A silver clockwork arm. Long and spindly, spider-like, with extra joints in the fingers of the hand.
I guessed fairies weren’t completely invincible.
“So.” Taeral’s voice was cracked and guttural, a broken scrap of sound. He wrenched the cork from the bottle with metal fingers that clanked and wheezed as they moved, and drank deeply. “Where have you been? I’ve not seen you in weeks.”
“Busy. And I didn’t know you cared, Taeral.”
“I don’t.”
“Good, because I’m not telling you.”
His eyes narrowed, and then he sighed. “Fine. What do you want now, little lap dog? Something to make you invisible, give you more speed, more strength? The deepest, darkest secrets of Milus Dei?” He laughed harshly and took another long drink. “Still fighting them, when you should be running.”
Fighting? I made a burning mental note to question Miss Running-For-My-Life about that later.
Her lip curled as she produced the bottle she’d brought. “Something to prime the pump,” she said, placing it on the pile in front of him. “And I don’t want anything from you, Unseelie. He does.”
Taeral followed her gesture. He did a double-take, as if noticing me for the first time. The disdain on his face twisted into anger. “You’ve brought a stranger to my home?”
“Relax. He doesn’t know the way,” Sadie said. “Do you think I’m that stupid? And besides, even if he could find the Hive on his own, he can’t get in. He’s human.”
There was a blur of motion. I blinked, and Taeral was in front of me with a knife to my throat. “I despise humans,” he snarled. “Give me one good reason not to kill you.”
Sadie stepped forward angrily. “I’ll give you one,” she said. “He’s the DeathSpeaker.”
 
 



CHAPTER 12

 
“You lie,” Taeral said roughly. “That’s not possible.”
I glanced down at the knife. It was made of dulled gray metal, big and curved with a serrated edge, held firmly in his clockwork hand—and way too close to my skin. So much for Sadie’s insistence that I’d be fine. “You know, people keep saying that,” I said. “Well, Others say it. The dead guy disagreed, but I’m pretty sure he was human.”
“A dead man spoke to you?”
I would’ve nodded, but I didn’t feel like bleeding. “I thought he did. Hell, maybe I’m just going crazy, though,” I said. “I work with dead people every day. It’s my job.”
“Your job.” He shook his head slowly, and at last lowered the knife. “You are not the DeathSpeaker. You can’t be.”
“Hey, that’s great news,” I said. “How about you tell that to Milus Dei.”
Just when I thought the pissed-off fairy couldn’t get any angrier, he proved me wrong.
“They know of you!” he roared, drawing the knife back as if he meant to strike. “How? Did they send you here? By the gods, if you’ve anything to do with them I’ll cut you to pieces and scatter your filthy human carcass to the winds!”
Suddenly I was just as furious. I’d had it with these Others threatening me, when I never asked to be dragged into this. “I don’t know shit about them,” I shouted back. “That’s what I came here to find out! They want to kill me, and I have no idea why.”
His expression froze, and he stared at me. But he wasn’t meeting my eyes.
“What?” I glanced down and caught a glimpse of silvery light. 
The pendant was glowing under my shirt.
Before I could react, he snatched the cord around my neck with his normal hand and yanked the stone free. “Where did you get this, human?”
Out of pure, furious reflex, I snagged his wrist. “That is mine,” I said, barely recognizing my own voice. The same deep, rumbling tone I’d used years ago with my brothers. “Let go.”
His eyes widened. “You are—”
“Damn it, let go!”
“I can’t,” he said with a slight tremor in his voice. “You have to let go first.”
“Fine.” I loosened my grip. A little.
His fingers shifted, and the pendant bounced against my chest. Just behind me, I heard Sadie gasp. Maybe she’d figured I was a dead man when I touched him—but I wasn’t going to die today.
“Thank you.” I shoved his wrist away. “And if you ever touch it again, I will find a way to destroy you. Dark magic fairy or not. Understand, Taeral?”
I had no idea where this outburst was coming from. Somehow I’d ignored the fact that he had a knife pointed at me and wasn’t afraid to use it. But a cold, unfamiliar part of me didn’t care. The stone was mine, and I had to keep it safe.
I’d promised.
Taeral stared for another moment, and then closed his eyes slowly. His arms fell slack at his sides. “You should have stayed with the hunters, boy,” he rasped.
My blood ran cold. “What did you say?”
He ignored the question and turned away, trudging toward the cardboard pile to stow the knife somewhere. “That stone belonged to my father,” he said. “The markings engraved in the silver, the runes… Ciar’ Ansghar. Our family name.” He made a weary gesture. “And there’s only one way it could have come to you.”
“Hold on,” Sadie said. “Didn’t you say that your father—”
“You stay out of this!” His anger returned as he whirled to face her. “You’re the one who brought him down here,” he said. “He never should have known of this world.”
“Hey. Fairy.”
The fierce blue glare shifted to me, and for a second I thought I should’ve listened to Sadie about calling him that. But my mouth just kept on running. “Why the hell did you mention hunters? You don’t know a damned thing about me.”
“Oh, I know you. Gideon.”
Damn. I was positive Sadie hadn’t gotten around to actually introducing me. How did strangers keep guessing my name?
“You touched me. Many Fae are psychic to some degree,” he said, as if I’d asked the question aloud. “But I’d not needed the whisper of your thoughts to know you.”
“You’re insane,” I said. “Anyone ever told you that?”
His eyes dulled and he looked away. “I’ll tell you what you want to know,” he said. “But first, I require payment.”
“Yeah, well I’m not giving you a tooth. Even if you are a fairy.”
“Fortunately, your teeth are worthless to me.” One corner of his mouth hardened in a smirk. “I want you to fetch me a body.”
“Uh-huh,” I said. “Any body in particular? Because I know where there’s loads of them, but I’m not sure they’d be too happy with me borrowing one from the morgue.”
“This body is not in any morgue.” He paced to the wall and waved a hand, and part of the fabric vanished, revealing rows of cubby holes with various objects in them. After a brief inspection, he took out a rolled paper and shook it loose to reveal a detailed map of Central Park. “It’s buried here,” he said, tapping a small red X at the heart of the North Woods. “Bring it to me.”
I frowned. “A body buried in the woods. I’m pretty sure it’d take me a year to find it,” I said. “Who is it, and how do you know it’s there?”
“Never mind that.” He rolled the map again and held it out to me. “She’ll help you find it,” he said, waving a hand at Sadie. “Right, pup? She’s a nose for these things.”
“Oh, you’re hilarious, Taeral,” she said. “No way in hell. I’m not going to the park.”
“You will go. Or I’ll gut you with a dull blade, right before I rip your head from your pretty little shoulders.”
The exchange confused me, until I remembered she hadn’t told him about Milus Dei searching for her. “She can’t—”
“I’ll go,” she said, shooting me a shut-up glare. “If you’ll give me a glamour.”
“A what?”
Both of them ignored me. “Why would you need a glamour, Sadie?” Taeral’s voice was too smooth, dangerously calm. “You’ll tell me where you’ve been all these weeks. Or I’ll find out the hard way.” He stepped closer to her. “You won’t like the hard way.”
Her spine stiffened, and she glowered up at him. “They had me,” she said. “I escaped.”
For a minute I thought he’d hit her, or maybe break her neck. “No one escapes them,” he snarled. “Not in one piece, at least. Do you have any idea what you could have done? Foolish, ignorant child!”
“Yeah, I know what I did,” she said, her voice trembling slightly with anger. “I survived, and I got away. Just like you.”
“Just like me.” His gaze locked with hers. “You know nothing of me. What I once was, did not survive that place. They took far more than my arm. And what I’ve done since—” He glanced at me and shuddered. “You may have undone the only small good I’ve accomplished.”
Sadie snorted. “What good is that, Unseelie? Keeping the local liquor stores in business?”
“Enough. I’ll give you a glamour, but you must go quickly. Bring me the body.” This time, he addressed me when he looked at me. “Once you do, you’ll have your answers, boy. Even to the questions you don’t know you should ask.”
Whatever that meant, it sure as hell didn’t make me look forward to finding out.
 
 



CHAPTER 13

 
It was a long, awkward, and silent walk back through the tunnels and up to the surface. By the time we reached the van, I wasn’t sure I could remember how to speak.
I didn’t even know if I wanted to. An angry fairy with a metal arm, who somehow knew my name and knew about the Valentines, had just sent me to dig up a corpse in Central Park. And in return, he’d tell me things I was increasingly convinced I’d be better off not knowing.
All I wanted was my life back, minus the murderous cult. This was not going to make things normal again.
Sadie climbed into the passenger seat and bowed her head. “Well. That didn’t go like I planned,” she said. “What does he want with some dead guy, anyway?”
“Let’s not try too hard to find out.” I started the engine, but I didn’t go anywhere just yet. “We should wait until dark, so there’s as few people around as possible,” I said. “Shouldn’t be long now. In the meantime, want to tell me about that thing he gave you?”
“The glamour?” She gave me a sidelong smile and pulled the small silver band from her pocket. “I’ll show you,” she said, slipping the ring on her finger.
And suddenly, she wasn’t Sadie anymore.
The compact, hazel-eyed woman with a mass of auburn curls was gone. Now there was a tall, slender brunette with olive skin and pale green eyes. Her black tee and cargo pants had been replaced with skinny jeans and a silky turtleneck.
“Drop your jaw any further, and you’ll have to pick it up off the floor,” she said—and Sadie’s voice came from the brunette’s mouth.
I tried to reel it back in. “Um. You…”
“Exactly.” The brunette removed the band and turned into Sadie. “That’s a glamour,” she said. “An illusion spell that changes your appearance. The Fae wear them all the time to look human. Because they’re not, and their natural forms are extremely non-human.”
“Wait. You’re saying Taeral doesn’t actually look like that?” I said. “If he can change the way he looks, why doesn’t he do something about that arm?”
She frowned, tucking the ring back in her pocket. “I don’t know. He’s kind of touchy about the subject,” she said. “He won’t talk about Milus Dei, or anything that happened… before.”
“Before what?”
“Generally, anything before the time he’s talking to you. He’s an in-the-moment kind of guy.”
The faraway look in her eyes told me way more than I wanted to know. I could imagine what at least one of those moments had been. Nothing like sleeping with the enemy, I guess. But at least that explained some of the tension between them. “Okay,” I finally said. “Listen, we’ve got an hour or so to kill, so—”
My buzzing phone interrupted me. I had a feeling it was Abe, and I was right. With a hold-on gesture, I answered the call. “Hey, Detective,” I said as casually as possible. “What’s the word?”
“Damned strange,” he said. “Gideon…you need to lay low for a while. Stay away from cops.”
Damned strange was an understatement. “Why?”
“Ran into the chief earlier.” Abe spoke in a loud whisper, even though I knew he had to be alone at home. “He asked about you.”
“Yeah? Well, I gotta say, I had a bizarre conversation with him at the last crime scene,” I said. “I thought—”
“No, listen. He asked where you were. And when I said I didn’t know, he told me to find you and bring you to his office.”
The suspicion I’d felt toward Chief Foley before deepened to alarm. “What’s he want with me? I’m nobody to him.”
“Yeah. But he seems to think you’re somebody of interest to something, and he won’t say what.” Abe paused for a moment. “I don’t think I like that.”
“I’m with you there.” I closed my eyes and briefly considered asking Abe if he wanted to try getting the chief naked and searching him for ankh tattoos. But that probably wouldn’t go over well. “All right,” I said. “Thanks for the heads-up, Abe. Hey…what are you going to tell the chief?”
“Not much, except that I don’t know where the hell you are. So don’t tell me.”
“You got it.”
“One more thing,” Abe said. “SWAT’s mobilizing again, but they’re not headed for the park. No one’ll say where they are going. So watch out for those big black vans.”
“Yeah,” I said slowly. “Thanks.”
I hung up, replaced the phone and felt Sadie staring at me. “Friend of mine,” I said.
She raised an eyebrow. “Detective?”
“Don’t worry. He’s unofficially suspended.” I let out a sigh. “Chief Nigel Foley. You happen to know anything about him?”
“Nope.”
“Great. Well, I think I do.” I put the van in reverse and headed out of the parking garage. “Abe called to warn me that the chief’s looking for me, for unspecified reasons. And he’s mobilizing SWAT.”
Her breath caught. “They going for the park again?”
“No. They’re not saying what they’re up to. But I think Foley is Milus Dei.”
“Of course he is,” she said after a heavy pause. “Makes sense. I mean, if they’re in control of the city cops…no wonder they kept finding me. Bastards.”
“Yeah, well at least we’ll be clear for our little excavation mission,” I said. “And I still think Taeral’s insane, but he’s right about one thing.”
“What’s that?”
I looked at her. “We need to hurry.”

An hour later, the shortest time I dared to wait, I parked the van under a stone bridge in the north end of Central Park. “Hope this is the right place,” I said. “It’s not like there aren’t fifty more of these in here.”
“Looks close enough on the map.” Sadie got the ring out and put it on. “Okay. I’m ready.”
I stared at not-her. “That is just wrong.”
“Not if it keeps me alive.”
“Yeah. Guess you’ve got a point.”
We’d made a stop to pick up a few things. I got out, opened the back of the van and grabbed the shovels, the flashlights, the big canvas bag and the plastic sheeting. We had no idea what shape the body would be in, but I figured this should cover it regardless.
“Okay,” I said. “A thousand paces southwest from here to a big pine tree.”
Sadie and I stared at the dense forest stretching in that direction. About half of it was pine. “Right,” she said. “No problem. Good thing you’ve got me here.”
We each took a flashlight and started walking. “About that,” I said. “I’m guessing you can find dead bodies by scent. Does that mean you have to…er, go wolf?”
“No. My senses are heightened, even in this form.”
“Can you turn it off?”
“It’s part of who I am,” she snapped. “Can you turn off being an idiot?”
“Only on special occasions,” I shot back.
She sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m just not used to working with…
“Humans?”
“Anyone,” she said softly. “I’ve been on my own for a long time. My pack, my family, they…well, they aren’t that nice. I was seventeen when I left them.”
My gut twisted in sympathy. “Believe it or not, I know what that’s like.”
“I’m not sure you do.” Her voice strained as she spoke. “Anyway, Taeral’s right about Milus Dei. They don’t just hurt you physically. They break you. I know what they took from me, and I can’t even imagine what they did to him. I was only there for three weeks.”
“How long did they have him?”
She shivered. “Eight months.”
“Jesus,” I rasped. “How did he—”
“Hush.” She stopped in her tracks and held an arm out, directing her flashlight ahead. “I think that’s the tree,” she said, pointing to a tall pine with broken lower branches. “But I don’t smell anything, except…magic.”
“Come on,” I said. “You can smell magic?”
“Course she can,” a lilting male voice said out of nowhere. “She’s moon folk, ain’t she?”
Sadie’s gaze narrowed on the tree. “Show yourself,” she said.
The branches rustled, and a short man dressed in green with a deep red wool cap strolled out. “Evenin’ to ye,” he said, executing a quick bow. “It’s about time y’got here.”
 
 



CHAPTER 14

 
“What the hell is that?” I whispered loudly. “A leprechaun?”
“No. It’s a Redcap.” Sadie grabbed one of the shovels from the bag slung on my shoulder and held it like a baseball bat. “They’re low Fae, protectors of places. Kind of a supernatural alarm system. This one’s probably guarding the body,” she said, and grumbled, “Thanks for the heads-up, Taeral.”
The little man grinned. His mouth was far too wide, splitting his face almost ear to ear—and it was full of yellow-brown, pointy teeth. “The ol’ girl’s long gone from this place,” he said. “Ye’ll find no body here, but I’ve waited ages for someone to come and claim her.” He pointed a long, gnarled finger at me. “Not the one I expected, but ye’ll do. The Unseelie Queen, she’ll let me back for sure if I give you over. So I’ll be bringing ye for an audience with her Majesty.”
I didn’t like the sound of that.
“You’re not bringing him anywhere.” Sadie bared her teeth and ran at him, drawing the shovel back. She swung hard—and stumbled as she hit the empty air where the Redcap had been a second ago.
Then I felt something grab the lower edge of my jacket.
“Oh, but I am, dearie,” the little man beside me said as she righted herself. “Be a good dog now and stand down, or I’ll be wetting me cap with yer blood. It’s gone a bit dry of late.”
I decided I didn’t want an audience with the Unseelie Queen, whoever the hell that was.
I wrenched my jacket free, stepped back and pulled the other shovel. Sadie was already charging again. “His hat,” she shouted. “Go for his hat!”
“Right,” I muttered. Because obviously, leprechauns with sharp teeth were most vulnerable in their fashion accessories. I assumed she had to know more than me, so I aimed a blow for his head—kind of hoping I’d fracture his skull in the process of knocking the hat off.
Sadie swung first. Once again, the Redcap wasn’t there. And her shovel smashed into my shin.
The blow cracked bone. Pain exploded through me, and my knee buckled and pitched me to the ground. “Ow, goddamn it!” I gasped, glaring up at her. “I had that, you know.”
“No, you didn’t.”
“I could’ve—behind you!”
My shouted warning was too late. The Redcap grabbed her leg with both hands, his huge mouth unhinging impossibly wide, like a snake’s jaw. He bit down hard on the back of her thigh.
Sadie cried out and flailed blindly behind her back with the shovel. The edge of it caught the little man’s temple. His teeth came out with a horrible ripping sound, and she stumbled forward to fall on hands and knees in front of me.
The Redcap grinned and spat her blood from his mouth. “I warned ye, dog,” he said. “Ye’ve my thanks for hobbling me little bargaining chip, though. Be easier to handle him now.” He turned away and murmured a few words, raised a hand and brought it down in a slashing gesture.
In front of him, a shimmering rip appeared in the fabric of the world.
Sadie gasped, crawled off to the side and stared at me. “Don’t…let him take you across the veil,” she said through gritted teeth.
“Yeah. The veil. Got it.” It wasn’t easy to look away. The impossible seam shone with colors I couldn’t even name—and something in it called to me. It sang, with words I knew I could almost understand if I wanted to.
But I wasn’t about to try.
I tore my gaze from the hole in reality and adjusted my grip on the shovel, using it to haul myself erect. “Hobbled, my ass,” I said, taking a limping step forward. “I’m not letting you handle me. Go protect a bowl of Lucky Charms or something, leprechaun.”
His grin faded. “If ye won’t come hobbled, ye’ll come crippled.”
The Redcap moved fast. This time I kept my eyes on him. I brought the shovel down and out, in a hard arc that connected with the green blur headed for me. The impact sent shockwaves up my arms.
And the little man flew back, right through the shimmering rip. It vanished with a popping hiss.
I dropped the shovel and let out a hard breath. It kind of disturbed me that the appearance of a fanged leprechaun hadn’t bothered me much. Because it really should have. I should be extremely bothered right now. “You know, I miss working with dead people,” I said as I limped back to Sadie, who’d managed to prop herself on her side. “None of them try to chew your leg off, or drag you through a fairy portal, or whatever the hell that thing was.”
“Yeah. Nice shot, by the way.” Her eyes were closed, her jaw clenched tight. “Listen, he’ll be back. We have to do this fast.”
“Do what? Lucky the Vampire there said the body’s gone.”
“And you believe him? He’s Fae.” She dragged up further and winced.
I knelt gingerly next to her. The back of her pants were torn and glistened darkly with blood, but I couldn’t see much more. “How bad is it?”
“I don’t think I can walk.”
“Great. And I can’t stand for long, so how are we supposed to dig up a corpse?”
She frowned. “Have to risk it,” she muttered, and pulled the ring from her finger. The wound looked a lot worse when the glamour spell vanished. “Help me with this, will you?”
I was about to ask with what, when she unbuttoned her pants.
“Er. What are you doing?”
“I didn’t plan on going wolf, so I don’t have spare clothes. But I have to now. The wolf heals faster.” She pulled the zipper down and looked at me. “Little help?” she said. “Come on, we don’t have a lot of time.”
I swallowed and tried not to look as I eased her pants from her hips. She hissed when the fabric cleared the wound. Once they were off, she stripped her shirt and dropped it on the ground.
At least she was wearing a bra. But it really didn’t cover as much as I wanted it to.
“Okay, new question,” I said. “The moon’s not full. How’s this going to work?”
She rolled her eyes. “Moonstone, remember? You turn it on, I change.”
“Great plan. Only I don’t know how to turn it on.”
“Just do whatever you did at Taeral’s place.”
“I don’t know what I did!”
“Well, think about it!”
I held back a clipped response and tried to think. The stone glowed before he’d grabbed it—right when I decided I’d had enough of the knife-to-the-throat thing. And the only other time I remembered the pendant glowing, my brothers were about to shoot me. “Maybe it’s self-defense,” I said slowly. “I guess it happens when I’m threatened…and pissed off about it.”
“Huh.” A slow smile crept over her face. She grabbed the nearest shovel—and somehow managed to stand. “In that case, you’d better get pissed,” she said. “Or I’ll break your other leg.”
I shook my head. “Won’t work. You’re not a threat.”
“Really? Or are you just too stupid to know when you’re being threatened?”
Okay. That pissed me off.
“Thank you.” She dropped the shovel and staggered in place. “Take it out. Hurry.”
I glanced down. “I’ll be damned,” I said, and drew out the glowing stone. “What now—should I point it at you or something?”
Sadie was already changing.
I watched with horrified fascination. Her eyes changed first, from human hazel to wolf gold. Auburn fur rippled into existence everywhere as her hair drew into her head. Her frame stretched taller, her limbs thickened and elongated. Claws formed where her fingernails had been. She opened her mouth, and a growl rolled from her throat as her jaw kept stretching and her teeth got bigger. A lot bigger.
Maybe I should’ve asked exactly how much control she had over who the wolf attacked.
The whole thing took less than a minute. When it was done, her lips lifted in a snarl—or it might’ve been a smile. “Dig,” she said, sounding like a chainsaw cutting stone.
Then she pivoted, loped for the tree and plunged under the branches.
“Right. Dig.” I picked up both shovels and her clothes, and limped my way over. I figured she’d have changed back by the time I got there. Hopefully she was healed enough to move faster than I could.
The pendant still glowed. I actually felt the light inside me, warming my blood. And I thought my leg hurt a little less, which was kind of weird. Losing adrenaline usually made things hurt more.
When I ducked beneath the branches, I found the wolf tearing up the ground with her claws. She’d already managed a good two feet of depth.
Seemed to work a lot faster than a shovel, anyway.
I moved to help, but she warned me off with a low growl. So I stepped back to let her work. Gray earth flew between her hind legs, gradually turning to rich brown, and then black as she dug deeper. Four feet, five—and still nothing but dirt.
Finally, she stopped and sat back on her haunches with a frustrated snort. “Turn.”
“Um. You want me to take a turn?”
“No. Turn away.”
“Oh.” 
I faced the branches. Quick movement caught my attention, and I glanced down in time to see a human hand snatch the clothes from where I’d dropped them. A moment later, Sadie said, “Damn. He wasn’t lying.”
“Does that mean you’re presentable now?”
She didn’t answer. I turned back to see her dressed and frowning over the hole. “There was a body buried here. I smelled traces of it,” she said. “But it’s been removed, and I can’t tell when. Could’ve been yesterday, or years ago.”
“Great.” I sighed and rubbed the back of my neck. “Now what?”
Her mouth flattened. “We go back to Taeral,” she said. “He can heal your leg, and he might be able to find out what that Redcap did here, if he’s the one who took the body. Give us something to go on.”
Going back to Taeral empty-handed seemed like a bad idea to me, but I didn’t have a good one. I did, however, have an even worse idea—one that Abe was going to hate me for. This was Central Park, after all. If there was a body here, and it’d been buried years ago, the NYPD could’ve found it and processed it. That would present a whole new set of problems, but I’d worry about that after I convinced Abe to look into it.
This corpse had better be damned important.
 
 



CHAPTER 15

 
We got back to the van, and I made the call that officially turned me into Abe’s least favorite person. But he eventually agreed to look into the body. He could access the NYPD database from home, and it gave him something to do besides fend off the chief. I’d also called Rufus and told him I was taking the night off from corpse hauling.
Not exactly true. I still planned on moving a body tonight—I just had to find it first. And I didn’t look forward to being paid for this one.
“Well, this sucks,” Sadie said.
I looked over. She was glaring at the silver ring in the palm of her hand. “Spell’s worn off,” she said, and slipped it on her finger. Nothing happened. “I hate relying on enchanted objects. They never last long.”
“Yeah. I always know it’s going to be a bad day when my magic coffee pot won’t start in the morning,” I said.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about, ever!” I started the engine with an angry twist and backed away from the bridge, planning to head for the York Avenue station where we’d gone down into the subway before. “In the past two days I’ve operated on a werewolf, been threatened at knifepoint by a fairy, and bashed a leprechaun with a shovel. A bunch of cult assholes are hunting me, I don’t know any of the goddamned rules—and you’re making small talk about a ring that won’t turn you into somebody else anymore. I’m losing my mind, is what it means.”
She sighed. “Taeral can explain things.”
“Right. As soon as I locate a missing dead body,” I snapped. “I don’t have time to go on a treasure hunt for him every time I have a different question. So how about you tell me?”
She made a frustrated sound. “What do you want to know?”
“Let’s start with the veil, the Unseelie Queen, and Milus Dei.”
“Is that all?” She smirked. “Okay, I’ll try. The veil is a barrier between here and Arcadia, the Fae realm. I have no idea how it works. It’s a different world, kind of behind ours or next to it or something. That’s all I know.”
Arcadia. There was that word again—I could feel the shape of it, a locked door waiting to be opened. “And the Unseelie Queen?”
“You can’t figure that out yourself?” she said. “Pretty safe to assume she’s the queen of the Unseelie.”
“Yeah, but why would she want me? How the hell am I a bargaining chip for the fairy queen?”
Sadie shook her head. “I don’t know, Gideon. Like I said, Fae and weres don’t get along. There’s not a lot of inter-species communication. Maybe Taeral can tell you something, but he won’t tell me.”
“Fine. But you know about Milus Dei.”
“Unfortunately.” She closed her eyes. “They have a warehouse in Hell’s Kitchen. Forty-Sixth and Tenth. It’s where they take us, and…” Her breath shuddered from her. “They’re monsters,” she whispered. “They’ll keep you alive as long as they can, and every day there’s a new kind of torture. They hurt you, starve you. Make you do things…awful things.”
I could practically feel the pain in her voice. “What did they make you do?”
“I don’t want to talk about it.” Her expression hardened abruptly. “All you really need to know is that they’re evil, and you do not want them getting their hands on you. That goes for you in particular, more than anyone else.”
I grimaced. “Why me?”
“Because they said you’re the key,” she said. “They really want you. I don’t know exactly what the DeathSpeaker deal is, but I know if they get you, it’s going to be terrible for the rest of us. So don’t let them.”
“Yeah, right. Except I don’t know how to stop them.”
“That’s the problem,” she said softly. “None of us do.”
I figured I should stop asking questions for a while. It was all too much to process, and I really didn’t want to think about hiding from these assholes for the rest of my life. There had to be a way to get things back to normal. However this DeathSpeaker thing worked, I didn’t want it. Maybe I could just give the stone to Taeral and walk away from all this. Apparently it was his father’s, anyway. So he should have it.
The thought made my chest burn, the way it had when I’d promised the old man to keep the stone safe. It might have been guilt. I’d never broken a promise in my life—not that I had much occasion to make them.
But hell, there was a first time for everything. Especially if it meant leaving the crazy behind for a world that made sense again.
We finally got to the parking garage I’d used when we went to the market before. I drove straight to the fourth floor, knowing there wouldn’t be any open spaces on the lower levels, and parked at the back by the elevator. Once we took it down to the ground floor, we’d have to cross the garage and take the stairs the rest of the way.
I remembered how to get to the sub-subway, but that was about it.
Before we got out of the van, I grabbed one of the flashlights and shoved it in my jacket. Sadie raised an eyebrow at that. “I don’t have heightened senses, remember?” I said. “Except idiocy. That doesn’t help me see any better, and it’s kind of dark down there.”
She laughed a little, and it made me smile. I’d felt pretty bad making her relive the whole Milus Dei thing. At least now she didn’t look like she was headed to a funeral.
The elevator took forever to come up, but it was empty when it arrived. For some reason that made me uneasy. The feeling grew stronger as we rode down, and by the time we stepped out on the first level, I was practically sweating. “Something’s wrong,” I said under my breath.
“Your leg?”
“No, that’s actually better. Which is wrong by itself, but this is something else.” I’d given a little thought to the idea that the stone had somehow healed my leg, but that was just freaky. So I’d stopped thinking about it. “I think we should be careful.”
She frowned. “About what?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “Let’s just go, fast.”
The elevator in this garage was tucked into a portico behind a concrete divider that edged the ramps and blocked a view of the main parking area. When we rounded the divider, I saw what my gut had somehow already sensed—half a dozen black SWAT vans, clustered around the entrance to the stairs.
Someone shouted. Guns went off.
And Sadie dropped like a stone.
“No!” Without letting myself think, I scooped her up and ran back around the divider. Gunshots exploded in my wake. I was sure at least one of them would hit me any second, but it didn’t happen.
Once I was out of sight, I heard more shouting. And running.
“Sadie,” I said breathlessly, trying to place her on her feet. Her legs kept buckling. “How bad? I’ll get us back to the van, and—”
“No,” she gasped. “Leave me. Run.”
“Not happening.”
“Go!” She broke away from me, stumbled and fell. When I tried to grab her again, she whacked my arm away with surprising strength. “Get to Taeral. They can’t take you.”
The shouting grew louder, but the approach seemed slowed. Maybe they figured Sadie would go wolf again, and they were being cautious. Maybe we still had a few minutes. But she’d been hit five, maybe six times, and she was barely breathing. “They can’t take you either,” I said. “I won’t let them.”
“They don’t kill you,” she rasped. “They take you, but they don’t…” Her eyes squeezed shut, and tears slipped from them. “I’ll…escape. Did it before.”
“No. I won’t leave—”
“Goddamn it, go, or I’ll kill you myself!”
This time I knew she meant it. 
Everything in me understood she was right. If I stayed, tried to get her to safety, we’d both be caught. There wasn’t any safety close enough. 
The idea of leaving her ripped me apart. But if they had both of us, I couldn’t do a damned thing to help her. 
“Fine,” I said. “But I’m coming for you. I’ll get you out of there—I promise.”
She glared at me. “Run. Now.”
I shuddered once, then turned and ran.
 
 



CHAPTER 16

 
Just as I rounded the curve of the ramp heading up to the second level, a fresh volley of shots exploded behind me. The drawn-out, gurgling rattle of a breath that followed knifed my gut. Christ, how many times were they going to shoot her?
It didn’t matter. She’d survive, and I’d get her back…somehow.
I had to believe that.
But I couldn’t keep my promise if I was captured, or dead. So I kept running. I stayed close to the wall, headed straight for the stairs, and wondered why I couldn’t hear any of them chasing me.
Until I flung the stairwell door open and came face to face with a pair of cops.
They’d been running up the stairs, and they were still a few steps away. The one in the lead had his gun out. He looked startled for an instant, but he recovered and took aim while the second one grabbed the radio from his belt.
Somehow I had to stop them both. So I ran the short distance across the landing and jumped, aiming my feet at the first cop.
I probably should’ve thought about how much it was going to hurt when I came down.
The lead cop fired—and missed. My feet landed squarely in the center of his chest, driving him back into his partner. His head collided with the other man’s jaw. They both kept falling, and I managed to keep my balance long enough to grab the railing and steady myself for impact. When the cop on the bottom hit the cement stairs with a wet crunch, I jumped again and landed hard on a lower stair, almost falling before my hand found the rail.
Damn. I had no idea I could do that—but I’d never been chased by cops through a parking garage, either.
I didn’t have time to contemplate my sweet moves. One of the cops was moaning…the one whose partner had cushioned his fall, so he probably hadn’t broken all his bones. I had to make sure they stayed down. I turned back and grabbed the gun from the first cop’s hand, then whacked him in the head with it.
He stopped moaning.
I kept the gun and ran down the stairs, pausing at every corner to peek around in case there was more company coming. I’d never fired a gun in my life and probably couldn’t hit a damned thing, but I knew how they worked in theory—take the safety off, pull the trigger. I figured just shooting it would get them out of the way for a few seconds, at least.
No one else came into the stairwell from the ground floor. One more flight would get me to the subway. Just as I reached the landing, the door handle turned and it started opening.
I pressed against the wall on the hinged side of the door and waited.
Three officers in full SWAT gear rushed through and hit the stairs. They didn’t even look in my direction.
When I heard a door above me open and shut, I let out the breath I’d been holding. Part of me wanted to stand here until I was sure they’d cleared out, but I didn’t think they’d stop looking anytime soon. I had to go…now or never.
I shoved the gun in my waistband like a second-rate thug, and bolted for the subway.

Half an hour later, I was hopelessly lost.
I’d gotten down to the sublevel and walked a tunnel that I thought led to a three-way branch. At that point I would have taken the right turn and hoped the rest came back. But I never found the three-way split—just a couple of bends I didn’t remember, and some tunnels leading left or right from this one at alternating points.
Now it looked like I was approaching the end of the proverbial road. Ahead of me, the corridor narrowed and vanished into darkness.
At least I still had the flashlight. I turned it on and directed the beam forward, only to find that the darkness was the tunnel sloping up. Definitely didn’t remember anything like that from the last time. 
I’d see how far it went. If it kept going up, I’d turn around and go back the way I came. And probably waste another half an hour just to get lost in a new direction.
The slope was gradual. It only rose at a slight incline for about ten feet, and then the tunnel opened into a jagged hole and a vast, dimly lit space. I moved to the end.
And I looked out over a graveyard.
Time-worn wooden stairs led from the mouth of the tunnel down to a large, flat patch of earth, which formed the floor of a cavern that was probably half the size of a football field. Graves dotted the ground in a random scatter, with markers ranging from simple wooden posts and crosses to large, polished stones. The light came from a handful of torches and lanterns placed around the cavern and reflecting off the low mist that swirled around and among the gravesites.
The whole place seemed to whisper, an ocean of white sound that almost had meaning.
“What the hell…?” I murmured. I definitely hadn’t been looking for a creepy underground cemetery. But maybe, if this buried and forgotten part of the city belonged to the Others, there’d be some hint about where I should go.
I tested the top step carefully. When it didn’t bend or break, I made my way down to ground level and stopped at the first marker, a flat stone that read William Langstrom – Mentor, Friend, Human.
Definitely an Other place. People didn’t specify “human” on their gravestones.
I moved around, looking at markers that seemed sign-like. Most of them were simply names and a few words of description. Kara Vee, Beloved Packmate. Stefan – My Love Eternal. Percival Q. Whitmore II – A Son of the Light.
Then I came to a stone pedestal that displayed a small brass urn. There was a much longer inscription on this one: Lady Valera, Mistress of the Ages and Shadows, Beloved Ruler 1621 – 1945 Requiescat In Pace.
Those numbers couldn’t be dates. The lady in question would’ve been more than three hundred years old when she died. Almost absently, I picked up the brass urn and turned it over, looking at the designs etched into the metal.
Put me down at once!
The voice—very female and definitely not mine—thundered in my head, and I almost dropped the thing. There was no way I’d imagined that. 
The urn was talking to me.
I said, PUT ME DOWN, commoner.
I winced. Every word felt like a fishhook in my brain. “Um,” I said. “Are you Lady Valera, Mistress of…a bunch of stuff?”
Yes! Now unhand me.
Jesus Christ. I really was talking to a dead person. Er, lady. Probably not, in fact, a person. And I wanted nothing more than to put her down, because her voice hurt like hell. Not to mention I was having a conversation with someone who’d been dead since World War II.
But if she was Other, or had been, maybe she could at least give me directions.
“Listen, I’m lost,” I said, feeling more than a little crazy for actually doing this. “I need to get to the market, the place called the Hive. Do you know where it is?”
I felt that same tugging sensation I had with the dead cop when I asked about the DeathSpeaker. Yes, the voice finally said—and I could just about hear gritted teeth in the word.
“That’s great. Can you tell me?”
I can. More fishhooks.
When she didn’t elaborate, I got a little cranky. “Let’s make this clear, lady,” I said. “How do I get to the Hive from here?”
There was a long pause, a lot of tugging. There is a tunnel to your right. Take it to the fork, veer right. Turn left at the second branch. Follow until you come to the gate.
Damn. All those barbed words left my brain feeling like a pincushion. “Okay. Right, then right, then the second left,” I said—and then I remembered Sadie at the park. And you believe him? He’s Fae. “Hold on,” I said. “Are you…I mean, were you Fae?”
No!
“Good. I guess.” That didn’t mean she wasn’t lying, but at least it was a start. “All right, I’ll put you down now. Thanks for the directions.”
Wait. Tell me how.
I frowned. “How what?”
How are you holding me!
“In my hands?” I said.
You are weak. You have mortal blood. This is not possible.
“Yeah. Whatever you say, lady.” Christ, my head throbbed. This talking-to-the-dead thing was going to suck, if it hurt this much every time. I put the urn back on the pedestal before she could drive any more nails into my brain.
So much for not being the DeathSpeaker. 
But I couldn’t worry about a couple of voices in my head right now. I had to find Taeral, hope he had some ideas about rescuing Sadie—and if he did, that he’d bother to share them with me.
As much as it hurt, it seemed easier talking to dead people than to him.
 
 



CHAPTER 17

 
Lady Valera’s directions brought me right to the black void that hid the corridor to the market. That was when I remembered I couldn’t go any further, because I was human.
Last time, Sadie went through first and got Frankenstein’s monster to lift the anti-human spell. I had no way to contact the gatekeeper, and no idea what the spell was or what it’d do to me. I also had no reason to doubt there was a spell. After all, I’d seen more real magic in the past few days than I ever wanted to in my life.
It probably wouldn’t work out too well if I just stood here and shouted.
Well, I had to try and get through. Hoping the spell wouldn’t turn me into a frog or something, I raised a tentative hand, held it up to the blackness, and pushed forward a bit. The air seemed almost thick, the way heavy clouds look like they should feel. I moved my arm further in and saw the thread-like blue lines I’d glimpsed when Sadie went through without me. I could feel them, too—an electric crackle that made my hairs stand on end.
Great. I was going to be electrocuted.
I took a deep breath and walked into the dark.
Just like last time, the air seemed to be pushing at me. There were more blue threads moving around me, striking me like pint-sized lightning. Every touch produced a burst of static shock. Uncomfortable, but not unbearable. I kept going, thinking at any moment there’d be a big shock, something that would paralyze me or knock me out.
Then I was through.
I stood there in the out-of-place corridor, half-stunned and staring at nothing in particular. That shouldn’t have worked. I was human.
Wasn’t I?
Voices drifted from the far end of the corridor, driving away the thoughts I didn’t want to have. Whoever the voices belonged to, I probably shouldn’t talk to them. I still knew nothing about this world. And so far, my lifelong policy of assuming danger from the unknown had kept me alive.
I walked down the corridor and tried to look like I belonged here. I was five feet from the entrance to the market when two figures walked through from the other side—a black-haired woman in a dark green leather bodysuit, and a man with a shock of dreadlocks and a skull tattooed over his face.
Avoiding eye contact was impossible, with the woman staring at me like I was dinner.
“Hello, handsome.” She flashed a dazzling smile. Her voice was honey-drenched Creole, and her amber eyes, the same color as the man’s, held a predatory gleam. “Haven’t seen you before. What flavor are you?”
Somehow I knew what she meant—and I decided human wasn’t the best thing to say right now. “I’m busy,” I said. “Excuse me.”
“Don’t be rude, now. I do love rolling out the welcome wagon,” she said. “I’m Denei. This is my brother, Zoba. Say hello, Zoba.”
Zoba glowered and made a noise. It didn’t sound like hello.
“Yeah. Er, nice to meet you,” I said. “I’m really—”
“Aren’t you going to tell me your name, handsome?”
I sighed. “Gideon.”
“Mmm. I like that. A good, strong name.” Denei moved toward me. “All right, Gideon. You look like you’re here to find something, so maybe we can help you out,” she said. “My clan, we know our way around. What’s your business in the Hive?”
I almost told her my business was none of hers. But I remembered how many twists and turns through the market there’d been to get to Taeral’s place, and realized I’d probably never find it alone. “I need to see Taeral,” I said.
“Do you, now?” She glanced at her brother. “We can take you to him. Right, Zoba?”
The sound Zoba made wasn’t very agreeable.
She laughed. “Come on, handsome. Come and follow Denei.”
Something told me I really didn’t want to do that. But I couldn’t think of another option just yet, so I followed her. At least I still had the cop’s gun for protection.
Hopefully, I wouldn’t have to use it.

It wasn’t long before my suspicions were confirmed. I was in a whole lot of trouble.
At least twice as we moved through the maze of ragtag buildings, I saw something detach from the shadows and follow our little party. Denei made the occasional innocent-sounding remark, and I said as little as possible. Zoba mostly glared.
Finally, there was a clearing ahead. But I didn’t hold out much hope that I’d find Taeral’s tent there. When we entered the dimly lit, empty space and proved me right, I decided to run for it.
But before I could, Zoba grabbed my arm with powerful strength—hard enough that I knew he could break it if he wanted to.
“Don’t leave, handsome. The fun’s just starting.” Denei grinned, and it wasn’t so dazzling this time. “I want you to meet the family.”
As she spoke, more figures drifted into the empty clearing. All of them tattooed and pierced, decked out in various combinations of leather and denim and swagger. Six pairs of amber eyes fastened on me with wicked intent.
I pulled the gun and pointed it at Denei. “Tell your brother to let go.”
She gave a cackling laugh. “Put that away, honey. It’s no good here,” she said. “This doesn’t have to be messy. All we want is whatever you were planning to trade with the Fae.” She winked at me. “He always demands the good stuff.”
Even if I had the body, there was no way I’d give it to these assholes. That left me with only one choice.
So I tried to shoot her.
I didn’t miss entirely. The bullet punched through her arm, a shot that would’ve at least slow down a human—which she wasn’t. All it did was piss her off.
“Zoba,” she snarled. “Teach that naughty man a lesson.”
His skull face grinned, revealing teeth filed into sharp points.
I shoved the gun into his shoulder and fired at point-blank range, knowing it wouldn’t kill him. But there wasn’t much else I could do. He made a deep, guttural noise and twisted my wrist sharply, forcing the gun from my hand. He kicked it away, and one of the others ran to grab it.
Great. Now they had a gun.
Still holding my arm and wrist, Zoba pushed me backwards. I managed to keep my footing, only to drop to my knees when his wrecking ball of a fist rammed into my gut. Before I could get a breath, another fist cracked my jaw.
Then they were all on me.
I was kicked and punched, knocked down and dragged up and thrown into oncoming blows. Two of them caught my arms and hauled me across the ground, the others kicking as I passed. Eventually they held me up so Zoba could pound me into paste for a while.
When they let go, I dropped to the ground, yanked my knife out—and stabbed it into the nearest booted foot. Which happened to be Zoba’s.
He made the first sound I enjoyed coming from his mouth. One with pain in it.
Someone grabbed a fistful of my hair and forced me to my knees. The gang fell silent as Denei came to stand in front of me. At least she’d stopped smiling. “Now we’re gonna take everything you got, handsome,” she said. “And then some.”
“Yeah?” I spat blood at her. “Go for it, sister.”
“Don’t you call me sister—”
“Get away from him, you swamp-sucking hellions!”
They all froze at the sound of the rumbling, half-broken voice. The tall figure that stepped into the clearing blazed with fury, so much that he actually seemed to be throwing off flickering light.
I never thought I’d be this glad to see Taeral.
 
 



CHAPTER 18

 
Most of the amber-eyed freaks scattered, but Denei and Zoba held their ground. I did too—mostly because I wouldn’t get very far if I tried. Moving was not going to feel good.
“Taeral.” Denei was back in fake-charm mode, all flashy smiles and batting eyelashes. “Is this yours? I had no idea.”
Everything started to dim. For a second I thought I was passing out, but then I realized Taeral really had been glowing. The light around him faded like a guttering candle. “Touch him again, and I’ll skin every last one of you alive,” he said. “Does that give you an idea?”
“Oh, all right.” She pouted and looked at Zoba, who was working my knife out of his foot. “Why you want this scrub, anyway?” she said. “I mean, he’s kinda cute, but he ain’t exactly your type.”
“One more word, Duchene.”
“Watch yourself, Fae. You wanna remember whose protection we’re under.” 
“Yes, I know,” he said. “And I don’t care.”
She rolled her eyes. “Come on, Zoba,” she said. “Say goodbye.”
Zoba once again declined to form words, but the noise he made didn’t need them.
“Hold on, caveman.” I struggled to my feet, gritting my teeth to hold back a scream. At least I’d had plenty of practice taking a beating—not that I was particularly thrilled about that. “My blade,” I said, holding a hand out.
He raised an eyebrow, and then grinned. That expression was a hundred times worse than his glare. But he put the knife in my hand without a fight.
My skin crawled with his not-quite-laughter as the pair of them walked away.
I hitched a breath and wiped the blade on my pants. Damn it, even that hurt. “Thanks for the intervention,” I said to Taeral.
“Don’t thank me,” he snapped. “Where is Sadie? You shouldn’t wander this place without her, boy. In fact, I’d rather you never came here at all.”
“Stop calling me that.” I was avoiding the question, but I preferred getting angry over admitting what happened. “You know my name. Use it.”
“Where is she?”
I sighed and put the knife away slowly. “We got ambushed,” I said. “They took her.”
“Milus Dei?”
“The cops, actually. But I’m pretty sure it was on Milus Dei’s behalf.”
Taeral closed his eyes and muttered something in a language I didn’t know. “And you came here alone,” he said.
“Yeah, and I’m kind of in a lot of pain right now,” I said. “So can we take this conversation somewhere safer, maybe with chairs or something?”
“Safe!” he spat, glaring fire at me. “You’ve lost any safety you had, from the moment you set foot in this place. You should consider yourself fortunate…Gideon.” He said my name with extreme reluctance. “There are darker things than the Duchene brood down here.”
“Let me guess. You’re one of them.”
His jaw firmed. “I am.”
Somehow, I didn’t doubt that assertion.
“Come on, then.” He stalked across the clearing, then paused and turned. “I’ll assume you haven’t fetched the body?”
“Yeah, about that,” I said. “Long story. Short version, it isn’t there anymore.”
“What? Explain!”
“I will. Soon as we’re not standing around here, because in case you haven’t noticed, I’m not in the best shape,” I said. “I won’t be upright much longer. So unless you want to carry me—which, by the way, I definitely don’t want—I vote for going. Now.”
He grunted. “Fine.”
As he walked away, I followed and let myself relax just a little. I wouldn’t thank those yellow-eyed bastards for it, but at least the pain distracted me from everything I had to ask Taeral—and the answers I still didn’t want to hear.

I explained as best I could about the Redcap and all the other weird crap that went down at the park. By the time we reached Taeral’s tent, he was practically spitting nails.
“We need that body!” He’d gone no further than the front room, and now he shoved at a pile of yellowed newspapers and assorted junk, revealing a faded and sad-looking, footstool-ish lump beneath. “Sit down.”
I couldn’t help eying the footstool and wondering if it would disintegrate beneath me. The thing looked ancient. But I sat, and it only creaked a little under my weight. “So,” I said. “Who’s ‘we’?”
“If you’re going to ask questions, try making sense.”
“Easy for you to say. None of this makes any damned sense to me,” I shot back. “You said ‘we’ need the body. I thought you did. Why the hell would I need some dead woman I don’t even know?”
He stared at me. “Why would you say that?” he said slowly. “I never mentioned the corpse was a woman.”
“The Redcap did. But he could’ve been lying. That’s about the only thing I do know.” I met his steady gaze with a burning one of my own. “The Fae lie. That’s you, right? You’re lying, or at least leaving a lot of shit out. And I’m damned sick of it. So start telling me the truth, asshole.”
His brow went up, and he flashed a bitter smile. “Well. You’ve not lost all of your heritage, I see,” he said. “You’re right. The Fae can and do lie, when it suits our purposes. But we also speak truth, without hesitation or concern for the consequences—as you have. And as humans do not.”
“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” I said. “What heritage? You have no idea where I came from, and if you did, you wouldn’t call it heritage. Personally, I call it hell. And I’m starting to feel like I got out on the wrong side of it.”
“I’m afraid it’s you with no idea where you came from, Gideon.” He leaned heavily against a shapeless mass covered with stained canvas and stared at the floor. “You speak truth so readily because you are Fae. Well, half-Fae. A changeling. And you need the body, because it’s the only way you can connect with who you truly are.” 
My throat clenched hard. “Whose body is it? Tell me.”
He raised his head, and his eyes glittered with pain. “She was your mother.”
 
 



CHAPTER 19

 
Not human.
The last thing I wanted to do was accept all this, but I didn’t have a choice. I could feel the truth of it. The market gateway, the talking dead people, Sadie’s reactions to me, the moonstone…the veil, and Arcadia. The Fae realm. It almost made sense. I wasn’t human.
I wasn’t a Valentine.
“My mother.” A splintered whisper was the best I could manage. The only mother I’d known was a woman who’d never so much as hugged me, who’d beat me just as hard and often as the men. Who took great delight in telling me that I was weak and pathetic, and that she’d almost drowned me like an unwanted kitten when I was born, because I was sickly and not worth her time. I couldn’t even count how many times she’d said she should have done it.
Then a different question occurred to me, and I was furious all over again.
“Who the hell are you, anyway?” I growled. “You knew I wasn’t human. You knew where this woman who’s supposedly my mother was buried, in a goddamned unmarked grave in Central Park. And you didn’t bother mentioning any of this before. Why?”
“Because you were never supposed to know!” Taeral straightened suddenly, his blue eyes flashing. “You were safe with those humans. Ignorant, and safe.”
“Safe.” The word tasted bitter in my mouth. I stood slowly, ignoring the pain as I eased out of my jacket and dropped it on the floor. “Let me show you how safe I was.”
I took off my shirt.
The Duchene bastards had given me plenty of new bruises, but they didn’t do anything to hide the scars. Belts and sticks, burns and blades and bullets—an endless parade, all of them leaving their marks. “Those humans hated me,” I said. “Don’t you dare tell me I was safe with them.”
Taeral shuddered. His normal hand went to his metal arm and lingered there a moment. Finally, he rasped, “For that, I am truly sorry…my brother.”
“Your what?”
“My brother,” he repeated. “You are my brother, the halfling child of my father and his human mistress. And I’m sworn to protect you at any cost.”
This was way too big to process. I dropped back onto the footstool, grabbed my shirt and put it back on. “So…my mother was human,” I said. “And the Valentines. That was you protecting me.”
“Yes.” He frowned. “Your family name is Valentine?”
“They’re not my family, and I changed it,” I said. “It’s Black now.”
“Of course. Ciar’ Ansghar…it means dark warrior.” His eyes closed briefly. “That is your true family name.”
“Yeah, I think I’ll stick with Black. Not sure I can pronounce that.” I drew a deep, unsteady breath. “How did this happen?” I said. “I mean, how did I end up with them?”
Taeral shook his head. “I’d no choice at the time,” he said. “I’d escaped Milus Dei, and they were actively hunting me. Your mother as well…they knew she carried my father’s child. Even then, they sought you above all others. But I found her too late.” A muscle jumped along his jaw. “She’d died giving birth to you. I buried her there, to keep Milus Dei from defiling her remains.”
“Wait. You’re saying I was born in Central Park?”
He nodded. “The hunters, the Valentines—I’d met them in passing while I was searching for your mother. There was an infant among them, a boy who was not thriving, and they were preparing to leave the city. So I exchanged you for the child.”
“Jesus,” I whispered. That explained the drowned-kitten thing, at least. “What happened to him? The other baby, I mean.”
“He did not last the night.”
“Oh.” I wondered briefly if Taeral had helped the sickly kid along in the process of leaving this world, but decided I didn’t want to know that yet. “Is that all of it?”
“All that pertains to you, save this,” he said. “In exchanging you for the Valentine infant, I made you a changeling. A child of the forgotten. We must find your mother’s remains, because only contact with a true parent can restore you to your heritage and unlock your potential as a Fae.”
I wasn’t sure I wanted my potential unlocked. “A true parent,” I said. “What about your father? Uh…well, I guess he’s my father too.”
Taeral’s features hardened. “Daoin is dead. And nothing remains of him.”
The cold rage in his voice made me shiver. I had to assume the guy wouldn’t have won any World’s Best Dad awards. “Okay, then,” I said carefully. “Much as I want my—er, heritage restored, we have a more immediate problem. We have to rescue Sadie.”
“From Milus Dei?” He let out a withering blast of laughter. “There is no rescue from them. She’s lost to us now.”
“What, you’re just going to give up on her? Leave her for dead?”
“Yes. And so are you.”
“The hell I am, you cowardly bastard.”
His eyes narrowed. “What did you call me?”
“You heard me.” I glared right back at him. “Look, I get it. Sadie told me how long you were there, and I can see they didn’t leave you intact. I’m sure they make the Valentines look like a picnic in the park,” I said. “But she gave herself up to them so I could escape, and I’m not going to abandon her! With or without your help, I’m getting her the hell out of there.”
He growled something in that other language. “You won’t,” he said. “Not as you are now. They’ll take you before you so much as sight the walls of their prison.” He stepped toward me, lips curled in a sneer. “Even with all you know of pain, what they’ll do to you will have you begging for such a simple thing as torture.”
I refused to look away. “I’ll take my chances.”
“Stubborn child! You’re as big a fool as her.” He struggled visibly to calm down, and let out a long, slow breath. “All right,” he said. “You’ve no chance like this. But you may at least survive, if you reach your potential before you set off on this madness.”
“Great. Except I don’t know where the body is, and obviously, you don’t either,” I said. “It might take days to find it. I’m not thrilled with letting Sadie get tortured for days while I chase down my heritage.”
He blanched and looked away. “Sadie is strong,” he said in roughened tones. “She’ll not be broken easily.”
Well. At least he cared about her a little. “Fine,” I said. “I’ve got a friend looking into it, so maybe we’ll have a lead soon. But I have to get back to ground level. You guys have lousy signal down here.”
“What friend?”
“He’s a detective. Don’t worry, he doesn’t know anything about Others.”
Taeral made a face like he’d just swallowed a mouthful of roadkill. “Very well,” he said. “I suppose I’ll have to go to the surface with you.” He managed to make the surface sound like a huge, steaming pile of raw sewage.
This was not going to end well.
 
 



CHAPTER 20

 
My new brother didn’t exactly blend in.
Taeral had added a black shirt, black boots, and a full-length black duster to his pants-only wardrobe. With his rock-star hair, disgusted snarl, and metal arm—and the fact that he was almost seven feet tall—he looked straight out of Texas Chainsaw Massacre.
We managed to get to the van after leaving the subway at street level, so I could make sure there weren’t any cops waiting around in the parking garage. I probably should’ve been worried about the lack of police presence. But right now I just wanted to be home, such as it was. The van was the closest thing I had.
I dialed Abe while Taeral situated himself in the passenger seat. “Just a sec,” I told him. “Gotta check on something.”
He grunted. He hadn’t said a word since we left the tunnels, and he almost looked sick. Like the surface really was a pile of raw sewage to him.
Abe answered with, “Tell me this isn’t your one phone call.”
“I’m fine. Laying low,” I told him. Though that wasn’t going to be easy, considering my present company. “Hate to rush you, but did you find anything on that body?”
“Yes and no,” he said. “There was a body found in the North Woods, under a pine tree like you described. Female, mid-thirties, no identification. This was twenty years ago, mind you.” He paused. “Any chance you want to tell me how the hell you knew it was there? I’d suspect you of murder, but you would’ve been maybe five, six years old when they found it.”
“You really don’t want to know. But I promise I’ll tell you later,” I said.
“Maybe I don’t want you to.” I could almost hear him shaking his head. “Anyway, there’s a paper trail, and I put a request into the database to follow it. Just waiting on that. But I’ll tell you now, there’s a good chance you’ll never actually locate this body.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because it’s probably buried on Hart Island.”
Great. I knew all about Hart Island—the potter’s field of New York City, the final resting place of the poor, indigent, unclaimed and forgotten. Over a million people were buried there now, the vast majority of them in unmarked mass graves dug by Rikers Island inmates. “All right,” I said heavily. “Well, let me know either way, soon as you can. Thanks, Abe.”
“Yeah. Stay out of trouble, kid.”
“Always.”
I hung up and looked at Taeral. “Well, that’s it,” I said. “We’re screwed.”
He roused himself enough to look disgusted again. “Can your friend not help?”
“Actually, he can. He just helped me find out we’re screwed.” I told him about the police finding the body, and about Hart Island. “If she’s there, we’ll never find her,” I said.
“And if she’s not?”
“The chances of that are slim to hell freezing over.”
“We must find her.”
“Yeah, I got that part,” I said. “Is there anything you can do? A finding-dead-people spell or something?”
He sneered. “If I could, I’d have done so already.”
“Fine.” I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel. There wasn’t much else to do until Abe called back, but I didn’t want to sit here and wait for the cops to return to the scene of the crime—the one they’d committed. “Okay, look,” I said. “I don’t know about you, but I could use some food. I’m starving.” Saying that reminded me of Sadie, and I winced inwardly for what she must be going through right now. “How about some dinner? We can hit a restaurant. My treat.”
“Will there be humans in the restaurant?” he said.
“Uh, yeah. This is New York. Eight million humans and counting,” I said. “They’re kind of hard to avoid.”
“Yes.” Taeral turned to stare out the side window. “Which is precisely why I don’t come to the surface.”
I raised an eyebrow. “How long have you been down there, anyway?”
“Twenty-six years.”
Christ. He’d gone to the tunnels after the Great Baby Swap and never come back up. “What’s the deal with you and humans?” I said.
“If we’re going to this restaurant, then go.”
I figured now was not the time to argue. So I went.

The Silver Loon was a hole-in-the-wall dive, but the food was decent and the place was dark. Maybe Taeral would snap out of his human-hating funk if he didn’t have to look at any. 
At least he wouldn’t have to worry about interacting with people much. The waitress who took our orders practically threw them across the room when they came out, rather than go near the table again.
In fact, every person he’d been near since we left the tunnels had parted from him like rabbits running from a wolf.
We both had the house special—BLT burgers and thick-cut seasoned fries, served on plates that were probably at least rinsed with something wet since the last order. I snagged a fry and popped it in my mouth, while Taeral glared at his food like it’d just smacked him and called him ugly. “What’s wrong?” I said. “Don’t you eat?”
“If I must.”
“Guess you’re more the type to drink your dinner.”
His upper lip twitched. He dropped his gaze to the plate, picked up a fry and bit it in half. It took him a while to swallow. “How appealing,” he said dryly. “Burnt grease, filled with paste.”
“Yeah, that describes just about every American food,” I said. “This is good for you, though. Used to be potatoes.”
He pointed to the burger. “And what did that used to be?”
“Cow and pig.”
“Disgusting,” he muttered. “I’d rather eat live beetles.”
I smirked. “They don’t serve those here. But if you really want some, we can hit the Fifth Street Market.”
“Humans eat insects, too?”
“Just the fancy ones.” I shrugged and took a bite of the burger, then washed it down with unspecified brown soda. The drinks only came in colors here. “While we’re waiting,” I said. “You want to tell me about this DeathSpeaker stuff?”
“No. But I suppose I must.” He sipped at his water and grimaced his way through another fry. “Though I’m not convinced you are the DeathSpeaker.”
“Trust me, I don’t want to be. But after that thing with Lady Valera…”
“What! You contacted Lady Valera, the blood queen?” he nearly shouted.
I frowned. That wasn’t exactly a pleasant title. “It didn’t say that on her marker,” I said. “Mistress of something or other, beloved ruler. Died in 1945 at three hundred and some-odd years old. I got lost, found a cemetery, and asked her for directions to the market.”
“The blood queen gave you directions.” Taeral went ten shades of pale. “So it’s true, then. You are the DeathSpeaker.”
I was kind of hoping not to get any confirmation. “Apparently,” I muttered. “Since I am, I’d really like to know what that means.”
“It means that Milus Dei will stop at nothing to hunt you down, to capture and control you,” he said. “You are the key to their goals.”
“Look, the dead guy already said that. But he left out why.”
He stared hard at me. “You’ve the power to compel the dead to speak. And the dead cannot lie.”
Well. I guess that explained why Lady Valera was struggling to answer me. “Okay, so how does that help them achieve their goals?”
“Do you not see? With you, they can learn all the secrets of the Others. Every hiding place, every weakness—every lethal flaw,” he said. “Their goal is mass extermination. The extinction of all non-human races. And if they gain access to your abilities, they will accomplish that goal.”
It was a long moment before I could speak. Finally, I managed one word. “No.”
His brow furrowed. “No?”
“No. I don’t want this.” Something that felt like a giant fist grabbed my insides and squeezed. I thought it might be panic. “I’m just a guy who drives bodies around. For Christ’s sake, I live in my van. I’m not going to be the key to wiping out entire races of people. Others. Whatever.”
“Gideon…you already are.”
If he didn’t sound as miserable as I felt, I would’ve kept right on ranting. But I had to get hold of myself. DeathSpeaker crap or not, I was still going to rescue Sadie. And that meant I had to unlock my potential.
My phone chose that moment to buzz.
“Have to take this.” I pulled it out and answered. “Hey, Detective. That was fast.”
“You got lucky,” Abe said.
My breath caught. “How?”
“Your body’s not on Hart Island.” He paused, and I heard something click in the background. “Couple of years back, the chief medical examiner launched a project to identify some of the Does buried there. They had that new DNA building over on Twenty-Sixth, better technology. Started exhuming bodies. Your mystery woman was identified.”
“You have a name?” I said.
“Better than that. I’ve got a location. She had a surviving relative, her mother, and she was reburied at Cemetery of the Pines on the lower west side.” There was another pause, longer this time. “Plot number 307. Name’s Jessamyn Hadley.”
My mother’s name was Jessamyn. The idea filled me with wonder, and something that hurt, too—I’d never get the chance to know her. But at least I had a name. “Thanks, Abe.” My voice was thicker than I expected. “You’re the best.”
“Do I even want to know what you’re going to do with this information?”
“Not really,” I said.
“Thought so. By the way, I’m back on tomorrow,” he said. “Guess the chief got tired of running cases in person, so the grunt work’s all mine again.”
I grinned. “Lucky you.”
“Yeah. Call you when I get stuck?”
“I’ll be here.”
We ended the call, and I met Taeral’s questioning look. “Time to go.”
“What happened?”
“Hell froze over,” I said as I replaced the phone. “Abe found my mother.”
 
 



CHAPTER 21

 
It was three in the morning when we arrived at Cemetery of the Pines to rob a grave.
I’d parked the van a few blocks away and carried the still-unused shovels into the graveyard. Since I had Taeral with me, there was no need to move the remains. She could stay at peace.
Besides, it’d leave Abe wondering why I’d dug it all up, just to put everything back.
I was still sore as hell from the beating. Didn’t think they’d broken anything, but the bruising was pretty bad. Digging six feet of hard-packed earth wouldn’t do me any favors. At least one of us was in good shape. I just didn’t know how well Taeral’s metal arm would perform with a job like this—and I didn’t want to ask.
The plots were numbered, but it took a bit of wandering to find the right one. Taeral spotted it first. “She’s here,” he called, squatting in front of a small cream-colored headstone with a standard arched shape.
I walked over and circled the stone to look.
JESSAMYN ROSE HADLEY
They were the only words on the gravestone. No dates, no inscriptions. Beneath the name, etched in black, was the image of a heart pierced with an arrow.
No, not an arrow. A sword.
“Dark warrior,” Taeral whispered, trailing fingers over the image. “At least she’s a proper burial now. I’d not wanted them to…”
“Yeah.” Whatever they were going to do, I was glad they didn’t, too. “So, I guess we should get started,” I said. “Don’t know about you, but I’ve never dug up a grave before. It’ll take a while, and we should be out of here before dawn.”
He snorted. “I am not digging anything.”
“Hey, I can’t do this myself,” I said.
“Why not?”
“Because I’m in pain. The Duchenes happened, remember?”
Still crouched on the ground, he tilted his head up to look at me. “Sit down,” he said.
“That’s not gonna get this grave dug.”
He sighed. “Sit down, and I’ll heal you.”
“Um. Right.” I lowered myself slowly to the ground. Sadie had mentioned something about Taeral healing my leg, but at the time I didn’t think much about it. Now I was a little nervous. Okay, a lot nervous. “You’re going to use magic on me?”
“That is generally how this works,” he said. “Where is the stone?”
“Where it always is. Under my shirt.”
“You should take it out.” He gestured at the sky, where a near-full moon glowed bright above us. “Moonstones capture and store the energies of lunar light, like a battery. This energy powers Fae magic and enhances your spark.”
I nodded and drew out the pendant, like I understood a damned thing he’d just said. “What’s a spark?”
“Must you question everything?”
“Yes, I must,” I said. “I don’t know anything about this Fae stuff. Until a couple of hours ago, I thought I was human.”
“So you did.” He frowned and looked away. “A spark is a Fae’s capacity for magic,” he said. “It can be drained, even exhausted. With time, it is replenished.”
“How much time?”
“Enough questions!” he snapped. “You’ll have your answers once you’ve been restored from changeling. Now be still—and silent—so I can heal you.”
“Fine.”
I wasn’t sure what to expect. I thought maybe he’d chant some magic words, even pull out a wand or something. But he just closed his eyes and held his metal hand out palm-first toward me.
After a few seconds, magic happened.
Lines of blue-white light traced themselves across his palm like fire, forming more of those symbols. Runes. The light-lines spread up his arm and vanished into his jacket sleeve. As the glow intensified, warmth blossomed in my chest and moved through me, filling me.
The pain eased, and then vanished.
Taeral lowered his arm and looked at me. “Better?”
“Holy shit.”
“I’ll assume that’s a yes.” He straightened slowly, turned and picked up one of the shovels. “And I suppose you’re right,” he said. “We should not linger in this place. In fact, the sooner we leave the surface, the better.”
“So you’re going to help me dig?”
“No. Stand aside.”
I got up and stepped away from the grave, amazed at how easy it was to move. I’d had plenty of beatings to compare that one to—I should’ve felt it for a week, at least. But there was nothing left. No residual soreness, not even a twinge.
I could get used to this magic stuff.
Taeral held the shovel point-down and dragged it across the ground, drawing a rough rectangle around the grave. He stepped inside the shape and scratched runes into the earth. Then he moved back and whispered something.
The ground inside the rectangle shivered and shook itself apart. Clumps of grass, dirt and stones surged out like waves, piling itself in mounds along the sides. The hole deepened rapidly to form a gaping black slash.
When everything stopped moving, I walked cautiously to the foot of the hole. “Damn,” I said. “If you could do that, why did I even bring shovels?”
“I’d not planned to. Along with healing you, it’s nearly exhausted my spark. I’ll be using the rest to fill the grave again.” He nodded down at it. “You’ll still need to clear the casket enough to open it.”
I frowned. Moonlight revealed the first few feet, but below that was almost pitch darkness. “I won’t be able to see anything down there, and I left the flashlight in the van,” I said. “Any suggestions?”
Taeral looked supremely annoyed. “De’àrsahd.”
“Come again?”
“Say it.”
“Okay. Uh…de’àrsahd.”
As the word left my lips, the moonstone started glowing.
“Wow,” I said. “Nice trick. That’s a lot easier than making myself get angry and defensive.”
“Yes, I suppose it is,” he said uncertainly. “Now go. Hurry.”
“All right. I’m going.”
I grabbed the shovel, tossed it into the hole, and then sat on the edge and lowered myself as carefully as possible. Light from the pendant showed glimpses of dull white beneath loose dirt at the bottom of the grave. The coffin. I tried not to land on it as I dropped the last few feet.
It took a while to dig around the casket enough to access the lid. Since I’d spent a lot of time around funeral homes, I knew it wouldn’t just lift open. This was a modern coffin, cranked and sealed shut with a casket key. I didn’t have one of those handy.
Fortunately, I knew the right spot to apply leverage and pop it.
I wedged the shovel under the top corner of the lid, hesitated a moment, and kicked down hard on the handle. There was a loud crack as the seal broke, and I stared down at the loosened lid.
My mother was in there.
 I knelt beside the casket and lifted the lid slowly. For one strange moment, I expected to see her the way she might have been at a funeral—lifeless and doll-like, an uncomfortable parody of a human being, but still essentially a person.
But she’d been dead for as long as I’d been alive, and her remains were little more than bones and dust lying on faded satin.
I wished I knew what she’d looked like.
I closed my eyes until the lump in my throat passed. “All right,” I called out. “I’m in. What should I do now?”
Taeral’s face peered over the edge of the hole. “I’ve no idea,” he said. “You’re the DeathSpeaker. So speak to her.”
“Right.” I sighed and looked back at the body. Calling her mom didn’t seem like the way to go—I’d never even called Mama Reba that. A lot of other names in the privacy of my own head, but none of them were maternal. I decided to go with her actual name. “Jessamyn,” I said uncertainly. “I need to talk to you.”
Nothing responded. Not even a feeling.
I pushed back a spike of panic. It was easier doing this when I wasn’t trying. But I remembered that when I helped Abe figure out what was going on with murder victims, sometimes actually touching the body helped.
I reached down and placed my hand on the breastbone, over where her heart would’ve been. “Jessamyn?”
What is…who are you?
The voice in my head. My mother’s voice. It hurt just as much as Lady Valera’s, as the dead cop’s, but I didn’t sense any struggle. “My name is Gideon,” I said, and paused. Wasn’t sure if I could say the rest. “I’m…your son.”
My son. The rush of warmth behind those words eclipsed the physical pain of hearing them. Oh, Gideon. I’m so grateful you’re alive.
My vision blurred, and I blinked rapidly to clear it. “Guess I am, too,” I said roughly. “I’m sorry you’re…not.”
You’re more important. This is not so bad, being dead, she said. How are you talking to me, anyway?
Christ, why did it hurt when they talked? My head was already pounding. “It’s a long story,” I said. “I guess…well, I need to find my heritage. Where I came from. I’m supposed to connect with my real parents.”
I felt mild confusion from her. Your father is called Daoin. He’s…not human, I’m afraid. And you are very special, Gideon. A true child of two worlds.
As she spoke, a rush of white noise filled my head, and the words echoed in the space. Thoughts that weren’t quite memories rushed in with them. It was like finally remembering something important, long after you’d forgotten you wanted to know.
I understood what I was. Not human or Fae, but something different. Something that was both, instead of neither. I knew that magic was a part of me, and I could use it almost the same way I breathed. The understanding wasn’t complete—I’d gotten just enough to know that I had a hell of a lot to learn.
Still, it was so much more than I’d known before.
“Thank you,” I finally said. “Thank you for helping me understand.”
I’m glad I could help. The voice fell silent, and I thought maybe the connection had been broken somehow. But then she said, How did you survive, after…I died? Are you living well? I’ve so often prayed that life would be kind to you.
I drew a shuddering breath. Lying to her felt wrong, but I didn’t want her to know what I’d been through—what I was still going through. None of it was her fault. “My life is good,” I said. “Taeral found me, pretty soon after…you know. He saved me.”
Your brother. There was just as much warmth behind those words as the rest. Please…tell Taeral it wasn’t his fault, what happened to me. Or his father.
“I will.” God, how I wanted to stay here and keep talking to her. I had so many questions, and it seemed like she did too. But as little as I knew about this talking-to-the-dead ability, I sensed I wouldn’t be able to keep this up long. The words still hurt, and my head felt like it was splitting in two. “I, uh…have to go,” I said. “There’s something I need to do. But I’d like to talk to you again sometime, if you don’t mind. I promise I’ll come back.”
I could feel her smiling. I’d like that.
“All right,” I said. “Er. Thank you.”
I love you, Gideon. So much.
Those words didn’t hurt my head, but my heart twisted sharply in my chest. And I suddenly realized something I’d never even thought to consider.
No one, in my entire life, had ever told me they loved me.
“I love you too,” I half-whispered. “Mom.”
Goodbye, my son. This time I felt the connection break.
I had to close my eyes for a long time.
Finally, I lowered the coffin lid gently and stood, brushing dirt from my pants. I hadn’t thought much about how I’d get out of the hole, but it wasn’t that much taller than me. It’d be just like doing a pull-up at the gym. Sort of. 
I threw the shovel out first, then stood at the foot of the hole and jumped straight up. Somehow I managed to catch the edge the first time and boost myself out. I guessed it wasn’t really that amazing, considering what I’d done to the cops back on the parking garage stairs.
Taeral stood a few feet away, staring at me with a critical eye. “How do you feel?” he said.
“Different. A little more clear on things.” To demonstrate, I glanced down at the still-glowing moonstone. I had some vague idea that I could turn it off now if I wanted to. But if there was a word, like the one that turned it on, I didn’t know it. I tried just thinking really hard that it should turn off—and it did. “Holy shit, it worked,” I blurted.
Taeral wasn’t impressed. “It’s a start,” he said. “Move aside, so I can fill this in. I can hardly stand being this close to humans.”
“Wait. She had a message for you.”
“Did she.”
He really didn’t seem like he wanted to hear it. I suspected the reason was somewhere in the message, even though I didn’t know what it meant. But I was going to tell him anyway. “She said what happened to her and…uh, Daoin wasn’t your fault.”
“Of course she would say that,” he snarled. “All right, you’ve delivered the message. Now stand aside.”
I moved back and watched him use magic furiously to cover the grave—like his anger, rather than his spark, powered the spell. Sometime soon, I really needed to know where all this hatred came from. I had a feeling it mattered to whatever my life was going to be when the dust settled.
But right now, there was something more important. I’d held up my end of the deal. Unlocked my potential, at least as far as I could.
And we had a werewolf to rescue.
 
 



CHAPTER 22

 
Taeral didn’t look much better when we got back down to the sub-tunnels. He might’ve even looked worse. I’d thought being in the city was making him sick, either physically or psychologically—but getting away from it didn’t seem to be helping.
This time I’d been able to recognize the way to the Hive, more or less. Right now I knew we were in the tunnel that led to the gate. But I wasn’t so sure Taeral would make it the rest of the way.
“Hey, are you all right?” I said. “I’ve moved corpses that looked better than you.”
He barely glanced at me. “I’m fine.”
“You’re green.”
“I said, I’m fine.” He looked straight ahead, moving with measured steps. “I’ve nearly exhausted my spark. I believe I mentioned that.”
“Yeah, you did. But I’m pretty sure that shouldn’t make you sick.”
“What could you know of it?” he said with a sneer.
“More than I did before,” I said. “Look, if you need time to restore yourself or whatever before we go after Sadie, I guess it’s okay. Better if we’re both at full strength, right?”
He stiffened almost imperceptibly, but kept walking. “You still intend to…rescue her.”
Anger tightened my jaw, but I managed not to shout. “I thought you did, too. That’s why we went through all this,” I said. “I didn’t have a chance unless I unlocked my potential.”
Taeral slowed, then stopped and turned to face me. “You’ve still no chance,” he said. “Don’t you know that?”
“Damn it, I don’t care!”
He flashed a pained expression and reached into his jacket with the metal arm. Something clinked heavily, and he pulled out a pair of ancient-looking handcuffs. Not anything I’d imagine he would carry around—and I wasn’t happy to see them. “Do you know what this is?” he said.
“Is that a trick question?”
“Cold iron. To the Fae, it’s poison.” He stepped toward me, and I moved back fast. “It weakens and sickens us,” he said. “Enough of it can be fatal. Milus Dei is very well aware of this fact.”
“Great.” That explained what was wrong with him, anyway. “If it’s poison, why are you carrying it around?”
“In case you refused to change your mind about giving yourself up to them.”
A chill went through me. “I’m not giving myself up,” I said, backing away again. “I’m going to get Sadie.”
He shuddered visibly. “I’m sorry, brother,” he whispered. “I cannot let you do that.”
I decided now was a good time to run.
But I hadn’t even turned, when he pointed his normal hand at me and said, “Beith na cohdal.” Instantly, my body felt thick and heavy. My legs wouldn’t hold me up, and my eyes refused to stay open.
My last thought before total blackness was that the bastard hadn’t completely exhausted his spark, after all.

I woke up blind.
Panic shocked away the grogginess that remained from whatever he’d done to me. My eyes were wide open, but there was nothing in front of them. They weren’t even trying to adjust. Darkness pressed down from all sides in a smothering curtain.
I took a few calming breaths. The air smelled wet and dirty, and I could hear a faint dripping sound. I was lying on my side on a hard, cold surface. And there was something heavy around my wrists. The handcuffs. But instead of cold metal, they felt incredibly hot…almost burning my skin where they touched.
A distant rumbling sounded—a train passing over. So I was still underground. Maybe it was just completely dark wherever I was, and I hadn’t been struck blind.
I could find out, if Taeral hadn’t taken the moonstone.
For a moment the word wouldn’t come to me. The best I could do was day-something-sad, but that wasn’t right. I tried to relax, to tell myself that I knew this somewhere. It was part of me. 
I spoke without thinking.
“De’àrsahd.”
The light seared my eyes. I squeezed them shut, waited a minute, and then opened them slowly to a curved stone wall that glistened with moisture. I turned my head and followed the wall, which went all the way around me. Then I looked up. I was in some kind of well or cistern, and something solid completely covered the opening ten feet above me.
Well. At least I wasn’t blind.
I took another minute to pull myself together and assess things. The cuffs were attached to a chain, with the other end ring-bolted into the cement floor. The stone wall was irregular, cracked in places, with the occasional loose stone jutting out—but otherwise seamless. And whatever blocked the opening looked really heavy.
How did that son of a bitch get me down here, anyway? It must’ve taken serious magic, unless fairies could actually fly.
I pushed up to a seated position and tried not to groan. Everything ached, like I’d been lying here for hours. My wrists throbbed and my stomach churned sickly. I felt as green as Taeral had looked. And I couldn’t believe he’d done this.
I’d known he was a bastard, and barely my brother. But the betrayal still stung.
Damn it, I was still going after Sadie. Somehow.
I promised.
The cuffs had to go first. I didn’t know how to pick locks, and I figured using magic would be a little more complicated than thinking really hard about this one. But they were an old style, more like thin manacles than police-issued steel, and I thought I could pull out of them. It’d hurt like hell, though.
I looked around again. The dripping sound I’d heard was water dribbling slowly from a loosened stone in the wall. If I could wet my wrists, maybe I could get out of the cuffs without ripping all my skin off with them.
The chain just reached the outer limits of the falling water. I had to strain against the metal to catch the drips—and the harder the cold iron pressed into me, the more it burned. My wrists were an angry red by the time I pulled back and collapsed with a gasp.
I slid back as far as the chain would allow, then wedged a foot against the shorter chain that linked the cuffs and pushed. The pain was a lot worse than I anticipated. But the cuffs moved. It took a full two minutes to work the metal bands past the base of my thumbs.
When they popped off, momentum slammed me back-first into the floor.
I closed my eyes and waited for the stars to clear. Now all I had to do was scale a ten-foot stone wall and move what looked like a boulder. I straightened slowly and rubbed my wrists, now raw and bleeding a little, and stared up at the mouth of my prison.
My knives. If I still had them, maybe I could use them like rock-climbing picks to get up there. I’d figure out what to do about the obstruction if I reached it.
When I reached it. I had to.
Both blades were still in my jacket. I guessed Taeral didn’t think I could get out of this, or maybe he thought I wouldn’t even try. I gave myself a few minutes to rest, and then stood and got the knives out.
After an experimental stab or two to make sure I could wedge the blades deep enough to take my weight, I started up.
It was slow going. I had to find the next loose stone or weak point nearly blind, while holding myself with one arm, with my feet pressed against the wall when I couldn’t find a stone below me large enough for a little purchase. My shoulders burned with the effort, and more than once I was sure I’d fall.
I finally got close enough to touch the barrier. It was definitely rock. I could only use one arm to push—and it didn’t budge.
But I wasn’t going to give up.
Trying to push harder would only waste energy. So would shouting. Even if the sound somehow carried through the big-ass rock above me, I had a feeling there was no one around to hear it.
Well, I was supposed to have magic. Time to test that theory.
I put a hand on the stone that blocked the opening. The only magic word I knew was for making things glow, and I was pretty sure that wouldn’t help here. At least I knew how to focus. I thought about the stone moving, imagined the grinding sound it would make. Pictured myself climbing out of this hole and going after Sadie.
“Come on,” I muttered. The ache in my legs and strained shoulders was approaching unbearable. I really didn’t want to figure out whether I could heal myself after falling ten feet onto concrete. “Help me out here,” I said. “This has to work.”
I pushed harder, physically and mentally. This time, the grinding sound I heard was outside my head.
The stone was moving.
Faint light appeared from above, growing stronger as the opening widened. I gave one last shove, and the rock tilted off and slid free.
Climbing out the rest of the way took every ounce of concentration I could force into my trembling muscles.
I heaved over the side and collapsed on the ground, not bothering to look at where I was yet. Had to catch my breath first. When my body finally stopped shaking, I raised my head to look around and found myself at the edge of the underground cemetery.
The symbolism kind of pissed me off. Taeral had tried to bury me alive.
I didn’t have time to hang around here. Furious as I was with him, I somehow knew that he didn’t want me dead. He’d only wanted to stop me—and he could come back any time to check on me. I had to get moving.
At least I didn’t need to have another conversation with Lady Valera. I knew the way out from here.
 
 



CHAPTER 23

 
I emerged from the subway blinking in full daylight.
Damn. I really had been out for hours. A quick check of my phone showed it was ten in the morning, and I had a text message from Viv. I opened it and read:
Missed you last night. Where were you? Got some info, call when you can.
I’d forgotten all about asking her to check into Milus Dei and the Scrolls of Gideon. Whatever it was, it’d have to wait. Sadie had been in there far too long, and I was getting her out, right now.
I even had a plan. Sort of.
My van was stashed in a different garage, in case the cops were still watching the one where they’d taken her. I headed there, plugged my nearly-dead phone in to charge, and then hit a few stores. It took a while to find what I wanted.
Finally, I went to my home garage and parked on an upper level. The first step was to call Abe and ask him yet another question that wouldn’t make any sense to him—or maybe it would, considering recent events. Just not the same sense it made to me.
He answered on the second ring. “Did you find your body?”
“Right where you said it was,” I told him. “How’s it hanging, Detective?”
“Situation normal.”
“All fucked up?”
“You know it,” he said. “So what’d you call for? And don’t tell me you thought up another body for me to track down.”
“Well, it’s a live one this time. Just wondering if you knew where Chief Foley is today.”
Abe paused for a beat. “Because you’re staying the hell away from wherever that is,” he said, with a touch of suspicion. “Right?”
“Exactly.”
“Good. In that case, he’s holed up in a conference room with the city planners. Be there all day.”
I grinned. “Perfect. Thanks, Abe.”
“Gideon, what are you up to?” he said. “Should I worry?”
“Nah,” I said. “In fact, I’m just about to crash for the day. Maybe I’ll see you on the night shift.”
“All right, kid. Take care.”
“You, too.”
I hung up, went to the back of the van and plugged my laptop into the generator pack. My wrists still stung, so while that booted up, I got the first-aid kit and cleaned and wrapped them. Then I plopped on the bed with the laptop and ran an image search for Chief Nigel Foley, NYPD.
I wanted a shot of him full-length, preferably in his civvies. Not surprisingly, there were plenty of pictures to choose from. The chief spent far more time pandering to the media than running his police unit.
Once I settled on an image of the chief in casual dress, looking faintly disgusted beneath his camera smile at a community event, I propped the bathroom mirror I’d bought against the wall of the van.
I’d teach myself how to use glamour, and walk straight into the place as Foley.
It was a risk, and not just because I couldn’t be sure he’d stay in meetings all day. I didn’t have confirmation that he was actually Milus Dei—just a gut feeling and some very convincing actions on his part. Still, I’d take the chance.
I stared at myself in the mirror. Nothing remarkable there. Ordinary guy, ordinary face, pretending that a life of being alone and hiding everything from everyone was worth living. So, a pretty pathetic specimen.
But one with a hell of an opportunity to change.
I thought about Nigel Foley. Early fifties, brown eyes, brown hair from a bottle. Shorter and stockier than me, but hard-edged and watchful. Frown lines etched in his brow and the corners of his mouth. The man only smiled when it was required of him.
The image in the mirror changed.
Surprise flooded me, and whatever I was doing instantly stopped working. My frustrated reflection was just me again. I tried to refocus and managed to get only the hair and the clothes. Chief Foley wearing my face like a mask.
I had to relax. I could do this.
With another look at the photo for reference, I faced the mirror and concentrated. I am Chief Nigel Foley. And for an instant I saw something disturbing—me, but not me. A little taller, my face slightly gaunt and more angular. Gold rings around the blue of my eyes and a faint blue tinge to my skin. It was like nothing I’d even try to imagine.
Then it was gone, and Chief Foley stared back at me.
The illusion was perfect this time. I moved, and Foley’s reflection copied me. Watching him look at me from inside a mirror was disturbing—especially when I tried on his cold scowl.
I could hardly believe I was doing this.
After a few minutes of turning the glamour on and off, just to make sure I had it, I went back to the laptop and hit YouTube. I’d watch some videos of him, interviews and news clips, so I could try to copy his movements and mannerisms.
I knew I’d only get one shot at this. And I intended to make it count.

The three-story brick warehouse at Forty-Sixth and Tenth looked abandoned.
Half the windows were shattered or boarded over, and the first floor seemed to be painted entirely with graffiti. Grass grew in the cracks of the sidewalk that ran in front of the place. The front doors had windows, but they were painted black from the inside. There was no name on the building, either. Just the word RECEIVING with an arrow pointing to the back of the building, painted in faded yellow near the roof.
I’d parked at a meter three blocks away and doubled back on foot. As I approached the front door, Chief Foley disguise in place, I noticed a security camera above the entrance that looked a lot newer than the rest of the building. I had a sudden, strong feeling that going in through the front would be a mistake. Had to look like I belonged here, and security cameras usually watched for unexpected guests.
I kept walking and went around the back. The wide double receiving doors had been padlocked shut, but there was a smaller, solid metal side door in a recess to the right of them. It had a doorbell.
Without letting myself think, I pushed the bell.
For a few minutes nothing happened. I’d started to consider trying the front entrance after all when the door opened from the inside, and a guy who looked like a linebacker stuffed into a suit glared at me from the doorway. He had a gun at his side, and his hand was ready on it.
A knot formed in my gut. Maybe the glamour wasn’t as perfect as I thought.
Before I could react, his challenging expression flickered into surprise. “Mr. Foley,” he blurted. “I…you weren’t expected. It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.”
“Yes. Let’s do this inside.” The knot eased as I responded in Foley’s brusque, self-assured style. I’d gotten lucky—whoever this was didn’t know the chief personally. He’d also called him sir, and that said something by itself. Foley was important around here.
The goon stood aside and I strode past him, careful not to touch him. I had no idea how this spell worked. Didn’t want to risk anything that might disrupt it. “What’s your name, son?” I said, still walking down the hallway the door opened into like I knew exactly where I was going.
“Hullman, sir. Tom Hullman.” I sensed him catching up to me. “Uh, Mr. Foley. You pushed the wrong button out there, sir.”
Damn. What, did they have a secret member doorbell somewhere? “I’m in a hurry,” I fired back, hoping I sounded annoyed enough to convince. “Goddamn city planner meetings all day. Took an early lunch.”
I didn’t realize I was holding my breath until Hullman said, “Not a problem, sir. Just thought I should mention.”
“Fine. You mentioned it.” I let the breath out slowly. Just ahead, the corridor opened up, and I stopped when I came into a large area set up like a shipping room. Three other big guys, Hullman clones, were stationed around the place, and two girls sat in front of side-by-side workstations, typing away. Another pair of workers, a guy and a girl, stood at a long counter sealing cardboard boxes with tape guns.
Nothing about this place said they were currently torturing a bunch of paranormal creatures. It just looked like a shipping room.
Hullman stepped cautiously past me and cleared his throat. “Can I help you with something, sir?”
Damn it, now what? They couldn’t have anything going on in the floors above this one. The building was practically crumbling up there. But Sadie had escaped them before, and she’d said this was where they did their thing.
I had to take control of the situation. Fast.
“My team brought in a subject last night.” The word subject just popped into my head, so I used it. Seemed to fit better than girl, or werewolf. “I want her. Got some questions.”
Hullman’s brow furrowed. “She’s on the Lower Levels, sir,” he said. “Already being questioned. We’re following protocol—”
“Well, I have different questions!” I snarled. “Take me to her. And make it fast, son. I’m on a schedule here.”
“All right, sir,” he said. “Follow me.”
Relief filled me as he started deeper into the building, and I strode after him without looking around. I figured Foley wouldn’t bother noticing the grunts.
But there was a lot I’d still have to figure, if I wanted to get Sadie out of here.
 
 



CHAPTER 24

 
If the shipping room was stage dressing, it was the only camouflage they’d bothered to set up. The rest of the first floor was long deserted, empty and dusty and silent—at least the sections of it I saw until we got to the elevator.
It was a huge steel contraption, also much newer than the rest of the building. Hullman used a passcard clipped alongside a ring of keys on his belt to open the doors, and I walked in first to prove how much of a hurry I was in. The inside of the elevator was eight by ten feet, easy.
And the control panel showed six floors below this one, marked S1 through S6.
Hullman entered the car and pushed S3. As the doors closed, he said, “Sir, I hope you don’t mind me asking, but…is it true what they say about you and Subject Seven?”
Great. I had to get a talker. Weren’t goons’ vocabularies supposed to be limited to grunts, growls and the occasional curse word? “Don’t know what they say,” I grumbled without looking at him. “I don’t put stock in rumors, Hullman.”
“Well, they say you took two full-bloods down by yourself. Subject Seven and his son, the one who escaped.”
Christ, was this thug talking about Taeral? Because if he was, then Subject Seven was his father—our father. I had to try and find out. “Course I did,” I said. “But that was a long time ago.”
“Yes, sir. Before my time…twenty-six years. You’re a legendary Hunter.” Hullman was grinning. It made me want to break his teeth. “I’ve studied all of your captures, sir. Can’t wait to take my field test.”
Son of a bitch. Chief Foley had taken down Taeral and Daoin. Maybe that explained my instinctual hatred of the man—after all, I’d held it long before I knew any of this existed.
And it explained a few things about Taeral. He’d said his father was dead. Milus Dei must’ve killed him.
“Anyway, it’s a shame about Subject Seven,” Hullman said. “I guess he’s kind of like your nemesis, right? I mean, I know you don’t come down here much anymore. But you’d think Doc Garrett would let you do the honors yourself.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” I snapped without thinking.
My foot-in-mouth panic only lasted a second. Hullman flinched, and said carefully, “You don’t know, sir? Seven’s a wash. He was crazy before, but he’s really flipped his shit—pardon my French—in the past month or so. No one can get anything out of him.” He frowned. “Doc’s giving it a few days, but he’s going to terminate his protocol.”
Everything in me froze. Daoin was alive…he’d been here for twenty-six years.
And they were going to kill him.
There was no way in hell I could get him and Sadie out by myself. I doubted I could even find Daoin—if he’d been here that long, Foley would know right where he was. I couldn’t risk asking Hullman to bring me to him. I’d have to grab Sadie now, and then make Taeral come back and help. He wouldn’t be able to say no to rescuing his own father…would he?
The elevator chimed, and the doors slid open onto a corridor with hospital-white walls and a green tiled floor. I followed Hullman past a few blank, closed doors and an open area that looked like a lab. We passed a room that chilled me to the core—it was dominated by an autopsy table outfitted with restraints.
Dead people didn’t go anywhere. That setup could only have one purpose.
We turned the corner at the end of the hall. This corridor had a lot more doors, all of them metal with barred windows and electronic passcard locks, labeled with numbers. The numbers started at 250 and went up from there.
I tried not to think about how many “subjects” they’d gone through.
Faint moans and harsh breathing came from behind more than one door. I heard someone sobbing, another one muttering something over and over in a flat monotone. I stared straight ahead—if I caught a glimpse of anything inside those rooms, I’d react. And it wouldn’t be pleasant.
Hullman stopped in front of a door labeled 262. “She’s in here, sir,” he said. “Should I wait for you, or do you want to call up when you’re done?”
Sadie. I didn’t dare look in there yet. There was a problem I hadn’t anticipated—these rooms had to be locked from the inside, too. They used a passcard, which I didn’t have. I couldn’t have Hullman wait, because he’d hear me telling her I was here for a rescue.
So I’d have to improvise.
“Tell you what, son,” I said. “This won’t take long. Why don’t you come in and watch me work?”
His face lit up. “You wouldn’t mind, sir?”
“It’ll be good for you,” I said, feeling sick with every word. “Show you how it’s done.”
“I’d like that, sir. Thank you.”
I nodded. As he swiped the card and opened the door, I tried to steel myself for the worst—but it wasn’t enough.
The worst I could think of was better than this.
Sadie was unconscious, stripped to her underwear and tied upright to a metal frame at the back of the room. Leather straps secured her wrists and ankles. Her body was bruised, her face bloodied. There was a long, crudely stitched gash in her side. Around two dozen electrodes were attached to her skin, with wires leading to a machine that wasn’t designed for monitoring. It had a voltage meter.
She’d been here for less than a day, and they’d already done that to her.
I had to force myself not to immediately kill the goon. I tried to tell myself it was because I wasn’t a murderer, and Hullman hadn’t hurt her directly—but mostly, it was just that I’d need him for a few more minutes. “Close the door,” I said through clenched teeth, not bothering to hide my anger. I figured he’d think it was directed at her.
He did. The instant the latch clicked shut, Sadie opened her eyes.
And she started to laugh.
“Haven’t seen you before,” she rasped. “Wait…you’re that cop, right? Big Chief what’s-your-name. You two morons gonna play good-cop, bad-cop now?”
Hullman tensed and started for her.
“No,” I said sharply. “I’ll handle this.”
He backed down, and I started slowly across the room. There was a table off to the side, laid out with…implements. Dental hooks, needle-nose pliers, surgical needles, syringes filled with silver liquid. And an aluminum baseball bat propped against it.
I picked up the bat.
Sadie let out another round of splintered, gut-wrenching laughter. “Not very elegant, Chief,” she said roughly. “Guess that’s why you’re not in charge of the torture.”
I grinned at her. It hurt to see her flinch from Foley’s cold expression. “Oh, it’ll do for my purposes,” I said.
I strode back toward Hullman. Shock registered in his eyes for a split second as I raised the bat and cracked him in the head.
He dropped like a stone.
The blow probably hadn’t killed him. There was a chance, but a cold and very angry part of me didn’t care. I grabbed the clip from his belt with the keys and passcard, then took his gun for good measure before I turned to Sadie.
She stared at me, wide-eyed and motionless.
“Never liked him,” I said. “Come on, we have to move. I’m sure there’s an alarm.”
As I approached her, she struggled fiercely against the restraints. “Don’t touch me, you lunatic!” she shouted.
“Hey. Whoa.” I held up a hand. “I’m not who you think,” I said. “I’m the guy who promised to get you out of here. Taeral wasn’t any help, by the way.”
“Oh my God,” she whispered. “Gideon?”
I nodded. “Let’s get you down.”
She shuddered when I touched her. I took the electrodes off as fast as I could, and then worked on the wrist restraints. Once both arms were loose, she collapsed against me. “You shouldn’t have come,” she murmured weakly. “You can’t let them take you.”
I groaned. “Not you, too,” I said. “Look, I promised. So just let me rescue you, and then you can call me a hundred kinds of idiot when we’re out of here. Okay?”
Without waiting for an answer, I crouched carefully and kept her supported while I unfastened the ankle straps. Then I straightened and held her. “I’ll carry you, if you can’t walk,” I said.
“Mmph. I’ll walk. Gimme a minute.”
We probably didn’t have a minute. But before long, she tensed and pushed away from me to stand on her own. “Okay, hero,” she said. “Let’s go.”
“Yeah. You’re welcome.”
She smiled. “I meant that to come out a lot nicer, you know,” she said. “Thank you.”
“You’re still welcome, then. In a nicer way.” I smiled back, and suddenly realized she was only wearing a bra and panties. “Uh. You want his clothes?” I said, jerking a thumb at the unconscious thug.
She crinkled her nose. “No, thanks. Besides, werewolves can’t afford modesty. But I do have a small question,” she said.
“What’s that?”
“How the hell are we getting out of here?”
“Uh…in the elevator?”
“Come on,” she said. “I mean, you look like the chief guy, but even he couldn’t just walk out of here with me. Where did you get that glamour, anyway?”
Damn. I hadn’t thought too much about getting out—it’d been hard enough getting in. “Long story. But basically, you were right the first time. I’m not human,” I said.
“You’re Fae?”
“Yeah, sort of. And I have an idea.”
“What—”
“Just a minute. Have to concentrate.”
I stared at Hullman for as long as I dared, memorizing what he looked like. If we did this fast, maybe it wouldn’t have to be perfect. I wasn’t sure how I’d change the appearance of someone else, but hopefully the same principle as talking to corpses would apply here. Contact helped.
“Okay,” I said, and took her by the arms. “Don’t move.”
You are Tom Hullman.
Sadie gasped. I felt something pass from me into her—and it left me weak, a little stunned. Must be that spark Taeral was talking about. I was actively using mine, and I had no idea how much was left.
But it worked.
“There,” I said as I let go and nodded at Hullman. “Now you’re him.
The goon formerly known as Sadie raised an arm and stared. “How the hell did you do that?”
“Um. Maybe don’t talk.” Okay, it hadn’t worked completely. He still sounded like Sadie.
“I won’t.”
“You just did.” I grinned, went to the door and swiped the passcard. The lock clicked open. I looked out, and far as I could tell, the coast was clear.
We moved quickly down the hall of dungeon doors. Sadie shivered at every awful sound coming from behind them, but she didn’t speak. The route stayed clear to the elevator and the car arrived empty. So far, so good.
Until we stepped off the elevator on the ground level, and were met by four armed men in SWAT black—with their weapons drawn.
 
 



CHAPTER 25

 
Something had gone very wrong. But I still wasn’t going to blow my cover, if I could help it. “Stand down,” I barked. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
“Subject Two-Six-Two, unidentified paranormal,” the one closest to us said. “Get on the ground, or we’ll open fire.”
No way could they know that. They had to be guessing, so I decided to call the bluff. “Are you blind, son?” I said. “Don’t you know who I am?”
The man next to the one who’d spoken first grinned and pointed at the elevator. “Weight sensors,” he said. “We know you’re the wrong mass for those bodies. You’re not Nigel Foley…but personally, I’m gonna enjoy finding out who you are.”
“On the ground,” the first one said again. “Last warning.”
Damn. So much for the glamour. I let the spell drop and tried to ignore the SWAT guys for a few seconds. Time for Plan B—not that I had one.
But I did have a gun. And a moonstone.
“Sadie,” I muttered. “Go wolf.”
“What—”
“De’àrsahd!”
Light burst from the pendant. Sadie didn’t waste any time—she was already growling. I managed to pull the gun before shots erupted from the SWAT team. Two hit Sadie, one grazed my upper arm.
It didn’t stop either of us.
I knew I didn’t have a chance of hitting anything unless I was close. So I lunged at the nearest man in black, grabbed his gun arm and shoved it up while I pressed the barrel of mine into his throat and fired. No hesitation. His blood spattered my face, and he fell back dead.
Part of me withered in horror at what I’d done, but I knew these guys wore body armor. A non-lethal shot wouldn’t have done a damned thing. And besides, what they were doing in this place was unforgivable.
Sadie already had two of them down. 
The last man fired twice at me. One missed, the other carved a hot gash along my side. I had time to wonder how these bastards kept missing me when they were so close, before I jumped at him, slamming him into the ground.
Another point-blank throat shot ended him.
Shouts echoed through the building, and the elevator rumbled. There were more coming. I grabbed a second gun just in case, and shot a panicked glance at Sadie, who was still a wolf. At least she didn’t have to worry about running out of bullets. “Please tell me you know how to get out of here,” I said.
“This way.”
She ran down a hall, and I followed.
It wasn’t long before Sadie started to slow down. As we moved through a large room full of old wooden pallets and crates, she stumbled and bashed into a wall. She stood there panting for a minute—and soon, she was Sadie again.
“Can’t hold it,” she gasped, crossing her arms over her bare chest. There was an angry wound in her lower leg, and another at her shoulder. “Still not recovered…from the silver.”
I remembered the syringes of silver liquid in the room where they’d been keeping her. Silver bullets were supposed to kill werewolves.
These people were monsters.
“Right.” I went to her and scooped her up. “Which way?”
“Door at the end of the room.”
I ran for it. “Then what?”
“Stairs. Second floor…fire escape.”
“Got it.”
It seemed to take forever to reach the door. I felt weaker by the second, and not just because I was carrying Sadie. Something inside me was draining, fast.
I finally got there and turned the knob, only to find it locked.
“Great.” I’d either have to magic or shoot it open, and I had a feeling I couldn’t magic right now. “Have to put you down a second,” I said. “Door’s locked.”
She nodded. I set her gently a few feet from the door and pulled one of the guns out. 
A shot fired before I touched the trigger—from the other end of the room. At the same time, the door lock clicked open.
“Stay down!” I said to Sadie, preparing to blast whatever came through the door.
I almost shot Taeral.
“You son of a bitch!” I shouted, momentarily forgetting about the other guys with guns. “What the hell—”
“Where is she?”
Fine. Maybe now wasn’t the time for this. “There,” I said, pointing to her as a volley of shots rang out.
Taeral glared and shoved past me, stripping off his duster as he went.
I spared a few seconds to scope out the enemy. Three guys crossing the room in a reverse triangle. One of them talking into a handheld, the two in front firing at will.
Then one of the two shooters switched guns to something that wasn’t police issue.
“Boy!”
I turned, and Taeral shoved a coat-wrapped Sadie into my arms. “Take her out. I’ll hold them off.”
“You’d better be getting out, too.”
“Move, damn you!”
I snarled in frustration and ran for the stairs behind the door. Halfway up, I heard Taeral shout something in his language. Then a whole lot of gunshots. A brief pause in the firing, and he gasped a few words. There was a huge flash of light—followed by total silence.
“Goddamn it, Taeral,” I said under my breath. After what I’d seen of this place, there was no way I’d leave him here. Even if he had handcuffed me and thrown me down a well. I’d put Sadie by the fire escape and go back for him.
I reached the top of the stairs and went through the door into a large, open space. Wasn’t hard to spot the fire escape. It was right past the busted and splintered boards sprayed across the floor, where Taeral must’ve come in.
Just as I got there with Sadie, Taeral stumbled through the stairwell door and collapsed. 
He was covered with blood.
My gut wrenched. I set Sadie down and ran over to him, but he was already on his feet. “Take her out,” he said in a barbed whisper. “Do not help me.”
“Oh, I’m helping you.”
“Blasted…” He trailed off, and his jaw clenched. “Wait.”
“For what? We can’t—”
“Wait.” He turned to the door and gestured weakly. “À dionadth.”
Translucent colors rippled across the doorway and stayed there, like a giant bubble.
I wasn’t going to ask what that was. I’d just assume it would be helpful. “Come on.” I put an arm around his waist, and he hissed sharply. “Do I even want to know how many times you’ve been shot?”
“No.”
“Why did you come here? Don’t answer that yet.”
“I’d not planned to.”
I helped him limp across the room, and he actually picked up speed on the way. By the time we reached Sadie, she was standing against the wall—pale and sweating, but on her feet. “I can make it,” she said. “He needs help.”
Taeral snorted. “I’ll walk on my own, thank you.”
“All right,” I said. “Everybody’s a real tough guy. Let’s just get out of here.”
Taeral shook his head, drew something from his pocket and whispered to his closed hand. In a blink he was dressed in SWAT black, complete with balaclava mask. He held out his arm and opened his fingers, revealing three quarters. “Take one.”
We did. They all produced the same glamour—we were just another group of bad guys, searching for the escaped subjects.
“They’ll not last long,” Taeral said. “Go.”
For once, I was happy to do what he told me.
 
 



CHAPTER 26

 
They had my van staked out.
I was furious about losing it, but I’d pick that fight another time. Getting back to the Hive was priority one. We managed to catch a cab, and I told the cabbie we were going to a costume party. In September.
Like most cabbies, he didn’t give a shit. I just wanted to erase as much of our trail as possible.
No one bothered to speak as we made our way through the subway and into the tunnels. The glamour wore off about halfway to the gate. I wasn’t sure anyone besides me noticed, or cared. An eternity later, we staggered into the tent and the cluttered front room. 
Taeral’s eyes promptly rolled back, and he crumpled to the ground.
“Hey! Damn it, don’t you die on me.” I dropped next to him and rolled him onto his back. Besides all the blood, he looked sick as hell. Just about green—the same as when he’d been carrying those handcuffs around.
I couldn’t tell if he was breathing.
I glanced at Sadie, slumped on the dusty footstool he’d uncovered earlier. She didn’t look much better, but at least she was conscious. “Know anything about cold iron?” I said.
Somehow she managed to turn paler. “The bullets,” she whispered. “They know what he is. I’ll bet they—you have to get them out of him, now.”
“Great. Got any surgical tweezers on you?”
She shook her head slowly. “He has…something like tweezers,” she said, and pointed. “Over there. Third shelf up, think it’s on the right.”
I frowned and went over to the shelves. It took me a minute to spot the slim bronze object under a pile of scrolls. It was something like tweezers at one end, with a heavy stone bead in the middle, and something like a really big needle at the other end.
“I’ll make it work.” I walked back and handed the torture-tweezers to Sadie. “Hold these a second?” I said. “I don’t know where the bullets are. Have to—uh, strip him, I guess.”
She smirked. “He doesn’t do underwear.”
“Oh, good,” I muttered. “Well, that just made my day.”
I used my knife to cut his shirt away. The pants were easier to remove, at least physically. I tried to look just long enough to make sure he hadn’t been shot in the junk.
His manhood was intact, but the rest of him wasn’t. I counted seven holes in him. The bleeding was bad enough, but the wounds also looked…scorched. Blackened around the edges and burning from the inside. Actual smoke curled from a few of the holes, and I could’ve sworn I heard faint sizzling, like meat in a skillet.
I guessed cold iron was a lot harder on full-blooded Fae than it was for me.
Shuddering, I grabbed a handful of nearby newspapers and started on the worst of the wounds—a smoking crater just under his ribs. I tried to dig around gently for the bullet. His body stiffened with the probing, and he let out a faint puff of air.
Eventually I found it. He groaned when I pulled it out.
I hoped that was a good sign.
There was another hole just below this one, smaller with a slanted entry. I placed the not-quite-flattened bullet on the newspapers and shifted to get at the next wound. “I could really use a cloth and some water here,” I said to Sadie. “Any chance? This is going to get messier before it’s better.”
“I’ll find something,” she said, rising slowly from the footstool. “Be right back.”
“Thanks.” I felt bad asking her to fetch and carry, since she wasn’t in the best shape herself. But I could sense that there wasn’t much time.
If I didn’t get this stuff out of him, he’d die.
By the time Sadie returned with a ceramic pitcher of water and a clutch of stained rags, I still hadn’t found the second bullet. I couldn’t leave any inside him—they were poisoning him. But there was only one way to get at it. “I’ll have to cut him,” I said as she set the water down next to me. “It’s not going to be pretty, or clean. If I had my van, the right tools…” Christ, I hated those Milus Dei bastards all over again.
She put a hand on my shoulder. “Cut him, then,” she said. “Your knife won’t kill him. Those bullets can.”
“All right.”
My hand wanted to shake as I grabbed the smaller knife from my jacket. It was sharper, more precise, but I’d never used it on flesh. I rinsed the blade in the water, paused briefly, and started cutting.
He bled a lot. Way more than I was comfortable with. But I managed to extract the bullet.
“Jesus.” I grabbed a few rags and tried to apply pressure, stem the flow a little. Two down, five to go. Taeral didn’t look any better or worse, but at least he’d twitched a few times while I was cutting him. So he wasn’t dead yet.
Sadie knelt next to me and laid a hand over mine. “I’ve got this,” she said. “Keep going.”
I nodded. “Push as hard as you can.”
She held the rags down and watched me as I moved to the next wound. This one would be easier—I could see the dull glint of the bullet near the surface. “So… you’re ‘sort of’ Fae,” she said. “How’d that happen?”
“Well, when a mommy human and a daddy Fae love each other very much…” I glanced at her and smirked. “I’m only half,” I said. “Guess I was a changeling. Switched at birth, all that weird stuff. That’s why I never knew.”
She raised an eyebrow. “And Taeral did?”
“Yeah.” I pulled the bullet fast, reached across him for the water and more-or-less clean rags. “He’s…my brother.”
“He’s what?”
“That’s pretty much what I said when he told me.” I sighed and rinsed the bloody tweezers. “Apparently, we have the same father. My mother—my real mother, not the freak show I grew up with—is dead. That’s whose body he sent us after.”
“I’m sorry, Gideon,” she said softly. “That really sucks.”
I shrugged. “Can’t be changed now.”
“Yeah. Some things are like that.”
The look in her eyes said she’d had personal experience with a crappy past. I decided not to ask right now. Just like me, she probably didn’t want to talk about it.
Two more bullets came out with relative ease. I had to cut again for the next one, and he bled even more. While Sadie held pressure on the freshly gushing wound, I spent a good three minutes digging and probing to find the last bullet. If I could avoid it, I didn’t want to carve him up more than I already had.
I was kind of hoping Taeral would just magically wake up when I pulled the last one. He didn’t.
I leaned back on my heels and wrapped the newspaper around the spent bullets. They felt vaguely warm, and it still made me nauseous to touch them, even through the paper. “Now what?” I said. “He still looks…not very alive.”
“Give it a few minutes.” Sadie’s expression suggested her level of hope was about as high as mine—somewhere in the gutter. “Everything takes time with these guys. Er, with you guys, I mean.”
“Yeah, I don’t think I’m welcome to be one of the guys. Taeral seemed pretty disgusted by the whole halfling thing,” I said. “I guess I’ll try to clean him up some. Can’t think of anything else…”
I trailed off as I glanced at the motionless Unseelie, and then stared.
He’d changed.
His skin was blue. All of it, including the unmentionable part. Not sort of bluish like a corpse, but actual robin’s-egg blue. His face was longer and sharper, his hair thicker and more tangled, with pointed blue ears jutting through. The nails on his non-metal hand looked like thorns, and the arm had lengthened to match the artificial one. He’d gained extra joints in his fingers. And his slightly parted mouth revealed a dense row of thin, sharp teeth.
“What the hell happened?” I blurted. “Is that a glamour?”
Sadie was staring just as hard. “I don’t know,” she said carefully. “But I think…it’s no glamour at all. I think that’s what he really looks like.”
I suspected this was not a good sign. Taeral didn’t strike me as the type to reveal his true self, or whatever this was, on purpose.
Suddenly he sucked in a harsh breath. It came out of him with a terrible sound, somewhere between a roar and a scream. His eyes flew open.
They weren’t even close to human.
 
 



CHAPTER 27

 
Angry, human-ish Taeral was scary enough. But this Taeral went way past fear, straight to awe-struck, abject terror.
Bloodied and torn as he was, he wrenched himself upright and clambered to his feet. The primal sounds he made belonged in some deep, dark jungle. He shook himself and skewered me with a burning gaze. Then he staggered off deeper into the tent, panting and snarling like a wounded tiger.
I met Sadie’s wide-eyed stare. “Should we go after him?” I asked.
“No. He’ll come back,” she said faintly. “I hope.”
“Oh, good. Can’t wait for that.” I shook my head and started cleaning the post-op mess. “What about you?” I said. “Got any bullets you need butchered out? Apparently I’m running a special today.”
She laughed, but it turned into a wince. “Man, that hurts. I’m good, though,” she said. “They went through. I’m just slightly poisoned, and I might have a broken bone or two.”
“Is that all?” I flashed a sarcastic smile. “Not sure I’m ever getting used to hanging around people who can walk around and shout after multiple gunshot wounds.”
“Yeah. I’m still not used to being shot multiple times.”
“Damn, I’m sorry,” I said. “Pretty insensitive, right?”
She smiled. “Not really. You saved me—even though I told you not to,” she added in a mock-stern tone. “But I’m glad you didn’t listen. Thank you.”
I tried to pretend my blood wasn’t heating the back of my neck. “Any time,” I said.
“But let’s not do that again.” Her smile turned to exasperation. “You’re half Unseelie, and Taeral’s brother, and the DeathSpeaker. Everything I should stay far away from. It figures,” she said.
“What figures?”
“That I like you so damned much.”
“Oh.” I wasn’t sure I’d actually spoken aloud, so I cleared my throat. “I, er… I like you, too.”
“Gosh, Gideon.” Her lips quirked faintly. “You sure know how to make a girl feel wanted. How do the ladies resist you?”
I smirked back. “Effortlessly, most of the time.”
“I can see why. Is your middle name Oblivious?”
I was saved from answering that when Taeral staggered back in. He was still non-human, all blue and thorny with gold-ringed black eyes, but he’d put on a fresh pair of pants. He carried a bottle in each hand—one filled with amber liquid, the other a rich blood red. It looked like it might actually be blood.
Sadie gave a loud sigh. “Seriously, Taeral. Is ‘get drunk’ your answer to everything?”
“Elderberry wine weakens the effects of cold iron poisoning.” With a weighted stare, he thrust the amber bottle at her. “Ivy and apple bough. Helps to neutralize silver.”
“Thank you,” she whispered. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. If I’d the stomach for it at the moment, I’d choose to get drunk.” He lowered himself carefully to the floor, sat cross-legged and pulled the cork out with his teeth. A long drink emptied half the bottle. Finally, he looked at me and said, “I suppose I’ve you to thank for saving my life. Though you’re the one who risked it in the first place.”
I couldn’t tell if I was relieved or pissed off that he was back to his normal, abrasive self, only a little more blue and pointy. “Hey, I didn’t tell you to do that,” I said.
“And if I hadn’t, you’d both be there still.”
“Maybe. But Sadie definitely would’ve been, if you got what you wanted.”
“Hold on,” Sadie said. “Taeral…you wanted them to keep me there?”
He flinched and closed his eyes. “No, a’ghrael,” he said softly. “I’d not wanted that. I only meant to keep him from walking into the lions’ den.”
Her face changed. “Yeah, I tried that too. It didn’t work.”
“He is a willful, stubborn fool.”
“Great. Thanks,” I said. “If I’m such a piece of shit, why bother coming after me?”
“Because I must!” His eyes flashed fire, and he struggled to rein himself back in. “Since the moment I found you, I’ve sworn to keep you safe,” he snarled. “If your life is in danger, I must protect it.”
“Listen, if keeping me safe means throwing me down a well, then don’t do me any more favors,” I said. “Whatever you swore, un-swear it.”
“I cannot do that.”
Sadie coughed deliberately. “Did you say he threw you down a well?”
“And cuffed me. With cold iron.” I glared at him. “Why can’t you do that?” I said. “It’s easy. Just stop protecting me.”
“I won’t. I’ve sworn to it. When a Fae makes a gealht, a promise, it is binding and eternal—and there are consequences for breaking it.” He looked at me with something that approached a smile. “Besides. You may be foolish and headstrong…but you are my brother. That, more than the rest, is why I’ll keep you safe. Even if it kills me.” He smirked. “A feat you seem determined to accomplish.”
All my anger drained, and I couldn’t come up with a thing to say. I remembered thinking he was barely a brother. But he’d put his life on the line for me. He was willing to die for me, and he didn’t even know me. From the moment I found you…
That moment was a few hours after I was born. The first time he’d saved me from Milus Dei.
“Taeral, I…”
He held up a hand, and then offered me the bottle. “Drink.”
It was probably a better idea than speaking right now. I didn’t think I could without choking on the words. So I took the bottle, tipped it in thanks, and drank.
The stuff inside was amazing. Velvet and honey with a bittersweet tang—and if there was alcohol, I couldn’t taste it. “Where have you been all my life?” I murmured, and took another healthy swig before I handed it back.
“It’s only made in Arcadia.” Taeral closed his eyes, like he was remembering something painful.
I wondered if now was a good time to mention that Daoin was still alive. I’d have to tell him soon. But before I could get the words straight, Sadie suddenly leaned forward with an alarmed expression. “Taeral,” she said, and waited until he looked at her. “They have a Seelie noble.”
He frowned. “They’ve captured a noble?”
“He’s not captured. He’s working for them, willingly.”
“Do you know his name? Did he…interrogate you?”
“He tried. But I didn’t give him anything.” A dark cloud passed over her face. “His name is Reun.”
“By the gods.” The bottle fell from his fingers and shattered on the floor, but Taeral didn’t seem to notice. “It was too easy,” he said roughly. “I knew it. They let us go.”
I gaped at him. “That was easy?”
“Yes! They’ve far more resources than what they sent against us. And you…perhaps it’s not yet widely known what you are. They’d have cut you down with machine guns, or filled the building with poison gas. They would kill their own people to have you.” He bowed his head. “I’ve not the strength. Gideon…nochtaan.”
“Um. What?”
“Say it.” He looked at Sadie. “To her.”
She glared. “Why me?”
“Because you were in contact with Reun! The most powerful hunter on the Seelie Court.” He shuddered. “He’ll not hurt you with the word. It will only reveal what’s been done, if anything has.”
“All right,” she said reluctantly. “Do it.”
I nodded and gestured at her. “Nochtaan.”
Like Taeral’s arm when he healed me, blue-white light traced a rune on her chest.
She yelped and jerked back, brushing frantically at the symbol. “Oh, God, what is that?” she moaned. “Get it off me!”
“It is a tracking spell.” Taeral’s lips barely moved. “Staad.”
Nothing happened. I repeated the word, and the rune vanished.
“They wanted the Hive.” He stood slowly, staring in horror at nothing in particular. “We must warn Grygg. Warn everyone. With Reun, they can—”
A horrible wailing sound from outside the tent cut him off. It sounded like a dozen people being tortured under a tin roof, with nails across a chalkboard thrown in for good measure. I’d never heard anything like it.
“The boundary alarm,” Sadie gasped.
“We’re too late,” Taeral said. “They’re already here.”
 
 



CHAPTER 28

 
“No!” Sadie jumped to her feet. “Gideon, change me. Do you still have the guns? We’ll—”
Taeral moved damned fast for someone who’d just been riddled with poisoned bullets. Before she could finish the sentence, he’d grabbed her and wrapped both arms around her. “I’ll not allow you to commit suicide, a’ghrael. We go to the shelter.”
“Let me go!” She squirmed in his grasp, but she was still too weakened to fight. Even I could see that. “I’m going to tear every one of those bastards apart. I swear to God.”
“Sadie, listen to me. Please.”
She stopped moving. In the silence, sounds filtered from outside—bursts of gunfire, shouting and screams, running and crashing and breaking.
Every part of me wanted to go with Sadie’s plan and kill them all. But I’d hear Taeral out first.
“You cannot change in this condition,” he said almost gently. “The moonstone is spent, and Gideon nearly so. I’ve not enough spark to hold a simple glamour. We’ll not be able to stop them—and if we attempt to, they’ll capture us all.”
“We have to try! Can’t you hear them out there?”
“They’ll not kill anyone. You know this.” Taeral’s grip eased, but Sadie didn’t move. “We’re better served to protect the DeathSpeaker,” he said, and met my gaze. “If he falls, we are all lost.”
Sadie shuddered and turned to face him with angry eyes and quivering lips. “It’s my fault,” she whispered shakily. “I brought them here. I led them straight to us…to everyone.”
“Do not blame yourself.” He tilted her chin up with a finger. “Reun did this. He is a traitor to his race, to all of us. He’s given them power they were never meant to wield. This is not your fault.”
She sobbed and fell against him, and he stroked her hair tenderly.
“Uh, guys?” I said. “It’s great that you’re getting along. But if we’re going to run, maybe we should get started on that. Like now.”
Sadie stiffened and pulled herself together, swiping her eyes with a furious motion. “Fine,” she said. “The shelter.”
“And somebody knows where that is. Right?”
“I do.” Taeral moved to the tent flap, lifted it and peered out. “They’ve not come this far yet,” he said. “You have guns, you say?”
“Two of ’em.”
“Give me one.”
I frowned and handed one over. “You know how to use this thing?”
“Yes.” Holding the gun in his normal hand, he reached into a seemingly random pile of stuff with his metal hand and produced the knife he’d threatened me with the first time I was here—or one just like it. He tossed it to Sadie, and she caught it neatly. “Be ready to kill quickly,” he said. “They’ll not hesitate.”
I took the other gun out and made sure my blades were within easy reach.
Taeral glanced outside again. “We’ve little time, and we must not be taken,” he said. “Do not stop to save anyone. Keep moving, and engage only when you must. Understood?”
“Yeah,” I said, while Sadie gave a tight nod. I really didn’t like this plan. But I knew it was the best we could do with what we had, for now. I’d have to settle for rescuing everyone, not just Daoin, when this was over.
I figured I’d wait until we were safe to share my intentions. That way Taeral could only yell at me—but right now, he might shoot me.
“Come.” Taeral ducked out of the tent flap.
And we followed him into hell.
Chaos and terror reigned over the vast space of the market. Sporadic gunfire mixed with screams and the constant wail of the alarm, underscored by an echoing grind like ocean surf. That sound was fire—the stench of it hung thick in the air, and an eerie, flickering light marked its path in the near distance.
They were burning the place to the ground.
I shuddered and stayed close as we slipped down irregular alleys and between random structures—Taeral in the lead, then Sadie, with me trying to watch our flank. Most of the buildings were deserted, but I glimpsed two figures huddled in a stall behind a weapon of some sort that resembled a cannon. In another alley, something that looked like a child but probably wasn’t lurked in the shadows, watching with calm, dead eyes.
Eventually we reached the clearing where the Duchenes had jumped me. Taeral paused at the edge, looking around warily. “Run,” he said. “Shoot anything that moves.”
He bolted.
Sadie and I followed, sprinting across the open space. I’d gotten about halfway when movement at the corner of my eye made me turn, only to see a man in full body armor step into the clearing and take aim.
I shot first. And I missed—by a lot.
Another gun went off. I was sure I’d feel the shot, and resigned to hoping he didn’t hit me anywhere crippling. But the man who had me in his sights jerked stiff and fell over with a gurgling thud.
Taeral stood at the far side of the clearing with Sadie behind him, the gun he’d fired successfully still in his hand.
“What is the matter with you?” he shouted as I ran toward them. “How could you miss him?”
“I’m not so great at aiming,” I yelled back.
“You were raised in a family of hunters!”
“Yeah, well, they didn’t let me play with the guns.” I reached him and stopped short to catch my breath. “I’ve got my own methods, okay?”
“Really. Do you simply wait until they run out of bullets?”
As he spoke, something else moved to the left. Another bad guy—with his weapon pointed at Taeral.
I lunged at him. Grabbed his wrist, pushed the gun against his throat and fired.
Taeral’s brow lifted in approval. “That is equally effective.”
“Works for me,” I said. “Let’s go.”
We plunged back into the twists and turns of the sprawling market. It wasn’t long before we reached the huge Greek column at the back corner of the place. Taeral slowed and held up a hand. “Here,” he said, advancing to the far side of the column. “There is a switch, hidden by magic. You’ll need to reveal it, Gideon. I’ve not the time to search.”
“Right.” I frowned at the smooth, blank white stone surface. “So, uh…nochtaan, right?”
Part of the stone vanished, leaving a hollow space that shimmered like hot pavement. Inside the space was a large toggle handle.
Taeral reached in and pulled the toggle outward. There was a grinding sound as a dark hole opened in the ground at the base of the column. “Slide down,” he said. “Sadie, you should go first.”
Slide? Why were we sliding?
She sent him a nervous glance, then sat at the edge of the hole and put her feet down. “Oh. Got it,” she said, and pushed forward.
The darkness swallowed her.
“Gideon. Close the switch, and go. Do you recall the word?”
“Staad,” I said. The column surface went solid again.
He nodded. “Follow Sadie.”
“If I have to,” I muttered. Disappearing into a dark hole in the ground didn’t seem very safe. But I took a seat where she had, and felt around carefully with a foot. It encountered something wide and solid—something I couldn’t see in the pitch black below.
I drew a deep breath, and launched myself into nothing.
 



CHAPTER 29

 
The ride down was a heart-pounding thrill I would’ve paid good money to miss. 
Closing my eyes only made it worse. Whatever this slide was, it had no railings or sides, nothing to hold onto or slow down with. The smooth, polished surface zipped me along, carrying me faster through the dark. There had to be an end somewhere—but it looked like I wouldn’t be able to see it.
How the hell was I going to stop?
Just as I pictured myself splattering on the ground at the bottom of this thing, the surface beneath me took on a coarser texture and the breathless descent slowed. Light filtered in around me. I blinked at a fairly large, cave-like room with torches on the walls. Sadie stood at the foot of the slide, wearing distress like a glove.
My momentum stopped on its own when I reached the bottom, and I got up fast to stay out of Taeral’s way. “What’s wrong?” I asked Sadie.
Shaking her head, she gestured at the empty cavern. “There’s no one else down here,” she ground out. “Just us. They took everyone.”
“That can’t be right.”
“Look!”
Before I could, a kind of whooshing glide announced Taeral’s arrival. He slowed to a stop and stood, glancing at each of us. “All right, then?”
“Taeral, there’s no one else here,” Sadie said.
He frowned. “There must be.”
“Do you guys think I’m blind, or just stupid?”
“Wait.” Taeral stared at something just beyond Sadie, a patch of shadows between two torches. “Murdoch,” he said. “Come out here.”
The shadows released a chilling laugh. “Why should I?”
“Because if you don’t, I’ll drag you out. In a way you’ll not enjoy.”
“Good enough.” There was a shuffling sound, and part of the shadow detached and stepped into the light.
It was the bogeyman.
I remembered him. Nightmare of a face, bulging and lidless eye, big hole in the flesh over his jaw, rotted teeth showing through. But in the half-dark just before the light hit him, his face had looked normal.
Murdoch the bogeyman grinned at Sadie. “Hey there, little sister,” he said. “Are you scared?”
“No,” she said in a voice that quaked slightly.
“Huh. Maybe I should ramp up the charm, then.”
He turned into a woman—who bore a striking resemblance to Sadie.
“It’s all your fault,” the bogeyman-woman thundered. “You were too weak. A disgrace to the pack.”
Sadie cried out and stumbled back.
“Enough, you bottom-feeding vermin!”
At Taeral’s shout, the woman became Murdoch again. “She’s bitter, anyway,” he said with a shrug. “I like ’em sweet. Like your pretty boy, here.”
He stared at me, and a vague sense of fear washed through my blood.
I broke off the look and glanced at Taeral. “What the hell is he doing?”
“His kind feeds on fear and pain. He’s the ability to sense your worst nightmares, and to make them manifest.”
Sadie growled. “And if he ever does it to me again, I’ll carve his other face so they match.”
I decided not to ask her who the woman was. She was so pissed, she might extend the face-carving offer to me. “So, the bogeyman—er, bogeyperson. That’s what you do…scare people,” I said.
Murdoch grinned again. “More or less.”
“Do you hide under beds and in closets, stuff like that?”
“Only when I’m bored.” He gave me a speculative look. “And you are?”
“Gideon.”
“That’s a name. What else are you?”
“He’s not your concern,” Taeral cut in. “Is there anyone else down here?”
“Just you lot. Honestly, when you came down I was hoping for one of those human pill-bugs in the fancy armor,” he said. “They’re easy prey.”
A whooshing sound filled the cave, and we all looked to the slide as two figures rushed into view. The one in front tumbled off the end with a gasp. The other one managed to stop, and then moved fast toward the fallen figure. 
Unfortunately, I recognized them both. Denei and Zoba.
Zoba helped his sister up. She’d been shot—blood soaked her right side and dribbled over the hand she held pressed to the wound. “Figures you’d be down here, Fae,” she grated. “And you’ve brought your dog, too. What happened, she run out of teeth?”
“I’ve got enough left for you,” Sadie said. “Come any closer, and I’ll show you.”
Denei sneered, then limped over to the wall and sat down, with Zoba taking position beside her like an angry, skull-faced statue. “Bastards found us,” she said in flat tones, and her amber eyes lit on me. “Funny how they showed up so soon after you, handsome. Anything you wanna confess—or maybe I should have Zoba ask you?” 
Zoba made a noise. It lacked any form of question.
“Mind your manners, Duchene.” Taeral approached the pair slowly. “Where’s the rest of your brood?”
Her eyes flashed. “Taken.”
“And your master?”
“Like I’d tell you where he is.”
Taeral sighed. “I’m sorry for your loss,” he said, and turned so he was facing everyone in the room. “Right now, we have a common enemy. I’d suggest that we all put aside our differences and focus on survival.”
“Who made you Grand Poobah of the shelter?” Denei drawled. “Me and my brother ain’t listenin’ to you give orders. Right, Zoba?”
His ghoulish, sharp-toothed grin said he agreed.
Murdoch waved a hand in the air. “Do I get a vote?” he said. “Because I nominate myself for Poobah.”
“This is not up for discussion,” Taeral snarled.
Denei rolled her eyes and leaned her head back. “Fine, Your Wretched-ness. What are we supposed to do, then?”
He stared into the darkness above us. “We wait.”
 
 



CHAPTER 30

 
An hour in the shelter felt like a year—and we waited for two of them. Taeral was recharged enough to remove the tracking spell from Sadie and put his normal glamour back on by the time he called an all-clear, leading the way up a stone staircase and back to the Hive.
Or what was left of it, anyway.
Only a handful of structures remained standing—including what looked to be Taeral’s tent, though I couldn’t tell for sure at this distance. The rest were burning or flattened. At least two dozen bodies were scattered among the wreckage, most of them Milus Dei. But a few of them weren’t.
Except for the last of the guttering fires, nothing moved.
Sadie let out a choked sob and covered her mouth with a hand. Both Taeral and Murdoch stared without expression at the destruction, and I clenched my fists as bile rose in my throat.
Denei was a little more vocal with her displeasure.
“Dirty, lowdown snake-gut cochon bastards!” She kicked a nearby pile of burned debris, sending up blackened splinters and thick clouds of ash. “Come on, Zoba,” she said. “We see what’s left. Then we goin’ after the little ones.”
“Denei, wait,” I said.
She glared at me. “You don’t wanna speak to me right now, handsome. I got half a mind to rip your head off and shove it up his ass.” She gestured angrily at Taeral, and then stalked away. “Zoba. Come,” she called without looking back.
Zoba took a minute to lunge at me and snort a growl before he followed.
Damn. Even though working with those two was the last thing I wanted, we could’ve used them with us. This was not going to be easy.
Of course, I hadn’t told anyone else I planned to volunteer them to storm Milus Dei.
Murdoch shook himself and flashed a wry grin. “As fun as it’s been playing hide-and-go-piss-ourselves with you lot, I think I’ll take my leave,” he said. “It looks like I’m going apartment hunting. What a shame…it’s a bitch finding decent real estate in this city.”
I decided not to try stopping him. Taeral nodded absently in his direction, and the bogeyman slouched off toward the shadows.
The three of us stood there another long moment, until Taeral finally said, “May as well have a look. At the least, we’ll try to clothe you, a’ghreal.”
I refrained from looking at Sadie. I’d forgotten that all this time, she’d been wearing nothing but Taeral’s jacket.
We picked our way through the destruction, not speaking on the long trek to the tent. It was Taeral’s, but it hadn’t escaped intact. Someone, probably several someones, had gone looting and pillaging through the place. The front door flap was torn away, and most of the stuff from inside had been tossed out in broken heaps. 
Taeral stared at it with a faint frown. “Stay here,” he said, and went in.
When he was gone, Sadie whispered, “We should’ve fought them.”
“No.” Much as I hated to admit it, even to myself, Taeral had made the right decision. If there was one thing living with the Valentines had taught me, it was to pick my battles—even though there’d never been a chance to win. The only choices I’d had were losing somewhat, or losing everything in a spectacularly painful way. This would’ve been the latter. “It wasn’t the time to fight,” I said.
“When is the time, then?” She looked at me with hollow eyes. “Everything’s gone. Everyone is gone. They win.” A shudder wracked her frame, and she cut her gaze away. “Because of me.”
A protest rose to my lips. I blamed myself for going off half-cocked to save her, with no idea what I’d really be facing. What happened here proved that Milus Dei was bigger, stronger, and more ruthless than I’d ever imagined. And my botched rescue attempt had been the catalyst for this.
But before I could say all that, Taeral came back out with a pile of clothes and yet another full bottle—the rotgut whiskey Sadie bought him when we first came here. “Get dressed,” he said, handing her the bundle. “I’m going to drink.”
She didn’t comment on the bottle, not even with a disappointed look. She just took the clothes and went inside.
Taeral watched her with dulled eyes, and then shrugged and opened the whiskey. “You may as well drink, too,” he said to me. “Celebrate our success.”
“Success,” I repeated.
“Aye. We’ve made sure you’re alive, haven’t we?” He drank sloppily, spilling whiskey down his chin, and swiped an arm across his mouth. “That was the mission. To protect my brother, the DeathSpeaker. So, as the humans say…” He made a sweeping gesture at the destruction around us and flashed a bitter grin. “Mission accomplished.”
“Really,” I said as a pulse of anger flashed red behind my eyes. “That’s it, then. After all they’ve done—to you, to everyone you know—and everything they’re going to do now with a fresh batch of meat to torture, you’re just going to crawl into a bottle and ignore it.”
“Yes, that about covers it.” He thrust the whiskey at me. “Drink?”
I swatted the bottle from his hand.
His brief shock turned angry. “Listen, you—”
“No. You listen.” The sheer fury in me sharpened the words to a booming threat. “As far as being the DeathSpeaker, or even being anything that isn’t human, I’m only about three days old. So yeah, I’m a moron. I’m reckless and impulsive, and I don’t know what the hell I’m doing. But I’m doing something, damn it!”
Taeral’s lip curled. “And look what this doing has led to.”
“Yeah? So what’s doing nothing gotten for you?” I glimpsed Sadie emerging from the tent, probably drawn by the shouting. But I wasn’t about to stop. “All this time you’ve been down here playing it safe, they’ve been up there capturing and torturing and experimenting, finding out what makes you tick. Now they’ve moved into recruiting their very own pet monsters with magic powers and tracking spells. It’s time to draw the goddamned line!”
“To what end?” Most of the fight had gone out of Taeral, and he looked at me warily, like he expected me to attack any second. “Should we save the others, they’ll only regroup and strike back.”
“Then we make sure they can’t,” I said. “We take them out permanently.”
“Impossible.”
“Wait.” Sadie eased out cautiously and stood next to Taeral, staring at me. “Do you really think we can, Gideon?”
“I think there’s hope.”
“How can there be?” Taeral shook his head. “There is nothing to hope for.”
“There’s everyone Milus Dei just dragged off to the dungeons,” I said angrily. “And there’s Daoin.”
Taeral’s eyes flared to life. “What do you mean, there is Daoin? You know nothing of him, halfling spawn!”
“I know he’s alive!”
He flinched like he’d been gut-kicked. “How dare you say such things,” he said through clenched teeth. “Brother or not, I will end you for your lies.”
“Damn it, he is alive. When I went after Sadie, I used a glamour to get in, and—”
“You can generate a glamour?” he said with a sneer. “You’ve barely mastered activating the moonstone.”
“I used a glamour,” I said. “This one.”
It took a bit of effort, but I managed to channel the chief again.
“Foley,” Taeral spat. And just as quickly, his jaw dropped as he registered the rest. “Gideon, you…should not have been able to do that.”
“Well, I did.” I let the spell drop.
Sadie nudged Taeral. “He cast one on me, too,” she said. “It worked, until we took the elevator and they weighed us or something.”
Taeral stared at me. “How can you have such power? You’re half human.”
“Anyway,” I said forcefully, not wanting to get into this particular fight. “The goon who was showing me around thought I was Foley, so he started babbling about my so-called nemesis. Subject Seven, the full-blood whose son escaped. I figured out who he meant from there.”
“No,” Taeral whispered. “They killed him. I saw them.” He closed his eyes, as if he could un-see whatever it was. “They forced me to watch as they took him apart, piece by piece, with their steel hooks and scalpels and bone saws,” he rasped. “And he lived through most of it.”
My stomach performed a sick flip at the thought of what they’d done to Taeral. And what they were still doing to Daoin. I shook my head slowly. “Not sure what you saw, but it wasn’t him,” I said. “They’ve had him all this time. The goon, Hullman, was very clear on that. I guess he’s crazy now, but he’s alive.”
Taeral shuddered. “My father lives?”
“Not for much longer,” I said. “Hullman said they…can’t get anything more out of him. So they’re going to terminate him.”
“When?”
“A few days.”
His jaw firmed. “And you believe we can save him. Save all of them.”
“Yeah, I do,” I said. “I even have a plan.”
Suddenly, Sadie coughed and made a quick gesture at something behind me. “Um. Gideon…”
“What?” I frowned and turned slowly to look.
Denei and Zoba stood a few feet away, with Murdoch lurking behind them. I thought I’d seen the Creole queen pissed off before—but now she looked downright murderous.
“You have a plan, do you?” she said in carefully measured tones. “Oh, I just can’t wait to hear this. DeathSpeaker.”
 
 



CHAPTER 31

 
Murdoch circled the Duchenes, regarding me like an interesting species of bug. One that should be squashed. “I saw what’s in your mind. It is one scary place—and that’s saying something, coming from me. So I thought these two might like to know who brought the humans down,” he said. “They want to kill you. I’m inclined to agree, just because we’re all safer if you’re dead.”
 I didn’t even notice Sadie come up next to me until she said quietly, “It’s my fault. I led them here.”
Murdoch glared. “You’re lying, little sister. Protecting your friend.”
“I’m not! They have a Seelie working for them, and he…put a tracking spell on me.” She stiffened and looked at Denei. “Go ahead, swamp witch. Bring it.”
“I don’t give a damn whose fault it is,” Denei snarled. “I want him. Think we don’t know what you mean to them, DeathSpeaker? Complete annihilation, every last one of us.”
Taeral edged forward. “Lay a hand on him and I’ll blast you into oblivion.”
“All of you, shut the fuck up!”
I was at least as surprised as the rest of them at my outburst. More so, because they actually did shut up. “I’m not going to be their weapon. You got that?” I said. “What I am gonna do is fight back. I’m going to get everyone they’ve taken out of there and close them down for good. So you can come with me, or stay the hell out of my way.”
“Please.” Denei planted her hands on her hips. “Like none of us have tried that before. There’s no way in but one, and even less ways out. They know a whole lot more than they should about us, and we know jack squat about them.”
“Yeah, but you didn’t have me before.”
“Sorry to tell you this, handsome, but you’re worthless. You’re more human than those Milus Dei bastards.”
“I’m the DeathSpeaker,” I said.
“So?”
“So, the dead can’t lie.” I gestured at the smoldering ruin of the market, the scattered bodies. “And hey, look at that! A bunch of dead guys who know everything about Milus Dei…and can’t lie to me.”
Denei lowered her arms slowly, and Murdoch grinned. “I think I like you, little brother,” he said. “Tell me more about this plan of yours.”
Zoba made a low, liquid sound that might have been approval. That, or he was just hungry for my flesh.
“What he said,” Denei muttered. “You think we can…save our family?”
I looked around and located the nearest black-clad corpse. “Let’s find out.”

The closest dead guy had the Milus Dei cross tattooed on his throat. I guessed he was pretty hardcore into advertising how much he liked to hunt down and torture Others.
I hoped when I interrogated his soul, or whatever it was, that it hurt like hell.
I’d never done this with an audience. Even when I spoke to my mother, Taeral had been up at ground level and probably ignoring me. Now I had a loose line of spectators, half of them hostile. And I barely knew what I was doing.
Hopefully, I wouldn’t suffer from performance anxiety.
I knelt beside the body and looked up at the audience. “Should someone maybe take notes or something?” I said. “I’ve never interrogated anyone before. Not sure how this is supposed to work.”
Sadie produced a cell phone. “No signal, but the audio recorder still works.”
“Great. Um, is it a problem that the dead people only talk in my head?”
She frowned. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure this thing can’t read minds.”
“Just repeat what you hear aloud,” Taeral said. “Then we’ll have a record.”
“Fine.” I was going to feel ridiculous doing that, but I guessed it could be worse. “Listen, just so you know, I can’t keep this up forever,” I said. “I don’t know why, but it’s painful. And the connection breaks eventually.”
Denei snorted. “Some DeathSpeaker you are.”
“Hey, do you want to try talking to the dead guy? Because you’re welcome to.”
Her mouth flattened. “Whatever, handsome. Just get on with it.”
“All right. Here goes.” I drew a long breath and put my hand on the corpse’s chest.
The tugging in my head was immediate and fierce. Let go of me!
“Settle down there, dead guy,” I murmured. “We’re going to have a chat, you and me.”
DeathSpeaker. The word pierced my brain.
“That’s right. Let’s start with something simple, because I don’t want to keep calling you ‘dead guy’. What’s your name?”
I could feel his struggle in the pause before he said Travis.
“Okay, Travis.” I glanced at Sadie, to make sure she was getting this. “I’ve got questions you’re going to answer.”
Suck my balls, you fucking sideshow freak.
I decided not to repeat that out loud. “How do we get into the warehouse?”
Through the front door, so they can take you monsters down.
“Asshole’s being sarcastic,” I said. “He says use the front door. It’s technically the truth. Guess I have to get specific.” I leaned closer to the corpse. “How do we get into the warehouse without being noticed?”
Pain exploded in my head, and I squeezed my eyes shut. Almost lost the connection. But the voice came through with grinding reluctance. Subtunnel. Under…Ninth Avenue…station.
“The subtunnel under the Ninth Avenue station.” I shook my head, trying to clear the pain. “Where does it lead?”
Sublevel…five. Storage room. The words had already reached fishhook levels.
“Storage room on sublevel five,” I said. “Is there a control room? Somewhere to take out the cameras and sensors?”
Ye-es you BASTARD.
“He says yes,” I muttered. “Where is it?”
Sublevel one across from elevator fuck you.
“Sublevel one, across from the elevator. Where is the Seelie, the one called Reun?”
Cold, painful laughter in my head. I don’t know. Suck it.
“He doesn’t know,” I said. This was really starting to hurt. Even my eyes throbbed with the pressure. “Where’s Daoin? Subject Seven, where do they keep him?”
A long pause, and tugging that threatened to yank my brain out through my ears. The vault, Travis ground out. Sublevel six.
“The vault. Sublevel six.”
Taeral blanched at that one. I guessed part of him didn’t believe Daoin was still alive, but there was no denying this confirmation.
“Ask him where the little ones are at,” Denei said.
“He wouldn’t know.” My words slurred a bit. It was getting hard to concentrate. “He died before the rest of them went back.”
“Ask him!”
“All right,” I croaked. “Where are the Duchenes?”
More frigid laughter. In hell.
I looked at Denei. “You don’t want to know what he said.”
She shivered and cut her gaze away.
I closed my eyes for a minute. This wasn’t going to work much longer. “How many Milus Dei people are in the warehouse?” I said.
Don’t know.
The words stabbed deep, and something hot and wet ran from my nose. Blood, falling in fat drops on my splayed hand. “How many do you think?”
Forty. Fifty. Doesn’t matter. More will come from the outside, all over.
“Forty or fifty. More from the outside,” I gasped. The blood was gushing now. “How many more? Who are they?”
“Gideon, stop!” Sadie said frantically.
“No, I’ve got this. How many more?”
 Thousands more. Tens of thousands. I could feel his smug satisfaction. You’ll never win, freak.
Thousands? That was impossible. I opened my mouth, intending to make him clarify.
Then a huge, blinding flash went off in my head, and I knew nothing.
 
 



CHAPTER 32

 
I opened my eyes to a smeary blur that gradually resolved into Sadie. “Next time, stop when I tell you, idiot,” she said.
“I’m fine.” I was lying on my back, with Sadie holding my head so I wouldn’t choke on the blood. Yep, totally fine. “Let me sit up,” I said.
With a frown, she tucked an arm through mine and helped me ease off the ground. I managed to get semi-upright and closed my eyes, waiting for the world to stop spinning. My head still throbbed. But now it was like the world’s worst migraine, instead of barbed wire wrapped around my brain.
Some gift. Whoever invented this DeathSpeaker ability was a sadist.
Eventually I felt like my eyes wouldn’t squirt out of my head if I opened them. So I looked. We were in front of Taeral’s tent again—just Sadie and me.
“Where is everybody?” I said. “How long was I out?”
“About half an hour. Taeral’s inside taking inventory, to see if he’s got anything left we can use.” Her mouth twitched into a grimace. “The rest of them are looting corpses.”
“Good. That’s what I would’ve told them to do.”
“Yuck.” She sighed and sat back on her heels. “I don’t believe we’re doing this,” she said. “There’s what, six of us? Against Milus Dei. We must be crazy.”
“Yeah, we probably are.” Crazy felt like an understatement. None of this had even existed for me a few days ago, and now I was going up against a huge, bloodthirsty cult with a werewolf, a fairy, and the bogeyman, plus whatever the Duchenes were. All to save a whole bunch of people who weren’t people—and one of them was my father. I still couldn’t get my head around that. “So, do they…have anybody you know?” I said.
Sadie stared at the ground. “Not anymore.”
“Oh.” That sounded like a nest she didn’t want to stir up, so I decided to let it drop.
But she looked at me, and said, “It was my mother.”
I knew right away what she meant. The woman Murdoch had turned into, down in the shelter. Her worst nightmare. “You don’t have to talk about it,” I said.
“No, it’s okay. I think…I want to.” She let out a shaking breath. “My pack, my family, we’re all werewolves. Most of us born, a few turned. I left the pack years ago because of…something they did. And they must not want me back too bad. You know that pouch you found in the park?”
I nodded. “The white one.”
“Yeah. It’s a ketani, a spirit bag. We use them to communicate with the pack. But since I left, no one’s contacted me—except Mom. She kept trying to badger me back in.” Her features twisted in disgust. “Because I’m weak. She was determined to make me stronger, but I didn’t want anything to do with them.”
“You’re not weak, Sadie.”
“You don’t know what weak means, to a werewolf.” Her lips thinned to a slash. “Anyway, Mom was in town to argue with me again. They captured us both separately. I didn’t know until they put me in a room with her—she was chained with silver, poisoned, so she couldn’t change. And they…”
Her face shut down.
I reached out and took her hand. It was cold, trembling. “It’s all right,” I said. “You can stop, if you want to.”
She shivered and met my gaze. “They injected me with some kind of genetic manipulation drug they’re working on. It suppresses human genes, so there’s nothing left in a were but the animal. Then they flooded the room with artificial moonlight, and…” Her eyes closed. “I killed her. I killed my mother.”
My heart twisted sharply at the pain in her voice. I went to her and put an arm around her shuddering frame. “Maybe it was a trick,” I said carefully. “They did it to Taeral somehow. Convinced him that he’d watched his father die.”
“No. It was her. I know her scent, and there’s no way to fake that.” Tears slipped from her eyes, and she swiped them away like they’d offended her. “Besides, they didn’t know she was my mother. They just wanted to pit werewolf against werewolf, to see if we could kill each other.” She breathed out, and the shaking stopped. “Well, we can.”
I gave her a gentle squeeze. “I am so sorry.”
“As am I, a’ghreal.” Taeral emerged slowly from the shadows of the tent with a pained expression. “I’d no idea what they’d done to you, in such a short time. I should not have made light of your capture.” He moved to her other side and hunkered down. “But my brother is right. You are not weak…you’ve never been.”
The look she gave him kind of made me jealous. Especially since I was the one with my arm around her.
“Well, lookie here. You lot want me to start a campfire so you can sing Kumbaya?”
Murdoch stood at the edge of the clearing, grinning. Next to him, Denei looked considerably less amused, and Zoba just looked like Zoba. He carried a big canvas sack, presumably full of corpse treasure.
“Can we skip the love-fest?” Denei huffed, striding into the clearing with Zoba at her heels. “We’ve got work to do.”
Unfortunately, I had to agree.

Murdoch and the Duchenes had come back with quite the haul.
Denei had emptied the bag on the ground. There were passcards, keys, knives, guns and ammo, various Tasers, cuffs and chains, handheld units with throat mikes, belts and boots, body armor and balaclavas, a few random objects I couldn’t identify—and for some reason, a severed hand.
Zoba snatched the hand and made it disappear. I really didn’t want to know how or where.
“This is good,” I said, sorting slowly through the pile. “Everyone gets an outfit, and a radio and mike. Whatever channel they’re set on, we’ll use a different one to communicate, and we should be able to switch back and listen in on them once we’re in. We’ll divide the weapons.”
“I get this one.” Denei reached in and grabbed a six-inch switchblade. “I like my killings up close and personal.”
I suppressed a shudder. “Right. Anyone else have a preference?”
Taeral frowned. “None of these will be effective against Reun,” he said. “Do not engage him. I’ll handle that traitorous snake.”
“Hold on, there. I call dibs on the Seelie.” Murdoch gave an unpleasant grin. “I haven’t tasted Seelie fear in years. You can’t imagine anything sweeter. And a noble to boot—that’s what I call a gourmet meal.”
“You’re not nearly powerful enough to stop Reun, vermin.”
“Oh, really.”
He changed into something else.
It was sort of a man. The same height as Taeral, with waist-length black hair and glittering silver eyes set into a face like a vengeful god. Deep scars curved outward from the corners of his eyes to just above his mouth.
The man-god advanced.
Taeral stood rooted in place, visibly shaking, his face a mask of terror. A strangled cry escaped him, and he squeezed his eyes shut. “All right!” he gasped. “The Seelie is yours.”
Murdoch turned back into himself. “Good. Because I plan to drain that son of a bitch dry as a bone.”
Something told me I’d just seen Daoin. And here I was thinking my real father couldn’t possibly be scarier than the one I’d grown up with.
That thing made Orville Valentine look like puppies and rainbows.
Taeral caught his breath and stepped back from the group. “We rest until nightfall,” he said. “We’ll need to be at full strength. And Gideon, you must recharge the moonstone before we strike.”
Not even Denei protested waiting. Everyone was probably thinking along the same lines as me—that despite my blustering about hope and a stronger position to fight from, this was never going to work.
 
 



CHAPTER 33

 
It was around ten at night when we mobilized for Milus Dei.
Everyone wore black and body armor. It’d give us a few extra minutes of blending-in time and cut down on bullet wounds without having to rely on glamour. We all carried guns, knives, and radios. Taeral had given Sadie a fresh luna-ball and a new change of clothes, and me the curved, serrated knife with runes on it—one of a matched set. He carried the other.
I was kind of touched. No one had ever gifted me a weapon before.
Murdoch had the cold iron cuffs and the bullets I’d dug out of Taeral, to help him slow down Reun. He’d been disappointed when Taeral told him Fae magic couldn’t influence cold iron, since he wanted them restored to their original shape—but happy enough with the slingshot he’d dug out of somewhere.
Besides the weapons, Denei and Zoba brought a bunch of pouches, vials and sticks. No one knew what they planned to do with them.
Our mismatched crew hadn’t gotten far when we ran into something unfortunate. In the corridor at the top of the stairs, we found Grygg—more or less. Most of the massive golem was sprawled on the floor, clothes torn and gray skin cracked like long-neglected pavement.
The rest of him, namely his head and left arm, were a few feet further down the hall.
Denei moved toward him with a thoughtful frown. “The big boy’d be useful to have,” she said, walking slowly around the body. “I bet he’d come with, too. He’s gonna want some heads to roll, after they got his. Let’s bring ’im along.”
“Er,” I said. “But he’s…dead. He’s extremely dead, with prejudice. He doesn’t have a head anymore.”
She laughed. The sound was actually pleasant, like throaty bells. “Big boy ain’t nothin’ but stone and sorcery. Still got all the stone, so we just take what’s already here and draw it back together, good as new.” She glanced at Zoba and tilted her head. With a grunt, he trotted over to retrieve the gatekeeper’s severed parts.
“Wait,” Taeral said. “Voodoo and sorcery are not the same.”
Denei gave him a fiery look. “Are you sayin’ we can’t do it? You think what we got’s inferior to you, is that it?” Her eyes challenged him to call her on it.
He actually looked a little nervous. “No, I suppose not.”
“Good. You ain’t the only one with magic, Fae,” she said. “Now hush, and let us work.”
She knelt next to the massive body and fussed over her pouches and vials, picking out a few to set aside, as Zoba tried to place the missing parts. The head kept rolling back every time he let go to try the arm. He made a sound in the general direction of his sister.
Denei looked over her shoulder at me. “Come on down here, handsome.”
I hesitated, and then approached reluctantly. “What?”
“You gonna hold his head. Zoba can’t do both—he needs a hand free.”
“Fine. If I have to.”
She gave me a look. “You got a problem with bodies now? Didn’t have any with that human filth you shook down.”
I shrugged and tried to look casual as I moved to where his head should be. Dead bodies were no problem. Dead, headless bodies that were about to be brought back to life—that was something different.
I never thought I’d see anything death-related that creeped me out, but this qualified.
Zoba watched me like a hawk, holding Grygg’s head upside down in front of him. When I sat, he brought his wrist to his mouth and bit hard with his pointed teeth. Blood pattered onto the severed stub of Grygg’s neck.
He grinned as he handed me the head.
“Um. Thanks.”
It was cold and heavy, and it really did feel like stone. I tried to put the golem’s head back in place as close to the right position as possible. The blood made it slippery work. I couldn’t let go, or it would slide out of place.
While Zoba bled on the arm, Denei opened one of the pouches and started sprinkling bright red powder on the golem. She produced two of the sticks and laid them out in an X on his chest. 
On closer inspection, I realized they weren’t sticks—they were polished, sharpened bone, and too big for most animals. Except the human kind.
She grabbed a vial full of black liquid. “Hold him tight, now,” she said to me.
“Yeah. I’m holding.”
She reached over and pried his mouth open, then poured the contents of the vial in. The black stuff didn’t go down his throat—I assumed because his throat wasn’t attached to the rest of him. It just sat there in his mouth, an ominous, glistening pool.
“All right. We ready.” She nodded to Zoba.
He drew out a bone stick topped with feathers and a round, shriveled leathery something that was painted black and white. I didn’t want to guess what the round thing was. Still holding Grygg’s arm in place, he shook the stick into a rhythmic rattle. A moaning note rose from his throat, low and steady and unending.
Denei rose fully to her knees, spreading her arms and holding both hands palms-down above the golem. She closed her eyes and began to chant. There were no words in it. Just shapes of sound and suggestions of syllables, forming and breaking like crashing waves.
Almost immediately, Grygg’s body started vibrating.
The cracks in the golem’s skin sealed themselves in a meandering, random pattern. Zoba’s blood bubbled and hissed in the seams of his head and arms, spilling a black, tar-like substance over the breaks. The stuff in his mouth drained slowly, and his head warmed against my hands.
Grygg’s eyes opened.
Even though I really wanted to, I didn’t dare let go. The chanting and rattling died down, and Denei gave a full-body shudder just before they both fell silent. Zoba released his grip on the gatekeeper’s arm.
I decided that was a good enough sign for me, and took my hands away.
“Hey there, big boy,” Denei said, slightly breathless as she collected her bones and powders. “Don’t worry about that headache you got. It’ll go away soon enough.”
Grygg blinked slowly. “You restored me.” His voice was grindier than before, and black seams remained around his neck and arm. But he definitely wasn’t dead.
“Yeah, we did. But that don’t mean we like you.” She smiled a bit. “Just thought you might wanna come along on the vengeance party.”
“Milus Dei,” he rumbled, and sat up just as slowly as he’d blinked. All five thousand or so pounds of him. There was no way we’d fit him into body armor.
Fortunately, I didn’t think he’d need it.
“That’s right,” Denei said, and gestured at me. “Handsome here seems to think we can send those devils straight to hell, and get our folks back while we’re at it. He’s got big plans, that one.”
Grygg turned his head to stare at me. He looked less than convinced.
“Let me give you the short version,” I said. “I’m the DeathSpeaker. We’ve got inside info on Milus Dei headquarters, keys to all their locks, and a shitload of weapons. Also, a bogeyman.”
“Bogeyperson,” Murdoch called. “And Poobah, don’t forget that.”
“The DeathSpeaker.” Though Grygg’s expression didn’t change, he managed to look intrigued, and a little bit…hungry. “I’ll come,” he said. “Just tell me who to crush.”
“That’s what I like to hear,” Denei said. “Right, Zoba?”
The dark promise in Zoba’s wicked laughter spoke for all of us.
 
 



CHAPTER 34

 
We couldn’t risk going into the subway level. Even with New Yorkers’ high tolerance for weird, they’d definitely notice an eight-foot-tall stone man walking around with a SWAT team whose various members had a metal arm, a face-skull or mouths full of pointed teeth, or were Murdoch.
Taeral knew the subtunnels better than anyone in our unlikely group. He led us to a bolthole that opened into the basement of a long-abandoned theater, about halfway between the Hive and Milus Dei headquarters. It was a little tricky getting Grygg up the ladder, but we managed.
As soon as we hit the surface, my phone exploded.
For a minute it felt unreal, like I was getting messages for someone else. I’d almost forgotten about the real world. But I had missed calls and texts from Abe, Viv, Rufus, and even one from the CosmoFit gym. Maybe I’d missed a payment or something. But I wasn’t going to worry about that one right now, and possibly not ever.
No time to work out when I was fighting for my life.
There was one call I’d return right away, though. After we climbed the stairs leading to the main level of the dilapidated building, I dialed Rufus.
He answered on the first ring. “Where the hell have you been, Black? I got bodies piling up all over this city. Get your ass over to Times Square, Seventh and Forty-Fifth—”
“Rufus.”
For the first time since I’d known him, he actually stopped talking.
“I’m not going to Times Square,” I said. “Because I quit.”
“You can’t quit.”
“I just did.” Another first—he didn’t break out a string of curses at me. “You can keep my last paycheck. Call it a trade for not giving you notice.”
There was a long pause on his end of the line. Finally, he said in less-abrasive-than-usual tones, “What happened to you, kid?”
I couldn’t help a grim smirk. “A lot,” I said. “Sorry, Rufus. I gotta go.”
When I hung up, Sadie was looking at me curiously. “Did you just quit your job?”
“Well, not all of my job. Just the part that’s a pain in my ass.” It was the right thing to do, but quitting my gig with Rufus made me uneasy as hell. It meant I’d crossed a line. I’d accepted that my reality was no longer the same, and I was at least as much a part of the Other world as the regular one. Quitting made the impossible a priority in my life.
Now I’d have to find a new normal. Hopefully, one that didn’t include taking on an evil cult every night.
I looked out at the space of the theater, where we’d come in behind the tattered remains of the big screen. Half the seating rows had been ripped out and tossed in random, jumbled piles. Of the ones still standing, quite a few were covered with dust or mold, or leaned crookedly to one side. Crude graffiti decorated the platform in front of the destroyed screen. But I could see a few hints of velvet and polished wood here and there, the suggestion of an intricate pattern in the smashed floor tiles. This place had real class once.
The others had plopped down in the front row of seats. Denei sat in the middle between Zoba and Murdoch, laughing at something the bogeyman was telling her. Grygg stood in the aisle next to Zoba. Probably a good idea, since he’d crumple those chairs like tissue paper if he tried to sit down. “Where’s Taeral?” I said.
“Here,” he said from behind me.
I only flinched a little. “Christ. What are you trying to do, Murdoch me?” I stepped back so I could see both of them. “Okay, so I head outside, and…what, stand around in the moonlight? How long should I wait?”
“I’ll come with you,” Taeral said. “I can tell you when it’s fully charged.”
Sadie cut a glance at the front row. “I’m going, too. Don’t really want to hang around with these clowns longer than I have to.”
“I’d like you to stay.” Taeral held up a hand as she opened her mouth to protest. “Please. I trust none of them, and I’d prefer you were here to keep an eye on them. In case they decide to launch the assault without us.”
“In other words, you want me to babysit.”
“No.” He smiled faintly. “In other words, I’ve faith in your ability to put any one of them in their place, should they attempt to stray.”
“Uh-huh.” She returned the smile. “Well, I guess flattery works pretty well on me. Go on,” she said. “I’ve got this.”
“Thank you, a’ghrael.”
Taeral and I headed for the back of the theater. “You sure you want to do this?” I said as we moved through a hallway and into the trashed former lobby. “I know how much you love the surface.”
“I’ll survive.”
He didn’t seem in a talking mood, so I dropped out of sarcasm mode. We stepped outside in silence, into a darkened pocket of Manhattan with almost no traffic and zero pedestrians in sight. The creepy husk of the theater behind us probably kept most of them away. 
I moved to a low concrete barrier wall along the buckled walkway and sat down. Taeral hesitated before taking a seat beside me. The moon seemed almost too bright here without a lot of competition from the surroundings, and the pendant already reflected its light. “It’s not going to start glowing like crazy while it recharges, is it?” I said.
“No. That happens only when it’s activated.”
“Okay,” I said. “Listen, I have to make a couple of phone calls.”
He shrugged. “Go ahead.”
“Won’t take long.”
I called Abe first. It rang six or seven times, but he didn’t pick up. Frowning, I pulled up the address book to try Viv—but before I tapped her, the phone buzzed and the screen flashed with Abe’s number. “Hey, Detective,” I answered. “Everything okay?”
“Not exactly. You wanna tell me why the chief’s got your van down in impound?”
“Um…no,” I said. “I don’t want to tell you.”
“You said you’d stay away from him, kid. What’s going on?” There was a lot of worry in Abe’s voice, and I felt terrible that I couldn’t tell him the truth. “Look, be straight with me. Are you doing something illegal? Selling body parts on eBay or something? Because if you need money—”
“It’s nothing like that,” I cut in. Black market organs, no. Something illegal…well, technically. Murder was illegal. But they deserved it. “Honestly, I wasn’t even with the van when it got hauled,” I said. “I don’t know, I think he’s gone kind of crazy. Maybe he’s looking for evidence of whatever he thinks I did. Maybe he’s trying to pin the wolf murders on me. I’m an expert on wolves, remember? I totally could’ve faked it.”
That got a laugh from Abe, and I managed to relax a little. “Right,” he said. “You’re a violent killer. And I’m Mother freakin’ Theresa.”
I felt bad all over again. I actually was a violent killer, and telling myself it was for a good cause didn’t change the facts. But that was something I definitely couldn’t share with Abe. “Exactly,” I said. “Do me a favor and keep an eye on my van, will you?” I said. “I’ll get it back soon. There’s nothing to find, so he can’t hold it long.”
“Yeah. Just make sure you don’t have a bunch of unpaid parking tickets or something,” Abe said. “Don’t know where Foley got this bug up his ass, but I hope it dies soon.”
“Me too. Hey, I’ll check in with you later, all right?”
“You’d better.”
I hung up and sighed. “If I make it through this, I think Abe’s gonna kill me.”
“Your detective friend?” Taeral said.
“Yeah. I’m kind of making his life miserable right now.” I shook my head and swiped back to the address book. “One more call,” I said.
He nodded.
The medical examiner answered pretty fast. “This is two nights in a row you’ve stiffed me, you know,” she said. “On the plus side, I don’t have as much work. Did people stop dying?”
I smiled. It was good to hear Viv’s voice. “Didn’t you hear? They found the Fountain of Youth in Madison Square Garden,” I said. “So, you found something for me?”
“I found…something, all right. First, the Scrolls of Gideon.” She paused, and I got worried until she said, “It’s still so weird, isn’t it? I mean, your name isn’t all that common.”
“Yeah. Didn’t think I was important enough for scrolls,” I said. “What about them?”
“No one knows where they are, or if they actually exist,” she said. “But the legend—yes, there’s a legend—says there are nine of them. Leather scrolls, made from the skin of the nine founders of the Order of Gideon and written in their blood. This order was said to be the precursor of Milus Dei, formed in the Dark Ages somewhere around the year 1400.”
“Jesus.” For some reason, I had no doubt the scrolls existed. “What’s supposed to be written on them?”
“There’s a lot of debate on that. Some say it’s the group charter, or a set of rules, or a prophecy. Some say spells or hexes. And there’s a theory about alchemical equations.”
“Alchemy?” I only had a vague recognition of that word. “Isn’t that to make gold or something?”
“I guess alchemy in general could be. But this one’s supposed to be for creating something perfect.”
I frowned. “Any particular thing?”
“The legend doesn’t say.”
“Huh. Okay,” I said slowly. “Thank you, Viv.”
“Hold on. There’s one more thing, about Milus Dei.”
“Shoot.”
“Well, supposedly they went around capturing things that weren’t human,” she said. “So it’s said they had this machine that puts out sound waves, and it affects the brainwaves and higher functions of…um, paranormals. Like a giant dog whistle. Puts them out of commission or something, or possibly explodes their brains. The information isn’t real clear on that.”
Okay, this was not good news. Especially if they actually had the thing, and it worked. “Did you happen to find out what this machine looked like?” I said.
She gave a nervous laugh. “You sound really serious about this. I mean, it can’t be real, right? Werewolves and vampires and stuff? That’s crazy.”
For a second I wished it was a few days ago, back when I didn’t know all this was as real as death and taxes, and I could actually agree with her. “Of course it’s not real,” I said. “Just humor me, okay?”
“Okay…well, it was supposed to be big. Like they hauled it around in a railcar big, with dials and switches and lightning rods,” she said. “You know. Old Frankenstein movie stuff. I guess they traveled around the country with it for a while back in the early 1900s, showing it off. But they stopped because people got scared of it, and then the cult pretty much disappeared.”
Great. There was plenty of room for something like that in their warehouse. We’d have to keep an eye out for it. “Thanks. You’re awesome, Viv,” I said. “Give me a couple of days, and I’ll take you out to dinner.”
“I thought you’d never ask.”
Something in her tone stunned the man part of my brain. She’d wanted me to ask her out? Christ, I was an idiot for never doing that. But I couldn’t worry about it now. “Better late than never,” I said, hoping I sounded more interested than I managed to feel. “I gotta run, but I’ll see you soon.”
“Okay. I’ll send you all the links I have, so you can check it out more if you want,” she said. “Goodnight, Gideon.”
“’Night.”
Once again, I ended the call with something less than enthusiasm. “They may have a machine that can neutralize us, or possibly explode our brains,” I said to Taeral. “You hear anything about that?”
His jaw twitched. “I had not,” he said. “But that means little, considering we’ve known next to nothing about them for years.”
“Yeah. That’s what I was thinking.”
I slid the phone back in my pocket and stared at the sky, where the moon was just a sliver away from full. 
Our chances were getting about as slim as that missing sliver.
 
 



CHAPTER 35

 
“Is it done yet?”
Taeral shook himself and glared at me. We’d been sitting around for twenty minutes, waiting for the moonstone to charge. Things were starting to feel awkward out here. “No, it is not,” he said. “I’ll tell you when.”
“Sadie’s going to strangle you for leaving her in there so long,” I muttered.
“She will get over it.”
Okay, I didn’t get the relationship between those two at all. Half the time he acted like she was the love of his life, and the other half like she was the world’s most annoying little sister. And she seemed to mostly hate him, except when she didn’t. If we weren’t about to battle Milus Dei, I’d be irritated. Mostly because I liked Sadie more than I was willing to admit.
But now wasn’t a great time, so I’d talk about something else. “Hey, Taeral,” I said. “I never got a chance to ask before. How are you doing with…uh, being shot all those times?” And being carved up like a turkey, but I’d rather avoid discussing that part if I could.
For a second I thought he wouldn’t answer. Then he gave a one-shouldered shrug, and said, “Healed, for the most part.”
I frowned. “How much is the most part?”
“Enough,” he said shortly, and shook his head. “Fae heal faster than humans, of course. The ability to heal ourselves through magic is limited, but available, so that’s helped. Unfortunately, wounds inflicted with cold iron…behave differently.”
Without thinking, I glanced at my wrists—and did a double take. They were still slightly reddened, with light scarring along the bulk of the damage where I’d shoved out of the cuffs. I remembered the stuff had done a lot worse to him. “So what, it just doesn’t heal?” I said.
He sighed. “Much of it heals, eventually. But with magic-inflicted wounds—cold iron, hexes and the like—there is always scarring, at the least. And in some cases the injury can be permanent.”
“Great. When is it permanent?”
He stared at me with hollow eyes. “When a hundred cold iron nails are driven into your arm, and held in place with cold iron bracers, and shackled with a cold iron cuff, simply to find out whether you’ll survive.”
“Jesus…” I trailed off, unable to manage another word, and deliberately avoided looking at his metal arm. Just a bullet-sized amount of cold iron had started cooking his flesh. “Shouldn’t that much have killed you?”
“Aye, it should have. Which is why I cut the arm off.”
“You cut it off?”
He nodded. “The hand had gone black with the poison. One of their researchers came with a bone saw to remove it, study it. I feigned unconsciousness and took the saw from him. Opened his throat.” He spoke in a dull monotone, like he was reciting a grocery list. “And then I sawed myself free and escaped,” he said. “They’d not expected that.”
A hard shudder went through me. “I’m sorry, man,” I said. “But…damn, that’s hardcore. You’re a certified, grade-A badass.”
His brow lifted. “A what, now?”
“Means you’re really tough.”
“Ah. Yes, perhaps I was…once.” He focused on the sidewalk for a moment, and then looked at me. “But you’ve not been shot at all, have you?” he said. “Twice now you’ve tangled with Milus Dei soldiers, and not a single bullet to show for it.”
“Yeah. I don’t get it, either,” I said. “I mean, they really had me a few times. Shots fired, dead-on accurate. But they missed. Just like the last time—”
The last time my brothers tried to shoot me.
“You’ve thought of something,” Taeral said. “What is it?”
My first instinct was to close the subject, quickly and decisively. I didn’t talk about this to anyone. But he’d just told me something he obviously didn’t want to disclose, and I felt like I owed him. Trauma for trauma. Besides, he’d seen my scars already.
What the hell. Maybe it was time I let someone in, just a little.
“My brothers…the Valentines, I mean. Hodge and Morris. When I was a kid, they liked to play this game. Target practice.” Even now, the words tasted sour. “They’d make me run off into the woods, or the mountains, or wherever we were. And they’d track me down and shoot me. Kept score, too, the bastards.”
Taeral blanched. “They did this to you as a child?”
“I was eight or nine when it started. They used .22 cal for a while, to make sure I didn’t die, and kept graduating to bigger ammo.” Things I’d avoided thinking about for years flooded to the surface, like how I could eventually tell the difference between a .25 and a .32 by the way it hurt. “Anyway, those two were crack shots. They’d take me down the first time, every time. Until one night, they didn’t.”
“How so?”
I held up the moonstone pendant. “I was fifteen, and I’d just gotten this,” I said. “Orville, that’s the man who’s not really my father, tried to take it from me. I got pissed off. So he called target practice.” I swallowed against the lump of remembered fear in my throat. “Hodge and Morris chased me into the woods, but I stopped running and called them out. Dared them to shoot me. And they missed a completely clear shot.” I paused and shuffled through the rest of my life in my head. “That’s the last time I ever took a bullet, so far. Just a few grazes since then.”
“Incredible,” Taeral murmured, and cocked his head slightly. “It’s possible that you have…” He squinted a little, and then his eyes widened.
“What?” I said. “What do I have?”
He shook his head in disbelief. “This is not your true form.”
“What’s not—”
Before I could finish the question, I answered it myself. The not-exactly-me I’d seen in the mirror when I was practicing Foley. That was me…the real me.
I’d been projecting a glamour my entire life.
“Your glamour is slightly off,” Taeral said. “You are not quite where you seem to be. That is why they miss the shots. You’ve developed a kind of natural defense, likely in response to…the horrors you were subjected to.” His face reflected sheer misery. “The horrors I subjected you to, by placing you with those foul creatures masquerading as humans,” he whispered. “I am so sorry, brother. I never meant—”
“Hey. You were protecting me,” I said firmly. “If you hadn’t done that I’d be dead, or controlled by Milus Dei. I’m not going to blame you for the Valentines being bastards.” I flashed a slanted smile. “Actually, I like your description better. What was it…foul creatures masquerading as humans?”
Taeral nearly smiled. “I assure you, I can think of something far worse to call them.”
“Great. We’ll have a name-calling contest once we get out of this.”
“Yes,” he said. “And speaking of our impending endeavor, I believe the moonstone is ready.”
“About time.” I took a minute to stretch, and then tucked the pendant inside the body armor. Didn’t want any Milus Dei goons trying to steal the shiny object—I’d only take it out when I needed to use it. “Let’s go kick some ass.”
I only wished I felt as confident as I sounded.
 
 



CHAPTER 36

 
The walk through the subtunnels toward Milus Dei was tense and uncomfortably quiet, but we found our way to the Ninth Avenue station without much trouble.
That was the easy part.
The plan wasn’t complicated. Grygg and Murdoch had already headed for the surface. They were the tanks—they’d crash the party in the shipping room, kill everyone, and hope the distraction was big enough to draw out Reun and most of the armed thugs. Meanwhile, the rest of us would go in through sublevel five, where Denei and Zoba would stay to stand guard. Their job was to lead anyone we rescued back to the subtunnels and point them to an abandoned substation we’d passed about half a mile out from the warehouse, where everyone would hopefully gather when it was over.
Taeral, Sadie and I would take the elevator to sublevel one and secure the control room. Then we’d start freeing prisoners, floor by floor, all the way down to sublevel six and Daoin—watching along the way for anything that resembled a train-car-sized, incapacitating super machine. And we’d kill anyone who even thought about pointing a weapon at us.
Simple. Easy to remember. And probably doomed to excruciating failure.
The subtunnel leading into Milus Dei was a crumbling, dripping shell of disuse. The walls were little more than bare earth, and thick exposed roof beams ran the length of the ceiling. At the end was a haphazard barricade of plywood and random, mismatched boards. Taeral and I brought it down just by pulling on it. We stepped through, one by one, into the back end of a closet lined with shelves on either side. Boxes, bottles, and folded stacks of sheets and towels cluttered the shelves. It almost looked like a hospital supply room.
That was, if you could ignore the fact that these bastards were the cause of the injuries they treated with this stuff.
Taeral stopped by the door and tried the knob slowly. It didn’t move. “Locked,” he whispered.
“I can pick it,” Denei said.
“Not necessary. It’s simple enough to open, but we’ll wait for the right time.” He tapped his throat mike. “Is this…thing working?”
“Yes,” I said. “We’re all on open frequency. When one of us says something, everyone can hear it.”
“Like right now, I can hear you all jawing when we should be moving.” Murdoch’s voice came through the earpiece. “You in position yet? I’m starving up here.”
“We are ready,” Grygg rumbled.
“All right.” Taeral closed his eyes briefly. “Go now.”
“Oh, yeah. Delicious Seelie noble, here I come,” Murdoch said.
For a minute or so, there was nothing. Then a loud crash—Grygg breaking down the side door around the back. Another moment of silence as they moved down the hall.
And Murdoch said, “Damn it, who here’s scared of clowns? I hate doing that one. It’s such a cliché.”
It wasn’t long before gunfire broke out.
“Let’s move,” Denei hissed.
Taeral gave her a pointed glare. “We wait. Let them draw as much fire as possible.”
“If anything happens to my kin—”
“Blast it, we wait!”
Denei settled back with a furious expression.
The gunfire coming through the radio was already slowing. There was a big blast, an angry roar from Grygg, and someone screamed horribly. “Oh, that’s gonna leave a mark, little brother. Sorry…big brother,” Murdoch said. “By the way, you lot, they’re packing up in here. Looks like they were getting ready to move shop.”
I didn’t like the sound of that. Why would they relocate?
And if they were in the process…had they already taken the Others somewhere else?
Five minutes passed at an agonizing slow pace. At last, Murdoch announced grimly, “Here come the cavalry. You lot better get a move on, because this looks like most of them.”
“Do you see Reun?” Taeral said.
“Not yet. I—”
The sharp, rattling spray of an automatic gun exploded over the radio.
“We’ll have to chance it,” Taeral muttered angrily. He turned the knob, and this time it moved. “Be vigilant,” he said. “If you should find Reun, do not engage him. Any of you. He’s far too dangerous.”
He pushed the door open and plunged through.
The supply closet opened in the middle of a long, straight hallway with a few closed doors scattered on either side. The hall was completely empty, and silent as a tomb.
“What in hell’s fire…?” Denei walked a few slow paces, gritting her teeth. “This smells all kinds of wrong.”
“Yes. But we keep to the plan,” Taeral said. “You and your brother remain here. We’ll return shortly.”
Zoba made a noise that managed to communicate go fuck yourself—or maybe I was just starting to understand his unique language, if you could call it that. Not exactly a pleasant thought. But they stayed put.
Taeral, Sadie and I headed down the hall to the right, and turned left at the end into another deserted, silent corridor. “I’m getting almost no scent here,” Sadie said. “Not hearing anything either. Maybe they don’t use this floor much.”
“Perhaps,” Taeral said. “There is the elevator.”
By the time we got into the elevator car and pushed the S1 button, the commotion in the earpiece had dwindled once again to occasional bursts. “We’re fine up here. Thanks for asking,” Murdoch said. “Twenty, twenty-five down. No sign of the Seelie.”
“Search the ground floor,” Taeral said.
“Fine. But I’m telling you, there’s nothing here. These sons of bitches vacated the premises.”
“Just look.”
“You got it, boss,” he said sarcastically. The earpiece fell silent.
I frowned. “Taeral, what if they moved everyone? I mean, you have to admit something’s not right here.”
“We proceed as planned,” he said.
“All right.” Sadie and I exchanged a look. I shrugged, and she shook her head.
Sublevel one was quiet. The door to the control room was open, and the room itself was unoccupied. Sadie went inside first and sat down in front of a big panel loaded with buttons and sliders and keyboards and digital readouts. “There might be a master control here, something to unlock all the doors at once,” she said. “Save us time.”
“Right.” I stared at a bank of monitors to the left, while Taeral stood an unnecessary guard at the door. Hardly anything moved on them. Once I saw Murdoch pass in front of a camera, with Grygg lumbering by a moment later. On another screen, a pair of men in black strolled down a corridor—so there were still a few, at least. A third briefly showed a woman in a long white coat spattered with blood, emerging from a door and rushing away. 
There were views of the front entrance, the back loading doors, and the shipping room littered with bodies and not much else. Most of the equipment I’d seen the first time I came here was gone.
The lack of activity chilled me. This felt like a trap.
“Okay. I think I got it.” Sadie did something on the control board. Nothing seemed to happen, but I thought I heard a few faint clicks from somewhere down the hall. “I have no idea if that worked, but we’ve got those cards if it didn’t.”
“Ground level’s clear,” Murdoch cut in over the radio. “We’re coming down.”
I expected Taeral to protest, but he didn’t say anything. He was still standing in the doorway, staring at the elevator across the hall.
Just as Sadie and I left the control room, the elevator doors opened, and Murdoch and Grygg stepped out. The front of Grygg’s tattered shirt had been blasted away by something that left a huge black scorch mark on his chest. Murdoch appeared unharmed, and angry. “What the hell happened here?” he said.
Taeral shook himself and straightened. “They must have believed this location compromised,” he said. “They’ve had hours since the raid on the Hive, and—”
“The little ones ain’t here.” Denei’s voice in the earpiece was frantic and furious. “We checked most of this miserable place.”
“You were supposed to stay at the tunnel,” Taeral spat.
“Well, honey, you’d better be glad we didn’t,” she drawled. “Because we’re on sublevel three right now, and this place is wired to the gills.”
I swallowed. “With what?”
“Plastic explosives,” she said. “Twenty-one minutes on the timer, and then we all goin’ up like the Fourth of July.”
 
 



CHAPTER 37

 
“Great,” I said, glancing at my phone to confirm the time. 1:03 a.m. We had to be back in that tunnel by 1:23, because who knew how many seconds we had past twenty-one minutes. “Anyone here know how to defuse a bomb? No? Didn’t think so.”
“The place isn’t empty.” Sadie gestured back at the control room. “They still have prisoners here. I don’t know where or how many, but there was a map on the board with green and red dots on the rooms. I’m pretty sure they meant occupied and not.”
“Okay.” A half-formed plan started swimming through my mind. It’d have to be good enough. “Were there stairs on the map?”
She nodded. “Right from the elevators, and then left. Door at the end.”
“Everybody get that?” I said. “I hope so, because we’re using them. Everyone takes a floor. Sadie, you’re one, Murdoch two, Denei three, Zoba four, Grygg five. Open all the cells and get anybody you find, and bring them to five. Right now, me, Taeral and Grygg will take the elevator, drop Grygg off at five, and then we’ll hit six. Anyone not clear on this?”
No one said anything, but everyone around me stared.
“Move fast, damn it! Clock’s ticking here,” I said.
After a brief pause, Sadie and Murdoch took off down the hall, and Grygg shuffled back into the elevator. Taeral followed, and I ducked in last and hit the buttons for S5 and S6. The doors whooshed shut.
“They’ve killed him,” Taeral said woodenly as the elevator started down. “They must have. If they’d planned to already, they’d not have moved him.”
“Not necessarily. Maybe they figured he’d die in the explosion.”
He shook his head. “Even an explosion would not kill a Fae.”
“Look, the fat lady hasn’t sung yet,” I said.
“Excuse me?”
I sighed. “Never mind. Just shut up until we’ve looked, okay?”
“Fine.” He didn’t sound convinced.
The elevator stopped on sublevel five and the doors opened. “Here’s your stop, Grygg,” I said. “Put you here because you’re…well, a little slower. I figured you should be closest to the tunnel and not have to take any stairs.”
He looked vaguely surprised, sort of. The golem didn’t have much in the way of facial expression. “Thank you, DeathSpeaker,” he said, and stepped into the hall.
“Call me Gideon.”
Before he could get around to responding again, the doors closed.
I checked my phone. 1:06 when the elevator stopped on sublevel six. Seventeen minutes left. To the left, the hallway ended in a blank wall, so I took off running to the right. At least Taeral kept up with me.
This floor didn’t seem to have any dungeon cells. There were some bathrooms on the outside walls, and a huge laboratory in the center, with at least two doors in each hallway leading into it. Nothing that looked like a vault.
When we made the third turn, I spotted a huge, gray metal door about halfway down on the outside and ran to it. Good news, it was definitely the vault.
Bad news, the door was seamless and completely blank. There was no way to open it.
Taeral screamed something in his language and pounded both fists on the door. His metal hand made a loud, bonging sound against it. “I cannot leave until I know,” he snarled. “Blast it, how does this open!”
Movement off to the side caught my attention. “Er. Maybe she knows,” I said, and nodded down the hall.
The woman in the bloody lab coat, the one I’d seen on the monitors, stood there pointing something at us. It looked like a flamethrower. She clicked a button and flipped a switch.
Yeah, it was definitely a flamethrower.
As fire streamed from the nozzle, she let out a wordless scream and ran at us. Taeral was faster than me. He’d drawn his gun and fired before I could even put a hand to mine. The shot spun her halfway around and slammed her into the wall, where she sank slowly to the floor with the flamethrower off to one side, sputtering streams of fire.
She was still alive.
Taeral ran over, kicked the flamethrower away and hauled the woman up. “How does this door open?” he growled, bashing her against the wall. “Tell me!”
Feeling strangely calm, I walked over and pulled the gun out while he was still shouting. “We don’t have time for this,” I said. 
And then I shot her in the head.
 
 



CHAPTER 38

 
Fury flooded Taeral’s face. “Why did you do that?” he shouted. “I must know how to open that door!”
“Yeah, I know.” The calm I’d felt before evaporated instantly. I was shaking like crazy, and I almost dropped the gun while I tried to put it away. Couldn’t believe I’d done that—but I had a reason. “And now that she’s dead, I can ask her,” I said.
“Oh…yes. I’d forgotten.” He let go of her, and the body slumped obscenely.
“I didn’t.” Unfortunately, I added to myself. That one really felt like a murder. But I didn’t have time to berate myself right now, so I crouched beside the corpse and laid a hand on her.
It didn’t take long to feel her surprise. And then the pain of her struggle.
“How does the vault door open?” I said.
Panel…on the right…slides up. Handprint scanner.
“Great.” My gut twisted and flipped. “Will your hand open it?”
Yesss…
“Thanks,” I said. “Sorry for killing you.”
I let go of her, not wanting to hear the response to that. Suppressing a fresh shudder, I pulled out the knife Taeral had given me, grabbed her right arm and stretched it out. I laid the serrated blade at her wrist—and froze.
Christ. I couldn’t do it.
“Taeral, we need her hand.” I dropped the arm and offered him the knife.
With something like sympathy, he took it. He didn’t say anything when I turned away and tried not to listen to the gruesome sounds of him sawing through her wrist.
“I have it,” he said.
“Good.” Still not looking, I went back to the door, found the panel and slid it up. Inside was an angled plasma screen, backlit with blue light. “It’s a handprint scanner,” I said. “Just press it on.”
I assumed he did, because there was a loud double clank as bolts were thrown back, and the door began to rise. I happened to be in front of it—so I was the first to be hit with a blast of nausea that wouldn’t abate.
“He’s in there,” I croaked. “Oh, Jesus…”
Taeral rushed beside me and stopped cold.
I barely recognized the Daoin from Murdoch’s fear-vision in the figure that hung upside-down in the center of the room, chained by his ankles with arms bound behind his back. Only a torn pair of shorts covered him. He was almost skeletal, his skin the sickly and near-transparent white of a waterlogged corpse where it wasn’t bruised or burned. Greasy tangles of black hair hung limply toward the floor, and a glimpse of pointed ears said he wasn’t wearing any glamour. His eyes were half-open and rolled up in his head.
Then I saw where the blood on the woman’s lab coat had come from. There was a needle in his arm, attached to tubing with a steady drizzle of blood pouring from the open end, into the massive maroon pool on the floor beneath him. She’d left him to drain dry like a slab of meat.
Suddenly, I didn’t feel so bad about killing her.
Taeral took a few halting steps toward the figure. “Father…”
“Cut him loose,” I said, with another quick glance at my phone. Ten minutes left. “We have to move. I’ll try to find something that gets him down.”
For a second I thought he’d just stand there. But he shuddered, gripped the blade that was still coated with the woman’s blood, and strode toward Daoin.
Halfway there, he stumbled and slowed, then sank to his knees with a gasp. “Cold iron,” he moaned. “I feel it…everywhere.”
Shit. Maybe that was why I felt so nauseous—still did. It wasn’t just the sight of Daoin. I looked around, and finally noticed that the interior of the room was a uniform dull gray, the walls slightly rough in texture. I moved to one and put a hand on it.
It felt hot. Just like the cuffs.
“The walls!” I said. “They’re cold iron, all of them. Just get out of here, and I’ll—”
“No.” Jaw clenched, Taeral pushed to his feet and lurched toward the suspended figure. He nearly slipped in the blood, but he managed to steady himself and grab Daoin’s arm. He pulled the needle free and started slicing through the ropes binding his wrists.
There wasn’t much else in the room, but I spotted a lever on the back wall. It was connected to a pulley system wound with chains. I started feeling desperately sick as I approached it. “Can you hold him?” I said, fighting bile with every word. “Think I found the release. Don’t want to…drop him on the floor.”
Taeral slid an arm under his shoulders and lifted slightly, then positioned the other behind his legs. “Ready.”
I nodded and pushed the lever down.
The chains started pulling him higher.
“Shit. Hold on,” I muttered, and yanked the lever up. This time the chains moved down. “What the hell? Somebody didn’t read the installation instructions on their torture devices.”
Once Taeral held the still figure slack in his arms, I turned the pulley off and approached them with wavering steps. Much longer in this room and I’d pass out in my own puke. I didn’t know how Taeral was withstanding this at all. “How are the chains attached to him?” I gasped. “Can we…”
Frowning, Taeral shifted his normal arm beneath the legs and grabbed something near Daoin’s ankles—a heavy padlock. His shoulders trembled with effort. “Oscaihl,” he said in a shaken whisper. The padlock clicked. Apparently it wasn’t made of cold iron, at least.
“Okay, I’ll take it from here,” I said.
Taeral readjusted his grip, and I fumbled the padlock out and untangled the chains. Daoin’s ankles were raw and bleeding where they’d wrapped around him. “Time to go,” I said.
It took far longer than I liked for us to stagger back to the entrance and out of the vault. At least I started feeling instantly better when we passed through the door. Taeral didn’t look so great, but he’d stopped shaking.
“Three minutes, guys. Move your asses.”
Sadie’s voice in the earpiece startled me. I’d managed to tune out most of the chatter, but now all of my senses sharpened. “No one used the elevator, right?” I said back.
“Right. Stop talking and run.”
“Way ahead of you.” With a glance at Taeral, I sprinted down the hall toward the elevator, knowing he’d be right behind me with Daoin. I could get the doors open while he caught up.
If we didn’t explode before then.
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Someone had used the elevator. That, or it’d just stopped working, because nothing happened when I slid the passcard through the slot. And there was no time to wait and see if it’d get there eventually.
I doubled back and caught Taeral just as he entered the hallway. “Stairs,” I said, practically pulling him toward them.
“We’ve no time—”
“I know!”
I’d stay behind him this time, in case there was some way I could help. But somehow he managed to move faster with his burden. He took the stairs two at a time, and I jogged up after him, using the rail to heave myself along.
The door at the top of the stairwell was closed. I slipped in front of Taeral to open it, since he had his arms full.
“Two minutes,” Sadie said.
“The countdown’s not helping!” I shouted.
There were still two long hallways to the exit. I kept pace with Taeral, who’d started dragging a little after the rush up the stairs. “Do you want me to take him?” I said.
“No. We’d waste time.”
He was right, but that didn’t make me feel any safer from exploding.
I tried not to count the seconds in my head. But I was sure a million of them had passed by the time we rounded the last corner and had a straight shot to Sadie, who was standing in front of the supply closet. “Just go,” I said to Taeral. “We’re right behind you.”
He managed a half-nod and picked up a burst of speed.
Sadie gaped at them as he plunged into the closet. “Is he…”
“Don’t know,” I said. “Run.”
She ducked after Taeral, and I slipped in behind her.
Moving through the narrow closet cost us precious seconds, with Taeral slowed by his burden. I tried to catch my breath, ignoring the burning stitch in my side. “Everyone else out?” I said.
She nodded. “They’re in the tunnels.”
“Good. You shouldn’t have waited for us.”
“When we get out of here, remind me to punch you,” she growled.
“What?”
“You’re a moron, Gideon.”
“Yeah, I know. Sorry.”
Taeral was through the back of the closet and into the crumbling subtunnel, moving with an awkward, clomping sidestep. At least it was faster than shuffling along. I had no idea what a safe distance from the explosion would be, but this didn’t feel like it.
Just as I passed through the opening into the tunnel, I felt the sound before I heard it—a massive flump, like the world’s biggest match being struck, that strained my eardrums and liquefied my insides.
Then the actual explosion shattered the air.
The ground trembled violently. A cloud of hot dust and splintered debris slammed into my back as it rolled past, engulfing Sadie and the rest of the tunnel. Rocks and dirt showered from the ceiling. I ducked and threw my arms up, but not before something heavy and jagged bashed me full in the face—and sharp white blooms of pain nearly knocked me out.
Eventually things settled to a black, eerie quiet. I straightened slowly, gagging on dust and dirt, and tried to brush myself off a little. Warm, sticky blood matted the side of my face, and my heart thrummed like a strobe through the ringing in my ears. “Everybody okay?” I managed to get out.
“Fantastic,” Sadie groaned from somewhere in the darkness. “Taeral…?”
He didn’t answer.
“Taeral!”
A faint moan. “Here,” he whispered.
“Here where?”
“Hold on,” I said, and fumbled the pendant out with shaking fingers. “De’ársahd.”
The glow of the moonstone filled the space, and revealed why it was so dark. A huge spill of dirt, stones, and broken support beams blocked the far end of the tunnel—our way out.
“I still don’t see him.” Sadie stood a few feet away from me, covered in dust and scratches, looking toward the landslide. “Where…oh, God.”
I followed her horrified gaze. Taeral knelt on the ground, curled protectively over Daoin, with a massive roof beam across his shoulders pinning him in place. He strained against it, his body trembling with effort.
If he stopped pushing, it would crush them both.
Sadie sprinted for him, and I was right behind her. Without a word, we both grabbed the end and tried to lift the beam off—but it wouldn’t budge.
“Goddamn it.” Sadie shrugged off the string backpack she wore with her change of clothes in it and handed it to me. “Hold this,” she said. “And stand back.”
I took the bag and backed off.
Nodding, she focused on the glowing pendant. Then she went wolf.
Sadie the werewolf snarled and wrapped both powerful arms around the beam. She lifted sharply, straining for a moment until there was a tremendous crack, and the end still wedged in the rubble of the tunnel snapped like a twig. Huffing a breath, she threw the beam aside and glanced at me. “Dig.”
“Yeah. Good idea.”
She snorted and attacked the landslide.
I moved toward Taeral, who was straightening slowly. The back of the armor shell had torn away at the top seams, and both of his shoulders were almost black with bruises. “You all right?” I said.
“Relatively speaking? No.” He raised his head to look at me. “Are you? Gods, your face is…battered.”
“It’s probably superficial.” At least the bleeding had stopped, but I didn’t want to look in a mirror anytime soon. “What about him?” I said reluctantly, looking down at Daoin.
Taeral closed his eyes. “I’ve no idea,” he said. “There’s been no change.”
I almost pointed out that he didn’t look any worse, but considering the baseline, that wasn’t exactly encouraging. “Is he breathing?”
“I’m not even certain of that.”
For the first time, I entertained the possibility that maybe we’d been too late. If I’d thought that while we were still in that place, I would’ve just given up—so I didn’t let myself believe it. But now, looking at Daoin’s still, wax-like features and the wasted condition of his body, I couldn’t stop thinking it.
Whatever they’d done to him, they’d done it thoroughly.
“Uh, Gideon?” Sadie called, her voice hollow and tinny. “Could you pass my bag out, please? It’s kind of chilly out here.”
I blinked and clambered over to the landslide, where Sadie had cleared a smaller tunnel and broken through to the main subtunnel. She stood on the other side of the hole, peering through with her arms crossed in front of her. “All yours,” I said, heaving the bag through. “Thanks for getting us out of this.”
“And you didn’t want me to wait for you.” She smirked and disappeared from view.
“Yeah. My mistake,” I said under my breath. I turned to Taeral, and said, “Listen, if I go through, can you pass him out? Then I’ll hold onto him until you clear the hole.”
“All right.” He didn’t sound real enthusiastic.
Maybe he’d started to suspect we were dragging a dead body around down here.
I climbed through the werewolf-made hole and slid a few feet on dirt to the tunnel floor. Sadie was already dressed and watching me. I gave her a thumbs-up, and she rolled her eyes.
“Whenever you’re ready,” I called back up to Taeral.”
After a minute, he peered through the hole and pulled back.
He sent Daoin out feet-first. I grabbed his shins, careful to avoid the torn skin at his ankles, and eased him down while Taeral steadied him until I could get an arm under his knees. “All right, I have him,” I said. Taeral let go, and I scooped the other arm behind his back and lifted.
It was terrifying how light he was. Just as tall as Taeral, but he couldn’t have weighed more than ninety pounds. His head and limbs flopped rag-doll limp. Only his feverish warmth suggested he wasn’t dead—he radiated heat like a furnace.
Taeral slid out, generating a small shower of fresh dirt. “I’ll take him now,” he said.
“You sure? Your shoulders—”
“I’ll take him.” His voice was firm, but not angry.
I handed Daoin over like he was made of glass. Even when Taeral lifted him away, I could still feel the heat of him sinking into my skin. I stifled a shiver and focused on turning the moonstone off. There were lights in here, and I wanted to conserve whatever was left in it—since I had no idea when I’d see moonlight again. “Well,” I said. “Guess we should check in with the rest of them.”
No one agreed out loud, but we all started the long trudge toward the meeting point.
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Counting Daoin, we’d only managed to rescue a dozen Others from Milus Dei.
All of them were long-term prisoners, tortured and broken to the point where those bastards must’ve decided they weren’t worth moving. Nearly all were missing something—a few fingers, an eye, a whole hand, a tongue. Scarred and shell-shocked, they sat listlessly wherever they’d been led inside the dimly lit, abandoned station, or curled on the ground in shuddering heaps.
As we entered and Taeral headed for an empty bench with Daoin, Denei spotted me and stalked over. Zoba wasn’t far behind. “I see you got who you came for,” she said in forced tones. “What about my kin? Where the hell are they?”
“I don’t know,” I said as calmly as I could.
Sadie leaned in close to me. “Somebody found water back there. I need something in me, or I’ll pass out,” she said. “Are you okay with this witch?”
“Yeah, we’re fine. Go on.”
She sent Denei a look full of daggers before she walked away.
“How adorable. You found yourself a girlfriend,” Denei said with a sneer. “Now, I’m gonna ask this one more time. What about my kin?”
“Damn it, I don’t know!” I wasn’t so calm this time. “Do I look like Milus Dei or a psychic to you?”
“No. You look like the goddamned DeathSpeaker,” she said. “So you just go grab one of them bastard’s bodies, like you done before, and you ask him where the hell they took the little ones.”
My jaw clenched. “I can’t. Those bodies are buried under half a ton of rubble.”
“Well, you find a way!” She drew a sharp breath, and then deflated a little. “Listen. We saved your life back there,” she said. “So now you owe us.”
I bit back a sarcastic reply. “I’ll do everything I can to help you find them,” I said.
“Yeah, you will. You’ll do that because you can’t not do it.” She smiled without an ounce of warmth. “But that’s not what I’m talkin’ about. You owe us a favor, handsome. And I want your promise that we can collect.”
I narrowed my eyes. “What favor?”
“Oh, I don’t know that yet. Probably something simple—a little blood, a lock of hair. But we’d never ask for anything you couldn’t give us,” she said. “Right, Zoba?”
Zoba made a noise that was somewhere between a lion and a chainsaw.
“Fine,” I said. “I promise I’ll do you a favor.”
Denei grinned. “I’ll hold you to it, handsome.”
With those chilling words, the pair of them melted back into the gathering.
I shook myself and glanced at Taeral. He’d laid Daoin on a wooden bench off to the side of the station entrance and knelt on the floor next to it. He was either trying to heal him, or mourning him. Either way, I decided to give him a few minutes. So I scoped out the rest of the place.
I knew some of the earlier subway stations and lines, and even a few residential parts of the city, had eventually ended up underground as Manhattan continued to spread up and out. This had been a waiting area of some kind. Benches lined both sides of the entrance, and just ahead, four wide stairs led to a large platform where a few more benches had survived the decay. Rusted metal grates and gaps in the semi-natural ceiling let in faint light from what I guessed was an active subway tunnel above. The rest of the light came from a fire in the center of the platform that someone had started with the remains of a bench.
Murdoch was talking to a swarthy, black-haired man with an eyepatch. Grygg stood off to one side, a watchful sentry who nearly blended in with the wall. Denei and Zoba sat on a bench, their heads bent together as if they were sharing secrets. Others ranged around the platform, alone or in small groups.
I spotted Sadie near the back of the place and headed there.
She stood beside a low, hollowed shelf of rock. Water dripped steadily from an overhang into a fairly deep puddle formed in the hollow, and trickled slowly over the lip of the shelf. When I approached, she smiled and gestured at the puddle. “It’s pretty clean,” she said. “Cold, at least.”
“Define pretty clean,” I said with a smirk. Still, I wasn’t going to pass up a drink. I was hot, filthy, exhausted, sore as hell—and so furious over the failed raid, I could’ve punched a hole through solid rock.
All that planning and preparation, and we’d almost killed ourselves for nothing. Now we’d have to start all over again.
I cupped water in my hands and drank quickly. It was cold and crisp, kind of earthy, but not that bad. When I’d swallowed all I could for the moment, I caught up a little more and hesitated, then splashed my aching face.
Christ, that stung. Whatever hit me had cut a pretty deep gash just under my eye and left a fantail of scratches down my cheek, and also split the corner of my lip for good measure. I rubbed a little fresh water gingerly around the gash, trying to clear some of the blood and dirt I knew was there.
Just as I finished, a small, unfamiliar voice behind me said, “Are you the DeathSpeaker?”
My shoulders slumped. Word sure got around fast in the abandoned underground room. “That’s the rumor,” I said, turning toward the voice with a hesitant smile.
The girl didn’t look more than nineteen or twenty. Big brown eyes, dirty blond hair cut short in a style that could only be described as butchered. Scar tissue twisted and bunched over the right side of her head—where an ear should have been. The scarring spread down the side of her neck and disappeared into the paper-thin hospital johnny she wore. Rings of old bruises circled her wrists and ankles.
My throat clogged with rekindled anger, directed straight at Milus Dei. How could anyone do these things? Maybe the Others weren’t technically human…but damn it, they were still people.
She smiled. “I’m Lovinda,” she said shyly. “People…well, they used to call me Lo.”
I worked past the lump in my throat and mentally ran through the various combinations of greeting-word and Lo. None of them sounded right. Especially hello-lo. “Nice to meet you, Lo,” I finally said. “And people call me Gideon.”
“Gideon.” Her smile wavered a bit, and tears welled in her eyes. “You saved my life,” she said. “Can I…hug you?”
For a second I thought I wouldn’t be able to respond. At last, I managed to nod and say roughly, “I’d like that.”
Her tears spilled just before she wrapped her thin arms around my chest, shaking with sobs.
I hugged her back, with no idea what else to do but hold her. There was nothing I could say. I couldn’t even imagine what she’d been through in that place, but I did know one thing. 
I was wrong. All this hadn’t been for nothing.
Eventually her sobbing eased and she leaned back, sniffling and wiping her tears. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I just…”
“No. Don’t be sorry,” I said, and smiled. “You’re welcome. But I’m not the only one who saved you, right?”
Lo shook her head a little and sent a watery half-smile at Sadie. “She found me. And she told me about you.”
“Did she? What’d she say?”
“All right.” Sadie stepped forward and shot me a look, then took the girl’s arm gently. “Let’s get you cleaned up. You’d like a drink, wouldn’t you?”
Lo nodded. “Thank you.”
I decided to ask Sadie later what she said about me, though I doubted she’d tell me. “Okay. You ladies have fun,” I said. “I’m going to go check on Taeral.”
Sadie flashed a pained expression. “Any word on…him?”
“Not yet. I’m hoping that’s changed, though.”
“Me, too,” she whispered.
“I’ll let you know.”
With a nod, I walked back across the platform. A few of the new strangers stared at me curiously as I passed, but most weren’t in any shape to concentrate for that long. I just hoped they’d eventually recover.
A prospect that didn’t seem likely for Daoin.
When I reached Taeral, he was standing in front of the bench, his back to the motionless figure. “I’ve healed what I can,” he said. “He breathes easier, but…that room. Cold iron walls.” His voice was like nails on sandpaper. “If they’ve kept him there all these years, he may well never awaken.”
“Is he in a coma or something?”
“I’ve no way to tell. To my knowledge, no Fae has ever been subjected to such torments.”
Well. There was a distinction he probably wouldn’t be proud of, if he ever woke up. I frowned and looked at Daoin. Some of the bruising had faded, and his skin had regained a little bit of natural color—or maybe that was just wishful thinking, since his natural color seemed to be blue. His hair kind of looked better, though I couldn’t imagine how. And he really did have silver eyes.
It took my brain a few seconds to realize I could only know that if his eyes were open.
“Um. Taeral…”
“What?”
Before I could elaborate, Daoin bolted upright with a gasp.
Taeral’s eyes widened, and he spun to face him. “Father?”
Daoin swung his legs to the ground and stood slowly, his glittering silver eyes fixed on Taeral. His mouth twisted into a terrible sneer.
“Traitor!” he roared.
And then he attacked.
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A single shove from Daoin sent Taeral flying halfway across the room, where he landed flat on his bruised back. I wasn’t sure if he’d been too shocked to defend himself, or Daoin was actually that strong.
But I did know that no matter what this guy said, Taeral wasn’t a traitor.
“Hey!” I said. “What the hell’s wrong with you?”
Daoin’s silver glare turned on me. He held a hand out and curled his fingers into a fist. “Thost,” he said.
I grunted and staggered back as an invisible something clamped around my throat. And when I tried to shout at him again, no sound came out.
He’d muted me.
With a snort, Daoin headed for the fallen Taeral, who was struggling to right himself. He was on his knees when Daoin reached him, his face a mask of shock and pain. “Father, what—”
Daoin backhanded him to the ground. “I’ll kill you,” he intoned in a dead voice.
Taeral pushed back to his knees. There was no fight in him at all. “Do what you must,” he said. “But I am no traitor.”
Maybe he didn’t care if Daoin killed him, but I sure as hell did.
I ran for him, grabbing the first weapon I could lay hand to. It was one of my blades. I didn’t really want to hurt him, but I was going to stop him. Slow him down, at least. It couldn’t take much—he’d been near death just a minute ago.
Taeral saw me, and his eyes widened. “No!”
That was apparently enough warning for Daoin, who turned with impossible speed and snatched the knife from my hand. At the same time, he drove fist into my gut, dropping me neatly to my knees.
I looked up through watering eyes, just in time to see him plunge the blade deep into Taeral’s side.
Daoin stepped back from both of us. He raised his hands and started speaking in the same language Taeral used. An ominous rumbling sounded from somewhere above.
“Stop him!” Taeral cried. “He’ll bring the whole place down!”
Oh, NOW you want to stop him. I still couldn’t speak, and I could barely move. But I lurched to my feet and managed a single step toward Daoin.
Someone barreled into me, pushing me out of the way.
Murdoch.
“An Unseelie noble,” the bogeyman said with a terrible grin. “And you’re completely insane, aren’t you? How sweet.”
He changed. And what he became terrified me to the core.
It was Taeral. Glamourless, battered and bloodied, a desperate leer stamped on his face. Two whole, normal arms. In one of them he clutched a dark-haired, screaming infant by the scruff like a wayward puppy.
In the other, an upraised knife.
Daoin let out a splintering, wordless scream and staggered back, his hands clamped to his ears. “No. Please…” he gasped. “Taeral, don’t!”
“You love him more,” Murdoch-Taeral thundered over the wailing infant. “Don’t you!”
“Please,” Daoin moaned as he sank to his knees. “Please…”
He froze there, staring in horror at the figure looming above him, the knife poised to strike. His already gaunt frame began to wither—and his hair started turning white.
Taeral grabbed the blade in his side and pulled it out with a wrenching cry. “You’re killing him!” he shouted, lunging to his feet. “Murdoch, stop!”
He didn’t.
“Blasted vermin!” Taeral threw himself at his own image—and went right through it like smoke.
Terrific. The bogeyman was a ghost, too.
Murdoch laughed in Taeral’s voice. It was a hollow, chilling sound. “Not true, little brother,” he said. “You’re killing him.”
Think, damn it. Whatever he was doing, it was bleeding the life from Daoin. Already thick streaks of white shot through his hair, and his face wasn’t much more than skin stretched over a skull. We couldn’t physically force Murdoch to stop. I’d try to talk him out of it, but I had no idea how—and besides, I couldn’t speak.
Then I had a crazy thought. He was a bogeyman, right? And people got rid of the bogeyman by turning on the light.
I crawled over to Taeral, shook him hard, and gestured to my throat.
“What is it?” he snapped. “I’m a bit occupied here!”
I gestured again, moving my lips soundlessly for emphasis.
“You cannot speak?”
I nodded vigorously.
“Father…” He tried to get up again. Almost absently, he waved a hand at me and said, “Araais.”
I felt my throat loosen and instantly turned toward Murdoch. “De’ársahd!”
The light that burst from the moonstone was brighter than I’d ever seen it. I must’ve really meant it this time. Murdoch-Taeral gasped and turned briefly back into just Murdoch, wearing an expression of pure surprise.
Then he unraveled like fog in the sunlight.
I sagged back on my heels, completely spent. “Er. Staad,” I mumbled, and the pendant went dark. I was too tired to think it off. Groaning, I looked around to see how everyone else was doing. Taeral had clamped a hand to his bleeding side and half-stood, staring at the spot Murdoch had just been.
Daoin remained frozen in place for a few more seconds, and then dropped face-first on the ground.
 



CHAPTER 42

 
It took a while for things to settle down after that.
Taeral and I had dragged Daoin over by the fire. He was cold now, and back to limp and unresponsive. His hair had gone pure white. At least he was still breathing…but Murdoch had damn near scared him to death. Literally.
I didn’t think that was possible, until now.
Sadie had checked in briefly, and then gone off to help some of the others. She’d missed most of the fight—pretty much everyone had. Despite how long it’d felt, the whole thing lasted less than five minutes. But there were a lot of revelations packed into those minutes, like the fact that Murdoch wasn’t really there. That was probably why he hadn’t been injured in the raid. He couldn’t be shot, because he didn’t have a body.
And then, there was Daoin’s nightmare.
“Taeral.”
He looked at me, and I almost changed my mind about asking him. I’d never seen anyone so miserable. But I had to know. “About what Murdoch did back there,” I said.
“What about it? You want to know if it’s true?” He made a heavy sound and stared into the fire. “The image, no. I’d never so much as threaten an infant, and I’ve no idea where he might have pulled that thought from,” he said. “But the words…yes. I did say that to him.”
“And you meant me.”
“Aye.” He still wouldn’t look at me. “He’d banned me from his home, the home he’d made with your human mother. And soon to be you, as well. After I’d left my life, my whole world behind, out of loyalty to him. Sacrificed everything to stay in this miserable human realm…only to have him abandon me here.”
“Wait. What do you mean, left your world behind?”
“I left Arcadia,” he said. “When the Unseelie Queen banished my father for his love affair with a human. I was not banished, but I chose this exile to stand with him. To prove my loyalty.”
“And he kicked you out because of me?” I said unsteadily.
“He insisted that I was a danger to you and your mother. He’d learned of Milus Dei and knew what they hunted. He reasoned that my presence would attract them, because I’d not spent time around humans and learned to mimic them.” He let out a shuddering breath. “And his proposed solution was that I allow them to capture me, so I could study the enemy and report back.”
“Jesus,” I breathed. “You didn’t…”
“I did. I turned myself in out of pure spite, not knowing…what they were capable of, too proud to believe humans could ever harm a Fae. But not before Daoin and I fought bitterly over you.” His eyes closed briefly. “The last thing I said to my father was that I hoped the son he’d chosen would love him, because I did not. Then they captured him, the very day after I surrendered—and I thought he died believing that I despised him.”
If there was something appropriate to say here, I couldn’t think of it. So I went with another dumb question. “Why did you save me?” I said. “I mean, after all that, you should’ve hated me too. Hell, I would’ve hated me. But you didn’t?”
“Of course not, brother. How could you have been to blame for Daoin’s actions?”
“Daoin,” a horribly cracked, rusty voice said. “I think…I knew someone called that, once.”
The voice came from Daoin.
I reached reflexively for a weapon.
“No,” Taeral said, staring at him with faint horror. “He’s different this time. I feel it.”
I felt something. But it probably wasn’t anywhere near what Taeral did, because my feelings were firmly in the negative camp. “If he tries to kill you again, I’m stopping him,” I said. “Before he pushes the mute button.”
“He’ll not try.”
“We’ll see.”
Daoin blinked and turned his head slowly until he was facing Taeral. “It’s dark in here,” he said. “I think someone moved the walls. Is that you, Dr. Garret?”
“No, Father. It’s me.” Taeral’s voice broke as he moved toward Daoin and slid an arm under him. “Let me help you sit up.”
He managed to ease him upright. Daoin sat with slumped posture, head bowed, his back to the fire. “You’re new,” he mumbled with a quick, sidelong glance at Taeral. “Dr. Garret said I couldn’t see new people. Because of…what I did to the last one. He promised I could sleep.”
“Father…”
He raised his head with painful slowness and stared at Taeral. Something in his face changed, a brief light flickering in his eyes, but then it vanished. “I think…I was Father. I had a son. Is that right?” he said. “You look like him. Sometimes I forget things.”
“Yes. I am your son. Taeral.” The words came out thick and hoarse. “And you are Daoin.”
“Daoin? I knew someone…” He shook his head and blinked again. “No, that’s not my name,” he said. “My name is Seven.”
At least I didn’t have to worry about him muting me. I was too horrified to speak. 
Maybe I’d never known him before, but I knew this wasn’t Daoin anymore. This was a broken shell, the product of twenty-six years of torture. There was no one home behind those eyes.
“Oh, Father,” Taeral whispered. “What have they done to you?”
Daoin cast him another half-terrified glance. “You look like my son. I had a son, once. I had two sons…” He shuddered violently. “They brought me the baby. After my son killed him. They let me keep him, and he was my son. My dead son. I washed the blood from him…every day, I washed the blood away. But he stayed dead. I dressed him and held him and he was dead.”
Something in me tightened until I could barely breathe. Taeral’s face said he felt the same. This was where Murdoch’s nightmare vision came from. Stage dressing, warping his mind—the same way they’d convinced Taeral they killed Daoin. Only it sounded like they’d actually given him a dead baby and told him it was me.
“Please,” Daoin said. “Dr. Garret promised I could sleep. The baby’s crying again. Can I sleep now?”
“Yes. Yes, you can sleep now,” Taeral said.
Daoin nodded and lowered himself to the ground. “You look like my son,” he said, his voice weakening. “I’m supposed to remember…but sometimes I forget things.”
He closed his eyes, and within seconds his breathing evened.
Taeral drew his knees up and pressed his face to his legs. “Gideon, I’d like you to leave me for a few moments,” he said thickly. “Please.”
“All right.” I understood why—and even if I did stay, I had no idea what to do or say. He’d found his father after all this time, but it wasn’t his father. Not even close. This might be even worse than watching him die.
I stood and walked away without a word.
 
 



CHAPTER 43

 
Sadie was half-crazy worrying about Taeral, and nothing I could’ve said would make her feel better. But if I didn’t tell her something, she’d probably kill me. So I settled on the short version. “Daoin is alive, but he’s insane.”
She frowned. “How insane?”
“Completely. He thinks his name is Seven and he’s still at Milus Dei.” I wouldn’t mention anything about dead babies, or him not knowing Taeral.
“Oh, God. Poor Taeral,” she said. “He must be devastated.”
“Yeah, that’s an understatement.” I felt pretty terrible myself. My mother was long dead, but when I heard about Daoin, I’d kind of hoped I would at least get to meet my real father. Now there was no chance of that. But my sad little dashed dream was nothing compared to Taeral’s, so I kept it to myself. “So, how’s everybody else doing?” I said.
She shrugged and looked around. We’d taken a seat on an empty bench near the back of the vast room, where hardly anyone stirred. “Resting, for the most part,” she said. “We’ll have to do something soon, though. Can’t stay here forever. And they’re probably getting hungry, or they will be.” She smirked. “Personally, I’m starving.”
“I’ll bet,” I said. “I remember how much you can pack in.”
Her crooked smile faded. “Seriously, though. I really need to eat soon.”
“Yeah, I know. But it’s not like we can get pizza delivered down here.”
“No. You don’t know.” She pressed her lips together. “Werewolves are kind of stuck with some real-wolf behaviors,” she said. “So when we get hungry, desperately hungry, and there’s nothing else around to eat…”
I understood where she was going right away. “Christ. You attack people,” I said. “That’s what a wolf would do.”
She gave a hesitant nod. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I don’t want to. It’s an instinct—and eventually, I won’t be able to fight it.”
“Believe it or not, I understand.”
“You do?”
“Yeah. I actually know a lot about wolves.” I stood and stretched for a minute. I’d been hoping to get some rest myself, but Sadie was right. She needed to eat—and I’d just realized I was getting hungry myself. Everyone else probably was too, at least the ones who were conscious. “So, what do you think…seven or eight pizzas, and maybe some two-liters? It’s the middle of the night, so we won’t find much else open right now.”
“Really? We’re going to get food?”
“Long as you can find your way up to the surface and back here,” I said. “I’m lost.”
She gave me a grateful smile. “I can do that.”
“Good. Let’s roll.”

Bob’s Italian Eatery was not very Italian—more like modern dive bar with a little American slum thrown in. And the guy behind the counter, who may or may not have been Bob, didn’t appreciate us ordering eight pizzas at four in the morning.
We could hear him in the back, cursing and banging things and wishing some very inventive, unpleasant deaths on us.
We’d come up through a service ladder just off the subway station at Seventh and Forty-Ninth, headed to the surface, and walked until we came to the first open place that served food. Which happened to be this one, much to Bob’s chagrin. The moon was still up, so I’d kept the pendant out to let it recharge. I figured the way things were going, it wouldn’t be long until I needed it again.
Before we left, I let Taeral know what we were doing. He didn’t seem to care.
I understood how crushed he was, but I really hoped he’d snap out of it soon.
Now, Sadie and I sat at the bar counter, listening to the background music of Angry Bob and the Crashing Pans. I had a beer he’d grudgingly poured me from the tap, muttering something about last call and liquor licenses the whole time, and Sadie was working her way through a plate of pizza rolls that looked like they’d been sitting in the hot case since sometime last week.
I suspected it wouldn’t taste much different if she ate the plate, too.
So far I’d avoided thinking too far into the future. But now that I wasn’t fighting cult members or getting blown up, the panic started creeping in. Taeral and the rest of them were officially homeless, we had a dozen misplaced, damaged Others who needed somewhere to live too, and a whole bunch more out there who still had to be rescued. I didn’t know where to start, for any of it.
Hell, I didn’t even know how to rent an apartment. I lived in a van.
“You look troubled, little brother. What’s on your mind?”
Sadie and I both jumped at the sound of Murdoch’s voice. I turned toward it with a snarl and saw him standing a few stools away, grinning that insufferable grin. He looked…less horrifying than before, somehow. Like some of his flesh had started pulling itself back where it should be.
I would’ve attacked him right then, if I hadn’t known it was pointless. Instead I said, “I’m not your brother, you son of a bitch.”
“Well, not technically,” he said. “Your brother is probably back in that hole, crying over dear old Dad. Am I right?”
Sadie stood, preparing to lunge at him. I grabbed her. “Won’t do any good,” I said. “He’s not really there.”
“I’m here. Just not as substantial as you.” He picked up a coaster from the bar and spun it like a coin. “See?”
“How…never mind. I don’t want to know.”
“Good, because it’s complicated,” he said. “Anyway, I just came by to say that was a nice trick you pulled off back there. All that flashing-the-light business.” Murdoch’s grin dropped like a stone. “Don’t ever do that to me again.”
Involuntary fear washed through me. But I knew he was doing it, so I pushed it away. “You were killing him,” I said. “And don’t think I won’t do it again.”
“Well, look at you. It’s so cute the way you’re resisting.” His smile curled darkly. “Don’t worry, though. After all that Unseelie I had for dinner, I’m full.”
“Goddamn it, Murdoch—”
“Relax, little brother. Sorry…DeathSpeaker.” He shook his head. “I wouldn’t have killed him. In fact, your brother should thank me, because I saved his life.”
“I could’ve stopped Daoin.”
Murdoch laughed. The sound was colder than winter in Siberia. “In that case, I saved both your lives,” he said.
“Bullshit.”
“Really. Did you forget I can read minds?” The bogeyman wasn’t smiling. “Daoin was programmed with some kind of hypnotic suggestion, and seeing Taeral triggered it. The programming basically ramped all his magic up way past his capacity, told him to kill Taeral and anyone else who got in his way. And in doing that, he’d self-destruct with the power overload.”
All of my anger washed out, leaving me hollow. “Milus Dei did that to him?”
“Yes.” For a second, there was something like sympathy in Murdoch’s expression. “They took him apart and rebuilt him into a suicide bomb. What I did was the only way to shut down that program permanently. I dissolved the trigger—but it was deep in him, so it cost him badly.” He frowned. “Now he’s just plain crazy, the poor bastard.”
Damn. Maybe I did have Murdoch wrong. But in my defense, he was just as big a son of a bitch when he was doing something nice. “Well. Er, thank you for saving our lives, I guess, and I’m sorry for flashing you. With the light,” I added quickly. Man, did that ever sound wrong.
“Actually, I’m not that mad about it. You fascinate me, little brother. It’s not just anybody who can scare the bogeyman.” He grinned again. “See you around.”
“Wait. You’re not coming back with us?”
“Nah. My kind, we’re a solitary lot. I only came along for the Seelie. Too bad he never showed.” He shrugged and headed for the exit. “Don’t worry. You’ll see me again—probably sooner than you want to.”
The door closed on his laughter.
Sadie finally settled back on her stool with a shudder. “Creepy bastard,” she muttered. “Did he…really save you guys?”
“Yeah, I think he did.” I looked thoughtfully at the door for a minute. “I scare the bogeyman,” I said. “I’m not that scary. Am I?”
“Actually, you kind of are.”
I scowled. “Come on. At least I have a whole face.”
“You’re scary, Gideon. But in a good way.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
She smiled and bumped my shoulder with hers. “It means I’m glad you’re on my side.”
“Huh.” I returned the smile. “Me, too.”
We settled into a comfortable silence to wait for Bob.
 
 



CHAPTER 44

 
More of the others had started to show signs of life when we returned to the underground station with the pizzas. One of them was Daoin. Sadie and I joined Taeral by the fire after we passed out most of the food, and Daoin was sitting up, alert and somewhat straight. His eyes were clear, and he didn’t cringe when he was spoken to.
Unfortunately, he was still crazier than a rain of frogs.
He watched us sit down and open one of the pizza boxes, and he leaned in closer to look. “Is that pie?” he said. “I had pie once. It was a…day. Not a Sun-Mon-Tues-day. Something else.” He frowned, and then his face brightened a little. “Holiday. That’s the word.”
“It is not pie, Fa—Seven,” Taeral said in strained tones. “But it is food. You should eat.”
Damn, it hurt to hear him call Daoin that. I could only imagine how it felt.
“Okay. Is it time to eat?”
“Yes, you can eat now.”
I decided I’d better tell Taeral what the bogeyman said, sooner rather than later. “Sadie, can you help…er, Seven, get some food? I need to talk to Taeral real quick.” I looked at him. “If you don’t mind. It’s important.”
“All right.”
I stood and walked a short distance from the fire, and Taeral followed slowly. “I’ve managed to convince him that he’s no longer at Milus Dei,” he said when he caught up. “Now he believes I am Dr. Garret’s brother. He says I am someone named Billy, and he’s waiting for the doctor to come back for him.”
“Jesus Christ,” I said. “Taeral, I’m so sorry.”
He closed his eyes. “I cannot call him Father or Daoin. If I do, he…shuts down again. Says the baby is crying, and begs me to let him sleep.” He shook himself and stared at me. “I apologize. You had something to say.”
“Right.” I took a deep breath, and told him about Murdoch.
He stopped looking at me about halfway through, and then didn’t say anything for a long time after I finished. At last, he met my gaze with sheer, blinding fury. “They programmed my father to kill me, and then himself?” he said hoarsely.
I nodded with reluctance. “Murdoch said if he hadn’t done what he did, the trigger would still be there to set him off again,” I said. “He also said he would’ve stopped. Bastard could’ve mentioned that instead of acting like he wanted to kill him, though.”
“I will destroy them all,” Taeral said through his teeth. Now he was glowing, the same way he did when the Duchenes had made a spirited attempt to beat me to death.
I didn’t take that as a good sign.
“Whoa. Settle down there, Captain Vengeance,” I said. “We will destroy them all.”
“I’ll not need help to tear them limb from limb,” he seethed. “I’ll see them dead. Now.”
“Taeral. Look at me.”
He did. His eyes were blue flames.
“I seem to recall a certain brother of mine trying to stop me from rushing straight to my death,” I said. “Couldn’t appreciate it at the time, because the son of a bitch chained me up and threw me down a well with no explanation. But he had the right idea. So now I’m gonna return the favor—because there’s no way I’m losing my brother when I just found him.”
He stared at me, and the flickering light around him gradually diminished. “Fine. Perhaps you’re right, brother.” He threw a sidelong smile. “However, I would advise against trying to throw me down a well.”
I grinned back. “I’ll skip that part for now.”
“Good.” He glanced toward the fire, and his shoulders slumped. “We should return to Daoin,” he said. “He is…like a child now, in many ways. An unpredictable child, who may yet harbor vast powers he is no longer able to control.”
I frowned as I followed him back. “Could there be any more good news today?”
Just then my phone buzzed, like it was responding to the question.
“It was rhetorical,” I muttered to my pocket, wondering how I’d managed to get a signal down here. This was right under an active subway, so maybe it was just strong enough to reach. I sighed and pulled the phone out.
I had about half a bar of signal, and the screen showed Abe’s number. At five in the morning.
Brow furrowed, I answered the call. “Hey, Detective,” I said. “Shouldn’t you be getting your beauty sleep about now?”
“Hello, Mr. Black,” said a voice that wasn’t Abe’s—but I recognized it anyway.
Chief Nigel Foley.
 
 



CHAPTER 45

 
“Where’s Abe, you sick son of a bitch?” I snarled into the phone.
That got Taeral and Sadie’s attention, but I couldn’t worry about them now. I waved them off and walked a few paces away, hoping it wouldn’t disrupt the fragile signal. He had Abe’s phone. There were a few ways this could turn out, and none of them were good.
“Detective Strauss? Oh, he’s busy. Trying to break down a door to rescue a little girl from a hostile gunman. Unfortunately, that ‘door’ is made of solid cement, and there’s no little girl behind it.” Foley paused. “Don’t worry, though. Reun is making sure he can’t feel the pain…yet.”
My gut wrenched. “You’re lying.”
“Am I?” He paused again, and my phone chimed. “I’ve just sent you a text with a video attachment. Watch it,” he said. “I’ll wait.”
I drew the phone away and navigated screens with shaking fingers. A new message from “Abe,” with attachment. I tapped the message and played the video.
There was a slightly curved concrete wall, like a subway tunnel, cracked and discolored with age. Dark stains on the surface, glistening in the low light. A few seconds in, Abe rushed from the left of the screen, running away at an angle with his back to the camera—and crashed full-speed into the wall, shoulder-first. He cried out and slid down, leaving a fresh dark smear on the concrete.
Then he hauled himself up, shaking all over, and started walking back. The camera caught his bloodied, swollen face as he approached, and the way his right arm hung limp and disjointed at his side. He vanished from view.
Seconds later, he came roaring back again, headed straight for the wall.
I stabbed at the screen to stop the playback, and then shoved a fist against my mouth. It was almost a full minute before I trusted myself to speak. I raised the phone to my ear again. “Let. Him. Go.”
Foley laughed. “You can’t really think it’ll be that simple.”
“Fine,” I said roughly. “What do you want, asshole?”
“You, of course. The DeathSpeaker.”
A fist closed around my stomach. “And if you don’t get me?”
“Then I let Detective Strauss bash himself heroically to death.”
I had to close my eyes. I could save Abe, sacrifice myself—but I’d also be sacrificing every single non-human in existence. Some of whom were my friends, my brother, my father. Or I could let Abe die gruesomely and pointlessly, and maybe we’d all live until the next time Milus Dei caught up. Until they tried again to capture me, and possibly succeeded.
But there could be a third choice. There had to be.
“By the way, I forgot to mention,” Foley said while I was still thinking. “I also have all your friends from that underground rathole here, just waiting for mass execution. Unless you agree to my terms.”
“What terms?” I ground out.
“Unconditional surrender. Come to the Forty-Second Street station lower level, alone, and turn yourself in. Do that, and I’ll release the detective and all the rest of your friends,” he said. “You have one hour.”
I made myself pause before responding. I knew the Forty-Second station well—Port Authority, the bus terminal. I’d picked up bodies there more than a few times. The lower level had been abandoned for years, and there was only a single, unused track running through the station. It was completely closed off from the rest of the subway system, but it had a few extra features. I’d have to hope Foley didn’t know about them. “Fine,” I said at last. “I’ll be there. Just…stop hurting Abe. Please.”
“Done. But let me warn you, Mr. Black,” he said. “If you’re late, or if any of those monsters you’re with tries to come here at any point—the hostages are dead. All of them.”
“Yeah, I got it,” I growled. “One hour, alone. Fuck you very much, Chief.”
I hung up without waiting for a reply.
At least Sadie and Taeral refrained from hammering me with questions when the conversation ended. I took a few minutes to compose myself, and then approached them to deliver the news.

After I sketched things out for Taeral and Sadie, I had to get everyone together and break the news to the rest of the original seven, minus Murdoch. I left out certain details, like where exactly I was supposed to go and turn myself in. Grygg reacted in typical fashion with pretty much no reaction.
Denei went in the opposite direction—straight over the top.
“You tell me where they are, right this minute!” she shouted. “I’m not waiting an hour, and I’m not puttin’ my kin’s lives in your hands. You think those slimy, scum-churnin’ whoremasters are gonna keep their word and just let them all go?” She bared her teeth and lunged at me.
Zoba grabbed her arm and pulled her back.
She glared at him. “Just what the hell do you think you’re doin’, brother?”
“Maybe he was listening to me, because you weren’t,” I said. “If anyone who isn’t me shows up there, he’s going to kill everyone. Including your kin.”
Some of the fight went out of her, but not all of it. She jerked her arm angrily away from Zoba. “Fine. What’s the brilliant plan this time, handsome?”
“Well, it’s not brilliant. And it’s not much of a plan.”
I told them.
When I finished, Sadie was the first to speak. “Works for me,” she said.
One by one, everyone else nodded.
“Great,” I said. “Taeral, I just need you to show me a few things.”
“Of course.”
The group broke apart with a grim sense of purpose. We only had forty-five minutes until the end of the world.
 
 



CHAPTER 46

 
I didn’t know what to expect when I walked into the lower level at Forty-Second from the service stairs, where I had an angle-on view of the single track. But of all the things I might have expected, this wasn’t one of them.
Chief Foley had his very own train.
It was a four-car Frankenstein of a contraption. The front car was a modern engine, streamlined and silver and bullet-nosed. Bringing up the rear, the end closest to where I’d come in, was an old-fashioned, rust-red car with tarnished gold accents that looked transported straight from an old Western movie. There was a lightning rod mounted on the roof. The sight of it chilled me—that had to be the brain-melting machine Viv told me about.
And the middle two cars were like the cages on an old circus train. Both were filled with everyone they’d abducted from the Hive.
Ruler-straight lines of Milus Dei soldiers stood four deep along this side of the train, stretching the full length of the thing. A mass of shadows suggested there were more troops on the side I couldn’t see. The line of guys directly in front of the train faced inward, performing occasional crowd control in the cages with Tasers and long sticks that looked suspiciously like cattle prods. 
At first I didn’t see Abe anywhere. When I finally spotted him, it took everything I had not to head straight for Foley and pound him into pulp, terms of surrender be damned.
The son of a bitch had tied him to the railroad tracks.
He was spread-eagled twenty feet behind the old-timey death machine, bound to the tracks with rope and mercifully unconscious. His face looked like someone had mistaken it for cheese and tried to grate it. One man stood guard over him—tall and thin, with long blond hair and a Diablo-style moustache and goatee. Reun, I presumed.
It wasn’t long before Chief Foley strolled out from somewhere in the ranks, wearing the self-satisfied smile he reserved for press conferences and torture sessions. Three men in black accompanied him as he approached me—two of them back and off to the sides, one directly behind him. “Mr. Black,” he said. “I have to admit, I’m surprised you kept to the terms. I expected some kind of trick, like the one you pulled on poor Tom, here.” He stepped aside, revealing the goon behind him to be Hullman.
“I knew there was something wrong with you,” Hullman practically sputtered. “Right from the start. You pushed the wrong doorbell.” His big fists clenched, and he took a step forward. “Not so smart now, are you?” he said. “You’ll get what’s coming to you. Right, Mr. Foley, sir?”
“Yes, Tom. The guilty must be punished.” Calmly drawing his service revolver, Foley half-turned and raised the gun on Hullman. “Which includes you for compromising our location in the first place, you fawning idiot,” he snarled, and put a bullet in his forehead.
Tom Hullman fell back dead, wearing an expression of terminal shock. The other two didn’t even flinch.
“Now.” The chief polished his gun on a sleeve and replaced it in his holster. “Lace your hands on the back of your head, and we’ll see what you’ve got up your sleeves, Mr. Black. I don’t trust you to give up this easily.”
I shrugged. “Suit yourself,” I said, and assumed the position. “By the way, I never liked that guy. I’m glad he’s dead.”
“That was not for your benefit,” Foley said. “Mr. Hullman still has his uses.”
I didn’t like the sound of that.
The stone-faced soldiers marched over and frisked me. I’d figured they would—after all, Foley had been a cop once, and cops always searched the suspect. Procedures died hard. So I’d made sure they had plenty to find, because it’d look suspicious if I came in clean and ready to surrender.
The search turned up two knives, two guns, a small wad of cash, a napkin from Italian Bob’s, the severed hand I’d borrowed from Zoba, and my phone. Most of the stash went into the thugs’ pockets. The hand drew disgusted glares and got thrown across the platform, and the phone was handed to the chief.
“Hey, dumbass. You missed a spot,” I said to the nearest goon, and thrust my hips forward a little. “I might have a tool down there.”
He stepped up without expression, then grabbed and squeezed. Hard.
Okay, that was really goddamned painful. I didn’t expect him to take me up on it—and it took a lot of effort not to scream like a girl.
“Doesn’t feel like it to me,” he intoned, and finally let go with a shove.
“Right. Must’ve put that one in a different pouch this morning,” I said through clenched teeth. “You done yet?”
Foley tapped my phone against his palm. “There’s an active call on this,” he said. “Who’s listening in? The werewolf bitch? The one-armed brat?”
“It’s the mayor,” I rasped, still winded from the throbbing pain in my groin. “Thought he’d want to give you a commendation for misuse of police resources, civil rights violations, excessive force, and murder. Oh, and animal cruelty.”
A wry smirk lifted his lips. “I keep forgetting. You’re supposed to be the funny one.”
The blur I glimpsed before the pain was his right hook smashing my jaw.
I hit the floor hard, tasting blood.
“You may be wondering why I haven’t hobbled you with cold iron yet.” The chief loomed over me, glaring down with contempt. He dropped my phone and smashed it with a booted foot. “I know what you are, Fae. But I’m not entirely convinced you’re the prize we’ve been after, so you’re going to give us a little demonstration,” he said. “That’s where poor Tom comes in.”
Damn it, I knew I didn’t like the sound of that.
Foley hauled me up by the shirtfront and deposited me next to Hullman’s body. “You’re going to ask him a few questions that he knows the answers to, but you don’t. If you get them right, you live, and everyone here goes free. And if you don’t, you all die.”
“Yeah,” I muttered. “Think I got that part already.” Terrific. The rest of my plan wasn’t going to work unless I was back by the stairs. I had to stall a little bit longer.
I’d have to go through with this.
“Ask him what the combination is to the weapons storage room,” Foley barked.
“All right. Hold on.” I sighed and laid a hand on Hullman’s chest.
God, this hurts! His voice ripped through my head, making me wince.
“Tom,” I said. “What’s the combination to the weapons storage room?”
There isn’t…oh, shit, this hurts. Isn’t one. It’s a mag key. Who are you? Why can’t I stop—
“Shut up, Tom.” I closed my eyes. “There isn’t one,” I said. “It’s a mag key.”
“Good. But you could’ve gotten that from one of the men in the raid, or while you were poking around in the control room.”
I glared at Foley. “So that was pointless and a trick question?”
“I wanted to see if you’d answer truthfully,” he said. “It’s called establishing a baseline. Next question. What is his mother’s maiden name?”
“What’s your mother’s maiden name, Tom?”
Lawrence-Lawrence-Lawrence-Lawrence-Lawrence-Lawre—
“Once is enough!” Apparently, terrified newly-dead guys were extra painful to talk to. “Lawrence,” I spat.
The chief nodded. “Ask him what he was doing in the break room on sublevel two last Friday night.”
I probably didn’t want to hear this one. “Okay, Tom,” I said. “What were you doing in the break room on sublevel two last Friday night?”
Singing…augh-please-let-go…singing Katy Perry please this HURTS
I looked at Foley. “Trying on women’s underwear,” I said. “He says you inspired him to do that, Chief. The dead can’t lie. Something you want to confess to your buddies, here?”
He kicked me in the side.
I barked out a breath. “Fuck!” I gasped. “Singing Katy Perry. Jesus.”
“Last question. Why did Dr. Garret plan to terminate Subject Seven?”
The question made me smile inwardly. Not the words, but what I heard behind him—fear. He was terrified of Daoin. Maybe we had a chance, after all.
I leaned in closer to Hullman’s corpse. Might as well take advantage of the situation and find out something I hadn’t planned on needing to know. “How do I open the rail car cages?” I said.
“Don’t answer that, Hullman! That’s an order!”
Keys…engine car. Hanging by the door-please-stop.
I grinned. “He can’t hear you, Chief. He’s dead.”
He lunged for me. I rolled clear, stood and sprinted past him, back toward the stairs. Only had to get halfway up. The two goons gave chase, but I managed to stay ahead of them long enough to reach the side door on the landing—the one leading in from the emergency medical access tunnels. I banged on the door and stepped back.
When it opened, four more Gideons rushed out.
 
 



CHAPTER 47

 
The goons on the stairs froze and looked back at Foley, but he didn’t give them any orders. He was busy being too furious to speak.
It was a risk, but it paid off. I figured they couldn’t afford to kill me.
“Hey, you said nobody else but me,” I called. “So here I am. All five of me.” As I spoke, two of the other Gideons pulled guns and trained them on the thugs. That would be Denei and Zoba. I was pretty sure the one closest to me was Taeral, and Sadie stood to his left.
We hadn’t bothered trying to glamour Grygg. He’d be along shortly, and a bit more dramatically. I hoped.
Foley regained his composure, and his sneer. “You’re bleeding,” he said, staring straight at me. “You’re the real DeathSpeaker.”
“Am I?” Grinning, I focused for a few seconds and changed my glamour. Now I was Taeral.
At the same instant, Taeral changed his appearance to Daoin. Not the wasted shell we’d pulled out of the vault, but the angry god from Murdoch’s vision. And there was no doubt who he wanted to smite.
“Bullets won’t kill him!” the chief shouted. “Just shoot—”
Before he could finish ranting the command, Denei and Zoba fired simultaneously. The two goons dropped back and tumbled down the stairs.
A loud, splintering shatter filled the space as Grygg responded to the signal—shots fired—and crashed through the boarded skylight at the center of the platform, ten feet behind the chief. The whole station shook when he landed.
And the rest of the Milus Dei morons finally realized they were under attack.
As the five of us raced down the stairs and a wave of men in black surged toward the scene, Foley spun on a heel and bolted toward the train. Grygg sidestepped and dropped him with a neat clothesline before turning to face the oncoming mob, who were already firing.
“The keys to those cages are in the engine car, hanging by the door,” I shouted to the rest of them. “Watch out for Abe. He’s on the tracks.”
No one responded. I’d have to assume they heard me.
Taeral and I stopped and surrounded Foley, who’d just gotten to one knee. The rest kept going to help Grygg. Taeral, still wearing a Daoin skin, hauled the chief up one-handed and threw him toward the stairs. “Bastard!” he screamed.
I touched his arm. “I’ve got him,” I said. “Reun’s over there, by the tracks. You’re the only one who can handle him.”
He hesitated, practically shaking with his desire to rip Foley into tiny pieces. Then he nodded and ran for the tracks.
Before I could turn, a gun went off behind me.
Foley missed.
“Devil spawn,” he snarled as I faced him. “You won’t escape this time. And we’ll take a lot more than your other arm.” He shoved the service revolver back and drew out a different gun.
I suspected that one wasn’t loaded with regular bullets.
He fired, and I dropped the Taeral glamour just to mess with him. Another miss—but I felt the wind from that one. Foley shook his head. “I don’t care which one you are,” he said. “I will bring you down. All of you.”
I ran at him.
My lunge knocked him down, and I slugged him in the jaw before he could catch a breath. Then I went for the arm with the gun, but I couldn’t see it. That’s when I felt the barrel shoved against my thigh.
Foley grinned and pulled the trigger.
White-hot noise filled my head. Pain flooded in after it. Foley shoved me to the ground, grabbed an arm and yanked me facedown, planting a knee between my shoulders. Something snapped around my wrist—cold metal that burned.
I couldn’t let him cuff me.
Gritting my teeth against the pain, I jerked hard to the right. The pressure on my back eased, and I pulled my arm free and rolled away. He’d closed the cuff, and the other one dangled open from my wrist. I’d have to live with it for now.
But I was already nauseous, and more than a little dizzy.
I rolled again, tensed to get up, when I realized Foley hadn’t attacked again. Where the hell was he? I was facing the stairs so I couldn’t see any of the fight behind me, but I heard the commotion—shouting, gunfire, running. At least one of those sounds was getting a lot closer, quickly.
Finally, I managed to right myself. And I saw why Foley hadn’t attacked.
He stood a few feet away beside a cluster of roughly a dozen black-clad soldiers. Apparently, they were escorting Reun. He was in the center, a full head taller than the rest. And he was grinning. Beyond them, I caught a glimpse of the battle. It was mostly one-sided—their side.
Reun moved through the knot of soldiers, his eyes fixed on me. They were a brilliant green, penetrating and chillingly calm. He cleared the barricade and threw something at Chief Foley’s feet, where it landed with a sharp clank.
Taeral’s metal arm.
I didn’t even know this guy, and I already wanted to kill him.
“Get him secured. No need to shoot him. He’ll be going down on his own soon enough.” Foley cast a wicked glare at me. “We’re moving to phase four. Be ready.”
He swept away, and most of the men in black followed him. Two stayed behind and flanked Reun.
I reached out and closed the loose cuff, so he couldn’t get me immobilized easily. “What the hell did you do to my brother?” I said.
“Nothing he’d not have done to me.” Reun moved forward with measured steps and stopped in front of me. “So. You are the DeathSpeaker,” he said. “How does it feel, holding a power with such potential—great good, or unspeakable evil? You must believe yourself a god.”
My lip curled. “I believe myself pissed off, you sick son of a bitch. How could you work for these butchers?”
“My reasons are not for your ears.”
“Fine. I really don’t give a shit, anyway,” I said. “Are we going to fight or what? Your handler there told you to secure me.”
Reun smiled. “I’ve no need to fight you, DeathSpeaker. Not when you’re unable to move your legs.”
A jolt of panic moved through me when I realized he was right.
Goddamn it. Maybe if I blinded him, I could distract his focus. “De’ársahd,” I shouted, and the moonstone burst into a bright flare.
He leaned forward and blew on the pendant like a birthday candle.
It went out.
“You’re getting weaker,” Reun said, still wearing a benevolent smile. “All that cold iron. You do know it’s poisoning you?” He nodded at my arm.
I glanced down and barely stifled a cry. The arm was an ugly, dark mottled purple and green, from elbow to fingertips.
“No,” I ground out, meeting his gaze. “It’s a trick, like whatever you were doing to Abe.”
“Is it? I’d not be so sure. You can feel it throbbing.”
And I could feel it. A powerful, pulsing throb, every one inducing a fresh wave of nausea. I looked involuntarily—and watched in horror as my forearm bulged and deflated in sync with the pulsating pain.
Then the skin split like an overcooked hot dog. Blood sluiced from the gash, and the agony shooting through my arm felt damned convincing.
“It’s not real,” I sputtered, frantically searching my memory for the word. The one Taeral used to find the tracking spell. To reveal it.
I didn’t quite remember, but I sort of…translated. “Nochtaan,” I said.
The illusions vanished, including the one that had frozen my legs. So I palmed the loose cuff, stepped forward—and punched Reun in the face with it.
A sizzling sound rose from him, and he hissed and stumbled back. There was a crescent-shaped burn on his cheek. His eyes narrowed for an instant.
Then he laughed and held a hand out. “Na boegth.”
This time, I couldn’t move anything.
“Perhaps I did underestimate you, just a bit,” Reun said. “You’ve such a rudimentary understanding of magic, and I cannot understand why. But you are…creative.”
I tried to think a sarcastic response at him. He probably didn’t hear it.
“Your brother, now. He is quite formidable. He might’ve defeated me, but for some reason he suppresses his full power—and he doesn’t seem aware of this. You may want to inform him, should he survive long enough.”
There was a sound behind me, a kind of shuffling slither. And a voice said, “There you are, my delicious little prize.”
Murdoch.
The two goons suddenly swung into action, full-on open fire at what I assumed was the bogeyman’s position. Reun just stared…curiously at first, and then with dawning horror. He started shuddering in place.
Suddenly, I could move again.
I sagged and caught myself before I hit the ground, half-turning toward the bogeyman to thank him. But I didn’t get the words out. The form he’d taken was tall and slender, pale-skinned, with ethereal features and a waist-length cascade of sea foam green hair—so beautiful, it hurt just to look at her.
Reun’s worst nightmare was a woman.
The goons were still firing to no effect. “Could you take care of those insects for me?” the Murdoch-woman said, and even her voice was achingly sweet. “He’s all mine now.”
“Yeah. Er…thanks.”
I shook myself and turned to deal with the thugs.
When they saw me coming, they decided to ignore that whole don’t-shoot-him thing. My crooked-glamour defense held until I was within two feet, and one of them got lucky and aimed for my heart. The shot took me in the shoulder.
I let it spin me back, and then grabbed his arm and twisted, snatching the gun as it fell from his fingers. As I blew his throat out, the other one snagged the loose cuff and pulled me toward him.
The momentum straightened me into a clear shot at him. I actually managed to blow his brains out from a foot away, instead of point blank.
Great. I was getting better at murdering people.
As the second thug fell, a fresh wave of dizziness dropped me to my knees. I stayed there panting for a few seconds, trying to gather what strength I had left. My leg throbbed where I’d been shot—for real, just as painful as Reun’s illusion had been—and I could feel the cold iron burning inside me. Smears of blood decorated my wrist around the cuff. I was starting to shake with the fever.
But there was still a fight going on. Time for me to join it.
 
 



CHAPTER 48

 
Mass confusion roiled around the train.
There were bodies everywhere, living and dead. Grygg stood motionless on the platform, a good fifteen feet back from the action, with chunks blasted from him here and there from the gunfire. I had to assume Reun had done something more permanent to him. If it was the same deal as what he’d done to me, the golem would’ve been moving by now.
Denei and Zoba had somehow managed to wedge themselves under the cage cars, into the recessed track below. Cover from the fire, but not enough maneuvering room to aim a shot. They were exchanging potshots with the soldiers and occasionally hitting a leg or a groin. When they dropped a body, it was hauled away, and the sporadic fire resumed.
Sadie was all but down. In wolf form and growling steadily, she paced a rough circular clearing formed by soldiers. She stumbled every few steps. Every time she fell, one of the soldiers would reach in and zap her with a cattle prod.
I didn’t see Taeral or Foley anywhere.
It looked like all the Milus Dei troops were on this side of the train now. If I could get across the tracks, maybe I could slip into the engine car and open the cages. Some of the Others in there looked like they could help. 
No one had glanced my way yet. I didn’t have a lot of spark left, but I managed to glamour myself a set of body armor and head for the action, gun drawn so I looked like I was participating.
I reached the tracks, jumped down behind the machine car. And I found Taeral.
He was lying across the channel at Abe’s feet, tossed down like garbage. Eyes closed, hand curled around one of the metal handles set into the side of the track channel like he’d been trying to climb out—and had just given up.
“Taeral!” I shoved the gun in my waistband, went to him and shook him, sending a pained glance at Abe. Still unconscious. I really didn’t want to leave him there, but it’d take time I didn’t have to wake him and get him moving. I could at least cut those ropes in case he came around on his own, though. 
“Taeral, come on,” I called as I scrambled over to saw through Abe’s bonds. “Don’t be dead.” I finished cutting the last rope and jumped back to Taeral, shoving him again. “Wake up, damn it!”
His eyes opened slowly—and he went rigid and pulled back in alarm.
Oh, right. The glamour.
“It’s me. Gideon,” I said. “Can you move?”
He shook his head. “We’ve lost.”
“Remember what I said about the fat lady? Still hasn’t sung.”
“Reun is too strong,” he muttered.
“Not anymore,” I said. “Murdoch is…uh, snacking on him. Now move, before someone realizes I’m not shooting you.”
Just when I thought I’d have to leave him there too, he clenched his teeth and pushed up awkwardly from the ground. “You’ll not give up, will you?” he said with a sardonic smirk. “My vow to protect you will be the death of me yet.”
“Probably,” I said. “Let’s go.”
We managed to heave out on the other side of the tracks. Taeral apparently had a little spark left, because he called up a Milus Dei glamour for himself, complete with left arm—though it kind of hung lifeless at his side. “We’re getting the keys,” I said, striding for the engine car. “Any idea where Foley ended up?”
He frowned. “You did not finish him?”
“Er, no. Reun happened before I could.”
“Damn him. I should have—”
“Hey. If you don’t stop beating yourself up, I’m gonna take over for you,” I said. “This was my stupid plan, remember?”
He huffed and rolled his eyes, but there was a slight smile in them. “You’re right,” he said. “It was. I blame you.”
“Great. You can sue me when it’s over.”
The keys were right where poor, dead Tom said they were. In retrospect, I should’ve been suspicious of that. The chief knew I’d found out where they were, and he hadn’t moved them. But I grabbed them anyway and tossed them to Taeral. “Let them out,” I said. “I’m going to look for Foley.”
That was when the world imploded.
There was a vast humming sound, like a power transformer about to blow. The entire train shuddered. And then a shrill shriek drilled into my ears, so loud it was almost a physical sensation.
I knew where Foley was now. He’d turned the machine on.
I clapped my hands over my ears and dropped to my knees. It didn’t help. The same sensations I felt when dead people spoke assaulted me, all at once—piercing, tugging, fishhooks in my brain. Dozens of them. My eyes watered involuntarily, and through my blurred vision, I made out Taeral on the ground, flattened by the force of the engine.
All the rest of the Others were down, too.
With tremendous effort, I struggled to my feet and started lurching toward the back of the train. My glamour was gone—all of it. Every movement was like swimming through wet concrete, and every step sent bright knives of pain through me, straight to my head.
I’d reached the second cage car when Foley rounded the back of the train and headed for me with a triumphant grin.
“You can still save them,” he said. “Surrender. Let me chain you up like a good animal, and I’ll turn the engine off. I’ll let them go.”
“Why? So you can…hunt them down again, after you torture me for their secrets?” I gasped. I struggled another step forward. Blood burst from my nose and poured down my face.
“Well, I do enjoy the hunt,” Foley said, and tipped a quizzical frown. “How are you still moving? Your brain should be jelly by now.”
It sure as hell felt like that. Jelly full of thumbtacks and razor blades, actually. But I wasn’t admitting that to him. “Tell you a secret,” I panted, trying to get to the gun unnoticed. “I hate hunters.”
He laughed. “Your hatred won’t fuel you forever.”
“Maybe not.” Another agonizing step brought me within two feet of him—and my eardrums popped, one after the other. Hot fluid drizzled down my neck. “But that isn’t…what’s fueling me.”
While he glared directly at me, I slid the gun out. He wasn’t looking at my hands. “I don’t suppose you’ll tell me what is, then?” he said. “You’re Fae. You should be on the ground, frying from the inside.”
“I’m half human, you son of a bitch.”
I brought my arm up fast, and shot him point-blank in the gut. When he bowed over, I shot him in the head. Just to be sure.
I grabbed him before his body hit the ground. The pain was immediate and terrible, but I gritted my teeth and held on while he screamed obscenities in my head.
“How do I turn the machine off, asshole?” I shouted.
YOU CAN’T. I FORCED AN OVERRIDE.
Every word ripped at my brain. Foley laughed in my head, and the sound produced shockwaves of agony.
I let go of him, tried to draw a breath, and staggered for the back car.
Somehow, I had to stop that thing.
 
 



CHAPTER 49

 
By the time I hauled myself through the back door of the old rail car, I could barely move. Standing was out of the question. I collapsed on the floor and stared up at the rows of lights and switches and dials lining every wall, including the huge, flashing red one at the far end. Which, I guessed, was the override warning.
So pushing buttons until one of them shut it down was out.
Thinking wasn’t easy with the relentless noise and a brain that was now made almost entirely out of sharp and jagged points. Blood flowed freely from my nose and ears. My only choice was magic, but I could sense I didn’t have much left. My spark was a single banked ember, smothering under the weight of the engine.
Even if I had enough spark, I didn’t know the right words for “turn off the death machine.”
I closed my eyes. Without visual input, my thinking capacity improved by a fraction or two. I remembered something Taeral said about the stone—it stored moonlight, but it also amplified my spark. So if I activated the pendant, maybe I’d have the juice to pull something off.
I just didn’t know what.
“De’ársahd,” I croaked anyway. Even with my eyes closed, I felt the light of the moonstone. It was soothing, almost comforting. Something I’d always sought out without ever knowing why, for as long as I could remember. Moonlight was my ally.
The haze of pain and pressure eased slightly, and a completely unfamiliar phrase floated through my mind. I spoke it aloud.
“Dhuunad sios’na.”
The silence was so loud, I didn’t even realize at first that the shrieking engine had stopped.
When I did, I promptly passed out.

The next thing I knew was a confusion of jumbled images. Everything flashed light and dark, on and off, and an occasional familiar face swam through the morass. Sadie. Taeral. Zoba, looking strangely friendly.
Something cold and hard pressed against my back. At least it was too big for a gun. I focused on the sensation, trying to figure it out, and the rest of the world started to sort itself. I was lying on the concrete floor of the platform next to the tracks. The flashing light was a stuttering neon tube directly above me.
Then I heard gunfire.
I bolted upright and immediately regretted the decision. Everything tilted and slid, and my whole body throbbed like a broken tooth. My vision blurred and doubled.
“Don’t move, you idiot.”
Sadie. I was glad to hear her voice, even if it sounded like she was talking through a mouthful of cotton. Probably because of my busted eardrums. I blinked at the blur in front of me until it looked more Sadie-shaped. She seemed off somehow, until I figured out she was wearing a Milus Dei uniform that didn’t exactly fit. She’d ruined her last change of clothes when she went wolf.
I didn’t bother smiling—that would hurt too much. “You’re not dead,” I said, moving my mouth carefully. “Hooray.”
“We’ve all managed to survive, somehow.” That was Taeral. I felt him take my arm gently. There was pressure at my wrist, a click, and the cuff fell off. Must’ve taken the keys from Foley.
Suddenly I remembered why I’d sat up. “Somebody’s shooting,” I gasped. “Are they still—”
“Just a little cleanup,” Sadie said. “Most of those bastards ran off when Taeral opened the cages. Can’t imagine why. I mean, you’d think there was a vengeful mob after them or something.”
“Yeah. Something like that.” I slumped with relief and closed my eyes, letting some of the dizziness slough off. When I opened them again, I could see a little better.
At least enough to realize that Sadie was crying.
“You don’t look like we all survived,” I said.
She sniffled. “Yeah, well, we thought you were dead. You sure looked like it.”
“I’d say I feel like it too, but it can’t hurt this much to be dead.” I flexed a hand and winced. “Next time, somebody else is in charge of the planning,” I said. “Mine always end I pain.”
“Yes, but they also succeed,” Taeral said. “How did you withstand that machine long enough to shut it down?”
“With a couple of busted eardrums and a shredded brain.” I managed a tired smile. “I’m a halfling, remember? The human part of me kept going.”
A strange expression settled on his face. “Fascinating,” he said. “Perhaps your human side is not the crippling disadvantage I’d believed.”
I would’ve laughed, but it hurt. “Oh, I’m sure there’s a downside,” I said.
Just then, Denei and Zoba approached from the opposite side of the tracks and stopped at the edge. “Hey, we’ve got the big boy up and running again,” she called. “Easier this time. They just flipped his off switch. You still alive, handsome?”
I managed a thumbs-up.
“Good, ’cause you might wanna do something about your little human friend,” she said. “He’s tryin’ to arrest Reun.”
Shit. I’d forgotten about Abe.
“Well, stop him!” I said, trying to get my legs under me. Wasn’t working out too well. “He’s going to get himself killed, damn it.”
Denei laughed. “Honey, Reun ain’t capable of hurting anyone now. He has left the building, if you know what I mean. I’m more worried your friend’s gonna break him before we get the chance to really make him suffer.”
“Fine. Great. But I still have to get to him.” I doubted Abe knew much about what was going on, and he might try to arrest someone who could fight back. I tried again to stand.
Taeral slipped an arm around me and helped me up. I was glad to notice he had two of them again. “I’ll take you,” he said. “Though I’m not sure how we’ll cross the tracks.”
Zoba looked around for a minute, then walked briskly to the right. He bent and grabbed the edge of a wooden platform stand set into the concrete. Grunting, he ripped it free with a grinding, tortured shriek, carried it back, and plopped it down across the channel.
“Oh,” I said. “You made a bridge. Thanks.”
Zoba grinned his pointed-tooth skull grin.
With Taeral’s support, I limped across the makeshift bridge and up the length of the station toward the stairs, where I could see Abe standing over a handcuffed figure on the ground. Another figure stood next to him—Murdoch, arguing with him over something.
As we got closer, I realized Murdoch’s face was almost normal in full light.
“…jurisdiction of the NYPD!” I heard Abe shout. “He’s under arrest. If you don’t step back, you will be too.”
“I’m telling you, little brother, you don’t want that fish,” Murdoch said. “Toss him back.”
I slowed, glanced at Taeral, and took a few careful steps toward them on my own. At least I didn’t immediately collapse. “Hey, Detective,” I called. “What’s the word?”
He froze and turned cautiously in my direction. “Gideon?”
“No, it’s Cleopatra. Queen of denial.”
“Jesus jumped-up Christ. What the hell happened to you, kid?” He strode toward me, his face a mask of anxiety. “You all right? You look like hell dragged you through the sewers and dumped you in a blender.”
“Yeah. You’re not looking so hot there, yourself.”
“Tell me about it,” he groaned. “You were right. The chief’s gone full nut-balls. He shows up at my place babbling about monsters among us, tells me I have to come down and witness some historic surrender. Like he’s goddamn General Grant. Next thing I know, Foley’s showing off a bunch of people in cages, he’s proud of it for some reason, and this blond asshole’s shooting up little girls, or…something.” His brow furrowed. “Feel like I got hit by a goddamned train,” he muttered. “And you look like it.”
“Yeah, well you almost were,” I said. “Foley was going to kill you. And all the people in those cages.”
Abe shook his head slowly. “Why?” he said. “I just don’t get it. I mean…” He trailed off and stared past me. “That. Is a walking statue,” he said. “And those are…teeth.”
I frowned and moved to Abe’s side. The rest of them had joined Taeral—Sadie, Denei and Zoba, Grygg. Behind us, Murdoch was circling around to the other side. “Um,” I said. “Costume party?”
“Bullshit. What’s going on here, kid?”
Murdoch moved in front and grinned at me. “Relax, little brother,” he said. “Your friend here’s got a mind like a steel trap. He’s built for the truth. I couldn’t even find anything to scare him with…and that’s saying something, for a human.”
Abe bristled. “Who’re you calling human—uh, wait a minute.” He blinked rapidly. “The park murders,” he said. “That was a…werewolf.”
I sighed. “Yeah. Those ‘victims’ were working for Foley. They’re the bad guys,” I said. Abe, you don’t seem all that surprised by the werewolf thing.”
“Of course there’s werewolves,” he snapped. “Haven’t you ever seen the pen on a Saturday night? It’s a goddamned zoo. Besides, I…er, saw one, once. Out in Brooklyn.”
“You did?” I gaped at him. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
He snorted. “Not the kind of thing you bust out on the job, is it?” he said. “Hey there, nice night, by the way I saw some guy turn into a wolf, how was your weekend?”
I laughed. At least that explained why he was so anxious about working the Central Park case—and relieved to be off it. “Yeah, I guess it’s not that kind of thing,” I said. “I’m kind of glad you did see it, though. Makes this easier.”
He looked at me with wide eyes. “You’re not a werewolf…are you?”
“Nah,” I grinned. “She is, though.”
Sadie coughed and gave a weak wave.
“Oh,” Abe mumbled. “Well. What about the rest of ’em?”
“You sure you want to know?”
“Hell, there’s already a werewolf,” he said. “How much worse can it get?”
“All right.” I shook my head and pointed out each of them in turn. “Bogeyman. Fae. Golem. Er…swamp-sucking hellions. No offense, Denei.”
“None taken,” she said. “Right, Zoba?”
Zoba made a noise that could definitely be taken as offensive.
Abe’s jaw dropped. “I stand corrected,” he said. “Maybe it could get worse.”
“Listen, Abe…I really don’t think you should arrest anyone here,” I said. “You know that Foley tried to mass murder all these people, and you right along with them. You’re the only one who can put all this through official channels and keep it under wraps. There won’t be any backlash.”
He frowned. “The chief—”
“Is dead.”
“Oh. And I’m guessing I don’t wanna know how that happened.”
“Not really.”
“Okay, then.” Abe sighed and pulled out his handkerchief, started to mop his face—then winced and put it back. “Damn. The paperwork on this is gonna suck.”
“Thanks, Abe,” I said. “I owe you one.”
“Yeah you do,” he grumbled, and then smiled. “But I get the feeling I owe you one back. Thanks for saving my life, kid.”
“Any time.”
Abe swept a last worried glance over the group. He turned and headed for the stairs, shaking his head and muttering under his breath. I watched him go, unable to hold back an incredulous smirk. He really had taken all this well—maybe too well.
“Okay,” I said, turning to the group. “Now what—”
“Goddamn it, Officer, I said fall back!” I heard Abe shout.
I looked. A couple of Transit Authority uniforms had come in at the top of the stairs and stood gaping at the scene. “Sorry, sir, we heard gunfire…” one of them stammered.
“Well, I’m here, aren’t I?” Abe thundered back. “Do you hear any now? No, you don’t! The situation is under control.”
“Yessir, but shouldn’t we call dispatch?”
“Clear out, or I’ll have your badges!”
The TA cops backed away, almost stumbling over each other in their haste to escape. Abe grunted and strode through the door, slamming it shut behind him.
All right, so maybe he was taking it just well enough. 
“You tell ’em, Abe,” I said, mostly to myself. I had a feeling our professional working relationship was going to be a little different from now on.
But this change would be for the better.
 
 



CHAPTER 50

 
The abandoned underground station looked a lot smaller with all these Others in it.
They’d kept the fire in the center of the platform burning while we were gone, and Daoin seemed to be holding court there. At least he was feeling better, I guess. Couldn’t hear what he was saying from here by the entrance, but he’d gotten a group of them spellbound with it, including Lo.
After a quick head count and body check, Taeral and I had pulled back to figure out what was next. Some of the new ones we’d rescued from the death train had drifted off while we walked the subtunnels back here, and a few who’d been waiting at the station had elected to strike out on their own. Right now, we had a group of twenty-six assorted homeless.
Six of them were Duchenes. They outnumbered everything else.
Technically there were twenty-seven, but right now Reun was more like furniture. The Seelie was practically comatose and still wearing Abe’s cuffs. He blinked occasionally. Other than that, he just kind of stayed wherever he was put. Which at the moment was seated on the bench next to us, so we could make sure the status didn’t change.
Murdoch had taken his leave, and left his prize. Apparently, he couldn’t eat another bite of Seelie terror. But he did threaten that he’d come around again sometime.
Taeral looked toward the fire, shaking his head. “I’ve no idea what to do with Daoin,” he said. “He’s docile enough, but…it does not feel right, ordering him about.” He bowed his head. “Truthfully, I’ve not the heart for it.”
“Well, maybe he’ll get better,” I said. “Everything takes time for the Fae, right? This is the first time in how many years that he hasn’t been basically swimming in cold iron?”
“Perhaps,” Taeral said without much conviction, turning away from the scene. “But I suppose we’ve a larger problem at the moment.”
“Yeah. I’d call this large,” I said. “I’d let everyone move in with me, but my van’s only rated for an eight-person capacity. Five, if one of them’s Grygg.”
Taeral raised an eyebrow. “That’s right. I’d forgotten that you live there.”
“Well, I did, until Foley impounded it. Hopefully Abe can get it back for me.” I drummed my fingers on my thigh and winced when I was painfully reminded about the bloody hole through it. Sadie had dug the bullet out for me before we left the Forty-Second Street station.
I hadn’t exactly handled the operation in a manly fashion.
I crossed my arms instead. “I know a few ratty motels and hostels that wouldn’t blink twice at this bunch,” I said. “But that kind of expense adds up, and I kind of quit half my job. We’d need more money than I have.”
“Yes, money is unfortunately an issue,” Taeral said. “And not an easy one for most of us to overcome. Employment is out of the question.”
“I don’t know. Grygg would make a great club bouncer.”
“Perhaps. Until he accidentally breaks a human.”
“Good point.” I frowned. “So where the hell is everyone going to live?”
“You need a place to live?”
I flinched at the voice. Hadn’t even seen Daoin come up alongside us. “Um. Yeah,” I said, glancing at Taeral’s miserable features. “That’s what we were just talking about. All these people can’t stay here.”
“Oh. Well…what about Billy’s house?”
Taeral grimaced sharply. “I’ve not enough room,” he said. “Seven, perhaps you should return to the fire. There’s a chill in this place.”
“I’m warm now. Are you cold, Billy?” His brow furrowed. “Wait, I know. Everyone can stay in my castle. There’s plenty of room.”
“Seven…” Taeral almost choked on the word. “You do not have a castle,” he said gently. “Please. You should go and rest.”
“I do have a castle. I hid there, when…they…” Daoin turned his head toward me. “What is that?” he whispered, staring at the moonstone. “I know these markings. This shape. The…shine of it.” He reached out with a trembling hand. “I think…I’d like to touch it.”
“Go ahead,” I told him.
His hand moved so slowly, I thought he’d never get there. Finally, he ran a fingertip down one glass-smooth blade of the surface, plucked the stone gingerly with thumb and forefinger, and folded his hand around it. “De’ársahd,” he rasped.
The stone flashed once. 
And Daoin flew back like he’d been shot from a catapult, crashing down hard against the shallow platform stairs.
“Father!” Taeral ran to him, and I rushed to catch up. He knelt beside Daoin and lifted him carefully, his gaze roaming in a frantic search for injuries. “Father…Seven…are you all right? Please…”
Daoin groaned slightly and opened his eyes. It took a minute for them to focus on Taeral. “What were we talking about?” he muttered. “Oh. My castle.”
“Yes, that’s right,” Taeral said in defeated tones. “But you do not have a castle, Seven.”
“I don’t?” He shivered and stared harder. “You look like my son.”
“Oh, no. Not again,” Taeral moaned.
“Wait…are you my son?” Daoin said slowly. “Are you…Taeral?”
A wrenching sob shook Taeral’s body. “I am, Father,” he whispered. “I am your son.”
“Taeral.” Daoin spoke the name like an answered prayer. “It was so dark,” he said. “And then, there was light. There was…” His gaze swung to me. “Who are you?”
“Er. That’s a long story,” I said. “I’m Gideon. Let’s go with that for now.”
“Okay,” he said. “Gideon. And my name is…Daoin, isn’t it?”
“Yes, it is.” Taeral closed his eyes and tipped his head back, then smiled at his father. “That is your name.”
“My name is Daoin.” His features fell. “I don’t remember the rest. Sometimes I forget things,” he said. “But I remember…the castle. We can live there,” he said as his face brightened. “I can take us.”
“No, Father—”
“Wait,” I said, remembering what Taeral had mentioned earlier. That he was like a child, an unpredictable child with vast powers. Maybe he really did know of a place. It probably wasn’t an actual castle, but a child might see a lot of things as a castle. “Let him do it,” I said. “It can’t hurt, right?”
“No, I suppose not,” Taeral murmured. “All right, then. Lead us to your…castle.”
Daoin smiled. “Follow me.”
After Taeral helped him up, he turned and headed for the fire. “Everybody!” he called with his hands cupped around his mouth. “Everybody come here. We’re going to my castle.”
There was a lot of muttering, shocked exclamations, and suspicious looks. Still, all the occupants of the room drifted closer, even the Duchene clan. Daoin was crazy, but he had a certain air of command that was almost impossible to ignore.
Taeral and I stood on either side of him, waiting for the next installment of crazy. It came when he took each of our hands in one of his. “Okay, you all have to hold hands,” he said. “Because…well, you do. I can’t remember why. Just don’t let go.”
Denei and a few of the younger Duchenes balked at that, but Zoba seemed to grunt them into doing it. Soon, everyone had someone else’s hand.
“Close your eyes,” Daoin said. “We’ll be there soon. It’s a great castle.”
Against my better judgment, I closed my eyes.
There was a sudden rush of air, like a strong wind. The bottom dropped out of the world, and for long seconds it felt like falling. I was tempted to look, to see what the hell was going on—but my better judgment suddenly switched sides and recommended that I keep my eyes shut. Really tight.
The sensations stopped all at once. “Here we are,” Daoin said cheerfully.
I looked.
My shocked gasp wasn’t the only one. We were standing in an overgrown courtyard, with a white stone walkway leading to a large, four-story brick building half-swallowed in climbing ivy. Dense trees and thick hedge growth formed a semi-circle around the courtyard, hiding it from the rest of the world. There were muted traffic sounds somewhere outside the wild barrier. An air of long abandonment hung over the entire space.
I could just make out the faded letters formed by paler bricks above the entrance.
CASTLE HOTEL
Taeral turned a wide-eyed stare on Daoin. “Well,” he said. “It seems you really do have a castle.”
“Of course I do. I’m…” A troubled expression shadowed his face, but his smile replaced it quickly. “Come inside. There’s plenty of room for everyone.” He headed for the door, and Taeral started to follow.
Then I remembered something important.
“Hey, Taeral?”
He turned with a question in his eyes. 
“Uh. We forgot Reun.”
“So we did.” He looked thoughtful for a minute, and gave a slight smile. “He’ll not take any harm there. I’ll go and fetch him in a bit.”
“Works for me.” I wasn’t exactly thrilled about having a Seelie noble around, even a comatose one. Wouldn’t mind leaving him there forever. I still wanted to kill him.
Taeral shrugged and headed inside with the rest of them. Soon only Sadie and I were left outside. “So, that was a hell of a thing,” she breathed. “He just…whooshed us all here.”
“Yeah. I think I’m glad I don’t have a pacemaker,” I said. “Well, this is one problem solved. But if all these people are staying here, there’s a lot of work to do. This place might be lacking certain features. You know, like running water.”
“Ya think?” Sadie grinned. “What about you? You’re staying, right?”
The question stopped me cold. I hadn’t even thought about it. Part of me still believed I’d just go get my van from Abe and return to the solitary night life. The one where I rarely talked to people, never took risks—and just kind of sat around, waiting until some other body mover picked me up from the place I eventually dropped dead.
I couldn’t go back to that.
“I don’t know,” I finally said. “I mean, where am I gonna park my van? I’ve got a pretty good rate at the garage, you know. And I’m paid up three months in advance.”
She elbowed me hard. “You’re not living in your van. You’re staying, if I have to chain you to a bed and make you.”
“That actually sounds kinda fun. Want to try it sometime?”
“Seriously, Gideon.”
I smiled. “Yes. I’m staying, okay? Somebody’s got to keep an eye on Taeral.”
She hugged me, and I felt warm all over. “Thank you,” she said. “I’m glad.”
“Me, too.” I hugged her back and let go reluctantly. “Where the hell are we, anyway?” I said. “I mean, for all we know, he could’ve transported us to Bombay or something.”
“Sounds like the Lower East side,” Sadie said.
“Come on. Your hearing can’t be that good.”
“Or can it?” She arched an eyebrow, and then laughed. “Okay, maybe not. But this is the surface, and my phone works. I checked the GPS the second we landed in what-the-fuck-just-happened.”
“Cheater,” I said with a grin. “Well, I guess we’d better take a look around, if we’re staying.”
“Good idea.” She threaded her hand through mine and led me toward the entrance.
The place was a dump. I knew that long before we walked through the door. But even if the walls were falling down, the ceilings were caving in, and the rat population outnumbered us four to one…it already felt more like home than anywhere else in the world.
Home was where your people were. And I’d finally found mine.
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Preview: FIELDS OF BLOOD
The DeathSpeaker Codex, Book 2
 
CHAPTER 1

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

Manhattan, New York – Present Day
When Abe called me from a crime scene in the middle of the day, I knew something was about to go wrong—if it hadn’t already.
Detective Abraham Strauss had been unexpectedly promoted to captain last month, just after the Milus Dei disaster in the sub-station under Port Authority. The department had skipped him right over the lieutenant rank. They’d also somehow managed to make a few dozen dead bodies, a lot of them cops, slide way under the public radar. There hadn’t been a single peep about the Forty-Second Street Massacre in the papers, in the news, or even online.
I was suspicious at best. Milus Dei, the twisted cult with a mission to hunt down, capture and ruthlessly torture all non-human Others to death—including me—had been firmly entrenched in the NYPD, under the leadership of Chief Nigel Foley.
Now that Foley was dead, it should’ve been over.
But Abe had called me because of a certain distinctive mark on a fresh murder victim that suggested it wasn’t.
Traffic was a bitch. I generally avoided driving in Manhattan during the day, and up until recently, my job had been ideal for that. I was a body mover, a taxi driver for the dead. Life had been simple and quiet, at least for a few years. I’d pick up corpses wherever they dropped and bring them wherever they needed to go next—usually the hospital, the morgue, or a funeral home. I’d worked at night and kept to myself. Most of my conversations were one-sided rambles with dead people.
Until the dead started talking back. That’s when I found out that the Others existed. Werewolves, fairies, vampires, even the bogeyman—they were all real.
And I was one of them. Still hadn’t gotten used to that.
It took me almost an hour to get to the crime scene. Of course, it was in Central Park, where everything truly horrible in my life seemed to start. I was beginning to hate the damned park. I pulled my van in alongside the handful of emergency vehicles still on scene, and hopped out to find Abe.
Didn’t take long. Unlike the gruesome deaths that had started the whole thing, where the bodies were found half-hidden in the wooded Ramble, this killer had left the victim right out in the open. On a popular public walking path, in broad daylight.
Abe stood over the bagged body, tie loose and handkerchief in hand. That wasn’t a good sign. He only brought it out when something bothered him enough to make him sweat, even on a brisk November day like this. He looked up with a frown as I approached. “What happened, you get lost?” he said.
I shrugged. “Hey, it’s ten in the morning. I’m not wired for this daylight stuff.”
“Tell me about it,” he muttered. As a detective, Abe worked all hours—most of them night hours, since crime preferred the dark. But the promotion had him pulling normal-people shifts, mostly in the office. He hated it. And it was another reason his call worried me. Technically, working the crime scene was no longer his job.
“So what’s the word, Detective? Sorry…Captain.” I grinned. Couldn’t help needling him a little. He deserved the promotion, even if he didn’t think so—Abe had always been one of the good guys. “Let me guess,” I said. “No witnesses.”
He grimaced. “Hell, there’s plenty of witnesses. Problem is they can’t agree on anything about the perp, except he was ‘a guy with a knife.’ Real damned helpful.” He glanced furtively at the nearest people, a pair of forensics techs sorting through evidence bags, and lowered his voice. “Like I said, the vic has that tattoo. The blue one.”
“Right.” Every member of the cult had their symbol tattooed on them somewhere. An ankh with the blade of a sword as the base, done in dark blue ink. Milus Dei was Latin for “soldiers of God,” but the ankh wasn’t a traditional Christian symbol. Maybe the bastards just thought it looked cool or something. 
“You think one of the…er, Others killed him?” Abe said, still hushed in case anyone was listening.
“Maybe. If it was, can’t say I’d blame them too much.” I hadn’t given Abe a lot of detail about the unspeakably horrific things this cult had done to countless non-humans, but he knew enough. “Mind if I take a look at him?”
“Be my guest.”
I knelt on the ground and unzipped the body bag. The dark-haired, thin-faced dead man inside was in good shape compared to previous Milus Dei victims—he still had a face, and his guts weren’t on the outside. The last ones found in the park had been mauled by a werewolf. But she’d done that in self-defense. 
I’d never seen Sadie as a bloodthirsty killer. Not even before I knew her, when she tried to steal my van.
This one was different. Deliberate, almost ritualistic. He had an extra wide, red smile below his face, a gaping gash where his throat had been slit. And there was something carved on his chest. I couldn’t quite make it out, because his torn shirt was still in the way.
I looked up at Abe. “Got a pair of gloves on you?”
“Probably, somewhere.” He investigated various pockets until he came up with two severely wrinkled, blue latex gloves. “Don’t give ’em back,” he said.
“What, the NYPD doesn’t recycle?”
He snorted. “Only stuff that’s not covered in dead people.”
“Got it.” Smirking, I pulled the gloves on and carefully lifted the dead man’s shirt. My stomach clenched when I saw what had been sliced into his flesh.
It was a rune. A Fae symbol…fairy writing. I’d just found out I was half Fae and still didn’t know much about them, especially their language and writing. But this was one of the few I could read.
Vengeance.
“Jesus Christ on toast,” Abe blurted.
I raised an eyebrow. “That’s a new one,” I said. “You know, Abe, you could’ve mentioned the whole chest-carving thing.”
“Didn’t know. The forensics photographer called me about the tattoo because of the other cases, but he was already bagged when I got here.” The handkerchief went into motion, wiping a fresh sheen of sweat from his broad face. “You know what that thing means?” he said.
“Yeah. Means it wasn’t a werewolf.” I sighed, tugged the shirt back down and zipped the bag closed. “The symbol is Fae,” I said.
“Like your…er, friend with the metal arm?”
I nodded. “He didn’t do this, though.” Taeral, the Unseelie Fae who’d tried to kill me the first time I met him, was actually my half-brother. I knew he wasn’t involved in this—he had plenty of other things to worry about, without wandering around and slitting people’s throats on a mission of vengeance. “I’ll look into this, find out what I can,” I said. “Can I take him?”
“Yeah, they’re done with him. Let me just go get the form.” Abe turned toward his car, paused and looked at me. “You all right, kid? Look like somebody nailed your cat to a tree.”
“I’m fine. I just…thought this was over,” I said.
He clapped me on the shoulder. “We’ll make it over, Gideon. Don’t worry.”
“Great,” I said, wishing I could believe that. As he headed for his car, I stared down at the body bag knowing what I had to do now—and not liking it one damned bit.
It was time to have a chat with the dead guy.
 
CHAPTER 2

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