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			Chapter One

			After I’d opened Pandora’s Box, my life was the best it had ever been.

			All the stories tell us. I should have known it wouldn’t last. Couldn’t last.

			A loner most of my life, while on the hunt for Pandora’s Box, I’d been reunited with my boyfriend, Will; discovered my true nature; and cobbled together a kind of family with other Fangborn and my cousin-by-affection, Danny. When I opened the Box, I felt my days on my own were finally over. But there’s some truth to every myth, and shortly after that, I lost it all.

			Stands to reason: You need to have something before you can lose it.

			But as we pulled down a quiet exit off Route 1 in New Jersey, trading malls for fields and trees, Adam Nichols was quiet, and that wasn’t good. A big, blond guy with scary, light blue eyes, Adam’s nose had a good shape but was flawed, as if it had been broken and badly reset. His size and muscles intimidated me; I was a foot smaller, maybe ten years younger, and probably at least seventy-five pounds lighter, so even his silence seemed like a threat.

			A small, dark-haired, green-eyed young woman traveling with a guy so big and blond, we looked like we might not even be of the same species. I still thought of myself as human.

			His quiet made me anxious, and that in turn made me resentful, which was worse, because he was kinda growing on me.

			Maybe he was uneasy about traveling with a werewolf.

			I was getting used to the idea that there were such things as werewolves, and that I was one. I’d learned that I was Fangborn, and they—we—are dedicated to secretly protecting humanity and eradicating evil. Werewolves were built to track and tear, as vampires were built to heal and conceal, and oracles—well, oracles were strangely and variously psychic. It was good to know I wasn’t crazy, but I was a stray, and unlike those raised in Fangborn culture, I still struggled with the ethics of the judgment and removal of the truly evil. Especially when removal means killing.

			Maybe Adam was worried about having helped me escape a government laboratory. Maybe it was that he had, until two weeks ago, worked for another part of that same government and had robbed or threatened me on several occasions. Guilt can be funny, so who knew?

			At first, I thought the Theodore Roundtree Group, or TRG, was the best thing going. A secret section of the government meant to act as a liaison between Normal humans and Fangborn, they said they would continue my Fangborn training with my friends and pay for my archaeological studies. Someplace to belong, at long last.

			What really happened: they separated me from Will, Danny, and siblings Gerry and Claudia Steuben at a facility in rural Virginia. I booked it when the TRG took a few more liberties with my person and my rights. Ever since I’d opened the Box, I’d had a jeweled bracelet mystically embedded in the flesh of my right wrist that seemed to enhance and add to my werewolf abilities and allow me to access other abilities I shouldn’t have at all. It was a lovely thing, despite its weirdness: it appeared to be made of flat gemstones in every color from garnet to opal to black diamond, linked with gold and platinum wire. I could just make out the tissue and veins of my arm through the more transparent stones. The TRG decided that they needed to know more about this strange bracelet and its powers—my powers—and they drugged me and locked me up.

			In an odd family coincidence, my mother, my only known relative, had also escaped from an asylum decades ago when she didn’t like the look of the treatment some of the other kids were getting. I’d learned that someone, perhaps even the TRG itself, had been responsible for that asylum and it was somewhere near, north of the TRG’s Virginia headquarters. I suppose it made sense, if it was the TRG, to keep their experiments where they could keep an eye on them.

			I knew now that someone had already messed with Ma’s brain, her memories, in an attempt to hide her identity from her while retaining all the inclinations and powers of her Fangborn heritage. According to the file Adam had stolen, my mother was older than she believed, had been born in 1949. It was the long lifespan of the Fangborn, a secret kept from her, that let her believe she was in her mid-forties and not her mid-sixties. She believed she was as ordinary as the next guy.

			That was true as long as the next guy was a vampire. Or a werewolf. Or an oracle.

			I wasn’t 100 percent certain that the drugs they’d given her—trying to suppress her memories of what she was, of who her family was, of being Fangborn—hadn’t been responsible for her brain cancer. If I found out who did that to her, I’d probably destroy them.

			So, to recount: no more friends, no family, no job, no nothing. Having escaped the TRG, I had several goals: I was going to track down Will, Danny, and the Stuebens and find that asylum, hoping it would give me answers about myself. But even I, the original bad luck charm, was having a hard time being optimistic when being a killer was the only thing I had going for me, and now Adam, my last tie with my “old” life of a month or two, was mad at me to boot.

			Adam and I had gotten to know each other pretty well in the past few days—you can’t help that on a road trip. He’d done a lot of traveling and told great stories about his adventures. I think he was impressed by the fact that I’d read even more sci fi than he had. We agreed on the Red Sox, me because of growing up around Boston and Adam because he had a near encyclopedic knowledge of players, games, and stats. I never did convince him on Deadmau5, but he gave it a shot. After a few pro forma protests, I learned that I could look forward to listening to Telemann and Bach when it was his turn to pick the music. When he did laugh, which wasn’t all that often, it was surprisingly unreserved. We had a rhythm down to our traveling, and it suited both of us.

			We were becoming friends.

			To prove it, I picked the fight he didn’t want to have. “Hey, Nichols, if you’re sick of talking to me, you can stop, and I’ll leave right now. I didn’t ask you to pick me up two weeks ago, or in Greece, or in Turkey, either.”

			He frowned. “There’s nothing wrong. We’re pulling off to get coffee, like you asked. I’m just concentrating.”

			He wasn’t exactly lying, but … “Adam, what is it?

			“Zoe, I’ve already said.” He shrugged. “We were almost caught yesterday. And these little forays of yours are slowing us down. You just don’t want to acknowledge that.”

			No, I didn’t want to acknowledge it. Yesterday had been my third kill in two weeks. I’d been told that the Fangborn are always right and are always on the side of right, and that very single one of my targets—last week, the week before, all the ones before that—had deserved it.

			I also didn’t want to admit that I was getting better at it, and just how good it felt killing bad guys, the ones who get off on cruelty, hurting and killing others. Even when I sensed utterly the person under my fangs had earned it, even when I had proof, the Fangborn assertions of infallibility seemed a little … convenient.

			“I can’t help it. You know that. I smell evil, I have to go after it.” But it had never been so many, so intense before. Even with werewolf strength and stamina, I was exhausted. I had never been able to sense evil from as far away as I could now. From what I knew about the Fangborn, our range was limited to what we could scent in the immediate area. I was being called to chase evil from two miles or more. That was unusual for any werewolf.

			Maybe it was a result of my mother’s tampered chemistry giving me a few abilities that other werewolves didn’t have, like a proximity sense and an uncanny affinity for blood. I was pretty sure the bracelet was also increasing those powers and adding new ones.

			“I know this isn’t an ideal situation,” I said. “If I—”

			I broke off, gagging. The reek of true evil is stomach turning, like a dead rat rotting in a wall. If I’d tried to resist it, I would have become even more ill. “Stop the car!”

			“Zoe, again?”

			“Now!”

			No time for talk. Adam knew what to do. As he pulled over, the Call to track that evil hit me hard and fast. I unbuckled myself and threw myself from the car while it was still rolling. I stumbled, once, twice, found my footing, and bolted, following the trail through the parking lot. I vaulted over a six-foot fence and into the wooded line that separated the strip mall from the surrounding woods and fields.

			When you’re down and feeling low, violent activity helps. Actual violence itself seems to help my attitude to no end. This felt like true purpose and righteousness, and after the oppressive atmosphere in the car, it felt awesome—and that was too weak a word. What does it feel like, to be an avenging angel? A superhero? I’ll tell you, it’s worth the secret identity, and very nearly the loneliness. All doubt, all fear, fled. I had worried, ever so briefly, that I was making up reasons to hunt so much lately, but that’s not what the Fangborn do. Despite everything, I had this joy, this sureness.

			To be good at something, and to grow in your mastery of it, is a gift. I literally took it and ran with it.

			I hadn’t Changed yet, but eventually I had to slow to let my nose catch up. There were almost too many trails. Whoever I was tracking had spent a lot of time in this area over the past few days.

			But with so many filthy odors present, my nose, even in human form, was easily able to find the latest, the strongest scent and follow it. That trail was so obvious, even a Normal could have scented it, if she’d cared to.

			For me, it was like a well-lit highway.

			I was getting close, so I slowed and stopped, summoning the half-Change. The good news was that in these woods, no one could see me. Superheroes and villains share more in common than any of us would like to admit.

			The Change came quickly, without most of the concentration and finger crossing I’d needed in the past. A rush of adrenaline, a shiver of ecstasy, a flood of endorphins, and suddenly I was a bipedal wolf-girl in cargo shorts and layered strappy tanks. I could have Changed fully, and taken a wolf form, but the half-Change allowed me to use most of my powers, kept me upright with my hands free, and left my clothing intact.

			I kicked off my shoes and ran. Late afternoon, still late summer light. Hours before dark, not that it mattered with my wolfy eyes and nose. Joyfully bloodlusty, I hardly noticed as the brambles grabbed at my clothes, scratching my arms and neck. I turned a corner, nearly there, and—

			I lost the scent.

			No, that’s not right. Suddenly, I wanted, with all my heart, to veer off to the west, follow a path that I didn’t understand—

			No, that’s impossible—Fangborn werewolves and vampires are driven to follow the trail of evil. There’s no way I could be resisting the Call that would lead to the Change.

			I wanted to follow that other, invisible path with all my being.

			I tried it. I tried turning away.

			A slight rush, a little dizziness, but no cramps, no nausea. I should be bent over, nearly immobile with illness, trying to turn away from the Call to fight evil.

			I moved toward my unseen, unknown other objective. I could still smell evil, but I was moving away from it.

			Again, impossible.

			I vaulted a tangle of briers and what looked like ropes of poison ivy, landing smoothly on the other side.

			I stopped dead.

			I’d found it. After looking, mostly going on guesswork and instinct for two weeks, somehow it had found me.

			After sixty or seventy years, the site of the asylum was wooded now, but after a little impatient searching, I found the foundations, themselves collapsed and sprouting trees and sticker bushes. Almost as if nature were conspiring to hide what had gone on here.

			There were no recent smells of humans—or Fangborn, either. Deer, a couple of rabbits, left scents that tickled my nose.

			Somehow, I’d found it. After days of running down leads in Virginia and Maryland, we were now outside of Princeton, New Jersey. I was pretty sure whoever had kept Ma and how many others here—experimenting on them, trying to create Fangborn who didn’t know they were vampires, or werewolves, or oracles—were tied to the TRG.

			I Changed back to my skinself, hunkered down, and picked up a fragment of brick. A couple of months ago, I had been trying to build up my résumé as an archaeologist. Those skills would serve me now, but unless I planned on digging up the whole place, I wasn’t going to get easy answers.

			This was a place so important to me, it had drawn me away from the trail of evil. Which can’t happen.

			I reached into my pocket and pulled out the bad photocopy of a photocopy of a picture that was old when it was copied. I tried to get a sense of the landscape that had changed over many decades. A slight depression in the ground told me where a large building had been. Archaeology trains you to make the most of a clue.

			There.

			A piece of square granite told me I had a cornerstone or piece of a lintel. A sharp edge, tool marks still visible on the corner where it had been shaped, helped me orient myself further. Out of habit, I reached down to touch it.

			A hurricane in my head. A storm of lights and images rushed through my mind. A thriving town whooshed past me, and suddenly, just beyond its limits, the asylum was standing again. I could see patients being wheeled down paths between buildings. A fine place, an upstanding place, the cutting edge of science. I wondered if I’d see a younger version of my mother there  …

			There were several stone buildings and a parking lot. Doctors and nurses in white coats hurried down the paths between two of the buildings. Children in blue wool uniforms played inside the chain-link fence that surrounded what I assumed was the orphanage, set apart from the medical buildings.

			I could smell the trees blooming, the pollen thick in the air, the fresh-cut grass warm under the sun: spring then replaced the autumn of now. A smell of asphalt and antiseptic, a flood of every sense but sound. It was as if the volume were turned down too low; I couldn’t get close enough to hear what was being said, but had the impression that if I listened hard enough, or people spoke up, I would hear. It was incredibly frustrating, like not being able to scream or run in a dream.

			The air settled around me as though an atmospheric low had blown in. A mid-Atlantic depression—humid, ominous, dispiriting—fell upon the place, as much weather and season as emotion. I would have left this place, too. No wonder; the kids were essentially locked up in a cage.

			A man in a lab coat with an arm full of files bustled right past me. I tried yelling, then realized he couldn’t hear me and wondered if I wouldn’t be better off trying to hide. But I had no presence here, no more than a ghost. The thick, horn-rimmed glasses; the horrible height and pleats of the waistband and the style of the nurses’ uniforms; and the round curves of automobiles the size of aircraft carriers told me: this was sometime in the past. Sometime in the 1940s.

			I “stepped” back, to see how much of the building I could see: as soon as I had the thought to do so, it was as though I were on a camera boom, occupying no body or space, but omniscient. I saw a tower at the back, and wondering how the view was, instantly found myself up there.

			If I could have thrown up, the rush of vertigo would have been the cue. Being disembodied seemed to have its benefits.

			I tried it a little more, then thought about what I might do here before my time or this vision ran out. The doctor or technician’s bundle of files gave me the prompt.

			Let’s see if there’s a record room, I thought.

			I kept my apparitional fingers crossed.

			I ended up in a darkened room. I could tell there should be a switch but was powerless to move it. I waited for someone to turn on the lights and even thought, Lights on! with no luck. Unless someone came in and turned on the lights and opened the filing cabinet and then opened the files I might be curious about, I was shit out of luck.

			People then. Take me to the big office.

			There was always a big office.

			A jump cut, and I was watching a discussion between two men in a very large office. Heavy oak paneling appeared in a Gothic style probably dated to the asylum’s origins, as did a thick Chinese carpet, worn with the footsteps of at least one hundred and fifty years, and no less valuable for that. A young man in a white coat sat behind a much more modern desk, shelves of books and file cabinets on the walls behind and around him. He was nothing special: medium height, a little thick around the middle, thinning hair slicked back with some kind of pomade, glasses. A tie, but no jacket under the lab coat. The sign on the door read “Thomas Porter.”

			I recognized the tall, lean man sitting in the leather wing chair. It was the hawkish cast of his nose that told me: I was looking at a younger version of Edward Knight. Young, with thick blond hair, Knight was dressed impeccably, casually preppy. He wore a Yale tie, I noticed.

			In the present, Edward Knight was a US senator, supposedly a well-preserved seventy-year-old. He was actually much older than that—over two hundred years—and was a vampire. His age brought strength as a vampire, and his long tenure in the Senate brought him worldly influence. He was one of the Fangborn who believed we should Identify ourselves to Normal humans. He had also kidnapped me and my friend Sean, whose death I held him responsible for.

			Sean had died in my arms at the battle at Ephesus. The unusual vampirelike ability I had to observe the molecules in blood couldn’t heal him. The proximity sense I had that told of those around me was an oracular trait. Even before Pandora’s Box, I could do things other Fangborn werewolves could do, but none of it was enough to save Sean.

			That Sean occasionally spoke to me and seemed to be held captive in my bracelet was another matter. Our conversations were odd, and he refused to answer some of my questions about my ability to hear him. Other times, he was maddeningly like himself, so I’d learned to shut him off, or at least tune him out, when his comments became annoying. No one else could hear him. I missed my friend and mentor badly.

			With that, I turned my attention back to Edward Knight, my memories, my hatred, and my fury focused on him. Suddenly, the volume of his conversation cranked up too loud.

			“… on the edge of an important breakthrough,” the young man in the white coat was saying. “I need only a little more—”

			I worked on keeping the sound at a reasonable level.

			“A little more what, Dr. Porter?” Knight said. “More time, more money, and—ah! More subjects, no doubt. I’ve given you everything you’ve asked for, and yet you want more. Always more.” He shook his head. “We’re out of time. I need those results now.”

			Dr. Porter laced his fingers together. It wasn’t an act of patience, but restraint. “I have told you before, I’m twenty, thirty, fifty years ahead of the rest of the world with my techniques. You must be patient.”

			Knight leaned forward. “You don’t dare to lecture me about patience. I’ve seen empires rise and fall. I’ve watched the world change so swiftly in the past decades, it’s been as though I were standing still, patience on a monument, or worse, sliding backward on ice while being passed by short-lived fools who chased immortality in every false form. I’ve been waiting more than a century—several times your lifetime—possessed in patience since your great-great-grandsire was pissing his nappies, so do not lecture me about patience. You don’t know the meaning of the word.”

			The doctor’s knuckles tightened on his desk, but his voice remained steady, his demeanor nothing but placid. A lot of composure for a young man. “But the recent discoveries in the caves? I absolutely believe those are vital, the key to what we’ve been looking for. You must—”

			Knight’s head was thrown back imperiously. “I must nothing. I forbade you to intrude into those holy places, and you ignored me. I’m taking steps to rectify that arrogance of yours. Be careful how much more work you make for me by disobeying my few requests.”

			The threat disrupted the doctor’s composure. “I am so close to finding everything, everything you want from me. And you get caught up on the cheap hook of religion and sentimentality.”

			The chilly aspect of Knight’s face made me shiver, put me on my guard, and I was sixty years away from it. “You are stalling, Doctor. I think you already have the answers I want, but are holding out for more of my resources.”

			Doctor Porter jumped to his feet. “It’s foolish of you to withhold what I want, when my research can only advance both our causes!”

			I flinched as soon as he said it. It was as good as an admission.

			Knight reached over and slapped Porter hard in the face. Now, instead of youthfulness and ambition, I saw the viciousness I recognized in the Senator Knight I knew.

			Porter stepped back. “What the—?”

			Knight began to whisper. I couldn’t make out what he said, so I zoomed in to try to hear.

			“—and you will forget I was here, forget our long work in these matters—”

			“Don’t you try those vampire tricks with me, Knight!”

			Knight looked stunned by the resistance. “What have you done to yourself? How can you—? Against all our agreements, you endanger my people to serve yourself! You can’t—”

			“I must,” Porter said, pleased with himself. “No one must have so much power to threaten humans!”

			Knight shook off his amazement, grabbed the doctor’s wrist, and bit it.

			Thomas Porter’s shock and anger evaporated, replaced with a blank look.

			He got up, pushed his chair in, and walked to the window. He climbed to the radiator, and without bothering to open the window, threw himself against it. It didn’t give immediately, and he continued to hurl himself at it, bruising and cutting himself, until the frame collapsed and he finally went through.

			He didn’t make a noise as the glass and wood frame broke. There was other no sound until he hit the ground. The screams took a moment, as passers-by below figured out what they saw.

			I watched, unable to react. Knight cleaned up the files that were scattered, tucked them under his arm, and left, locking the door behind him.

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The building whipped away into nothingness. I was wrenched back to the present, back into my body, back to a world where I could only find answers the hard way. My stomach lurched as I felt a disconnect between being nowhere and having parts that could feel.

			A psychic thud, and more sensations; my face was red-hot from staying still in a patch of sun, sweat pouring down my back, a headache worse than anything I’d experienced as a kid who drank and smoked too much.

			I threw up.

			I felt better in a moment; I was so close, there had to be more. Desperate, I tried to re-establish the connection. I patted the stone, clenched my eyes shut, and concentrated on the last things I’d seen, trying to find my way back.

			Something prompted me: I dug my hands into the soil and took a deep breath, trying to tease the different scents apart, find a clue to what had gone before.

			Nothing.

			The wind shifted, and a terrible feeling overcame me. Having found what I so desperately needed, I had to return to Fangborn business.

			I jumped up and ran.

			The evil scent I had been tracking reasserted itself. No pang or resistance now, I sensed the Call and, sure I wouldn’t be seen, half-Changed to my wolf-woman form, to make up for lost time.

			Even more fleet than before, even quieter, I startled a couple of deer, which leaped into the air and hurtled away. This, I understood. I laughed silently as the three of us raced, until they suddenly altered course ninety degrees and bounded out of sight.

			Leaves barely rustled as I ran. The wind was lovely on my face, and the darkening sky with the rising moon comforted me. As I glided on, my sickness vanished, and my senses seemed to return to normal.

			An open space ahead. I slowed, and found cover beneath a fallen tree covered with creeping vines. The parasite had won again, wrestling the giant to the ground …

			I shook myself. Poetry and imagery weren’t my style. Focus, Zoe. What was wrong with me today?

			The trees thinned because there was a cellar hole and the remains of a brick chimney. The house was gone, burned not too long ago, charred timbers thrust uncovered into the sky. A few saplings had taken root, and nature was reclaiming the land.

			I was homing in on whoever it was.

			He was there, sitting by a tree, his eyes closed. A pile of fast-food wrappers by his side, and a scatter of beer cans around him. A stink of urine and feces not far off.

			That never happens.

			Usually the scent of an evildoer was this strong when they were in the process of their law-breaking, I thought, or when I was about to be attacked. For the scent to be this strong … something else was going on.

			The guy wasn’t moving. He’d passed out from the beer.

			Fine. My hackles rose, and I growled as I neared him.

			He had a black eye that was fresh, bruises on his sunburnt face, and three-days’ growth of beard.

			A glint of something metallic in the leafy cover.

			Shiny red.

			I picked it up: a digital camera. I was new to my werewolf abilities and still suspicious of my Fangborn instinct to eradicate evil. I burned a few precious moments looking at the pictures. Shots of a playground. The time stamps were three days ago, so maybe not too far from here. Too many pictures of children’s faces, and one little girl in particular … pictures of houses nearby, not with people, but first-floor windows and screens left unlatched. Purple panties with blue hearts on one toddler, and there were a few other pictures that were more grotesque. If I hadn’t already had an empty stomach, I would have on seeing them.

			I had the right guy, all right.

			A blinding pain across the top of my head, and I reeled back, a white light followed by the realization I’d been hit with something hard.

			I whirled around and ducked back in time to avoid a second swing of the empty whiskey bottle.

			I growled, and he finally got a good look at my face.

			I had only a moment to register the change on his face from triumph to confusion, to horror, nearly as slick a change as my own earlier transformation had been. I lunged forward and slashed at the hand with the bottle in it while reaching for his face and neck.

			A clinking noise, a rustle of leaves—I had no time to consider.

			He pulled back, and I only managed to stifle his scream as my claws raked his wrist. I held on to his hand and pulled; the bottle fell to the ground. When he jerked toward me, I punched him with my free hand. There was a good six-inch difference in height between us, so when my left hand connected with his head, I kept the movement going, then grabbed the back of his neck and pulled him down. My knee met his nose, and suddenly there was an eruption of foul-smelling blood simply everywhere.

			The more I smelled, the more I knew he had to go. Still … the scent wasn’t quite right.

			More rustling, more clinking.

			He staggered back, but kept his cool somehow and threw himself at me. I don’t know where he got the guts to do that—perhaps it was instinct, or maybe I was just another nightmare image from his confused brain.

			I shoved him away, sliced across his chest; he went down, gasping for air that would do him no good in his tattered lungs. Then I finished the job.

			The movies will always have you imagine that any part of the lycanthropic transformation is incredibly painful, part of the curse of being a werewolf. For all my lack of experience, I knew better. The Change was awesome: it feels better than sex, better than drugs, better than a runner’s high. Way I figure it, if nature wants me to turn into a wolf and slaughter bad guys, nature had better make it worth my while. Werewolf heresy, I know, but I hadn’t been raised within Fangborn culture.

			I’m usually so focused on getting the job done that I never expect the rush that comes after, and this time was no exception. I managed not to howl as the satisfaction washed over me—nature saying, “Good girl, here’s a cookie.” Leery of being seen, even out here, I returned to my human form, knowing I couldn’t waste time; I needed to get back to Adam and the car with my new information—

			Warning, danger! Trouble here, trouble brewed especially for me and my kind.

			Back at the TRG, Gerry Steuben had told me that tasting the air can be like tasting a gourmet food or a fine wine: worlds can be revealed, if you know how to look for them. I’d had no such training, and I knew that Gerry was really a meat-and-potatoes kind of guy, but there was no doubt he could track. Even without his skills or experience, I could detect a faint, noxious odor, not quite familiar.

			Black hellebore toxins. Not the same as was used by the senator’s men, which I remembered with distaste, having encountered it in Turkey, but dangerous all the same.

			Someone was out there, someone who knew how to weaken or disable werewolves. Not many people knew that, and those who did were terribly dangerous.

			I ran barefoot through the woods, terrified. All my previous half-lupine grace had been replaced with purely human blundering and terror.

			The traces of hellebore confused me. It muddled my senses, heightening some and diminishing others, so I didn’t know which to trust. It was like having two televisions on at once, with the volume turning up and down on both of them, so you weren’t sure what you were supposed to pay attention to. Something wrong was ahead of me, but I was thinking too slowly to identify it and running too fast to avoid it.

			A lash across my face, my neck, my chest, my hands. I felt as though I’d run into an invisible fence, the weave as strong and thin as spider silk.

			Another lash, this one like a jellyfish sting across my entire body. A fine metal net, and electrified. Another jolt, worse than the first, transmitted a thousand burning bites across my body.

			Someone had cranked up a Taser to Fangborn-strength.

			My body gave up, everything but my eyes, a small portion of my brain, and every pain receptor I had. I sagged, hung up on the fence, and finally fell, pulling the netting down on top of me. The electrocution seemed to stop, and I only knew that because of the intense relief I experienced at one dimension of agony receding. My skin, however, still felt the aftereffects, and my brain did, too. The world faded, and chaotic images taunted me.

			Concentration was impossible. Lolling backward, I saw an upside-down pair of boots, camo pants, a shotgun barrel. The smell of evil was strong, mixed with the smell of that refined hellebore toxin.

			He spat on the ground, pulled vinyl gloves over his hands. As he reached for me, I summoned up everything I had left, everything that was being drained from me, and bit his hand. I drew blood.

			His fist connected with my jaw, the shock of its impact stunning, unrelenting.

			He dragged me over to a tree, through the carpet of pine needles, leaves, and dirt. He slid one side of the cuffs through a loop of chain already around the tree, then locked the other side onto my left wrist. I had a blurry sense of black wavy hair going to gray, and heavy enough bristles to almost count as a beard.

			My head was heavy, and swung, muscle-less, into the rough bark. I sank down as far as the length of the chain would let me. It was as if I’d been jabbed with a full-body Novocain, and I knew when I came out of this—if I came out of it—I’d have a scrape down my face and neck.

			“One thing about werewolves,” he said as I drifted into unconsciousness, “they always come back to the scene of the crime.”

			[image: Section.jpg]

			Sweet nothingness took a sudden turn. A backflip in reality, and I was elsewhere—elsewhen.

			Not the asylum this time, but the village—hardly a town—that was outside its periphery. The village could hardly have grown since it was settled, maybe two hundred years ago, to judge by the architecture, all eighteenth-century clapboards and thick-chimneyed, symmetrical houses. Swap out the blacksmith for a gas station and update the tavern to a coffee shop catering to the first and third shifts for the factory the next town over, and not much had changed …

			I smelled blood, long past dried. A vampirish thought—or a werewolfish hunch—suggested something terrible had happened here, not very long ago. No images, but the sudden urge to flee and hide that didn’t feel like it was entirely my own instinct. I didn’t want to find what I knew would be here.

			It hadn’t been a gradual fading, in this town. There was no one left alive, but only as of recently. It had been a swift and brutal end within days or weeks, not over decades. Misery settled down on me heavier and heavier as I gradually returned to the present.

			I awoke screaming, as much as from the anguish I’d seen as the pain inflicted on me. I only stopped when my throat threatened to give out.

			“Good. You’re up.”

			Nightmare Man was still there. I was still chained.

			“What … happened?” I croaked. The sun had moved in the sky, and it was darker. I don’t know how long I’d been out. I could see a camper pulled over on the dirt fire road nearby. “What … crime?”

			He jutted his chin at the mess of my kill. “Well, that poor bastard for one.” His smirk turned into a frown. It emphasized the lines of his face, craggy, burned by the wind and sun, with heavy brows. “No, that was bait, just to slow you down. Caught him skulking around a school and knew he wouldn’t be missed. No, I’m talking about something bigger than that. Werewolves can’t resist revisiting the chaos they create.”

			“What?” My brain was full of swamp water.

			“This town?” He indicated the trees and ruins and weeds around us.

			I would have shaken my head, if I thought it would have stayed attached. I had to conceal I’d just seen the town in an agony-fueled vision. “I’ve never been here before.” That was truthful enough.

			“Your people have. I hold one of you responsible for the actions of all.”

			“Huh? I’m very sorry, but if you’re claiming there are actually werewolves … how do you know it wasn’t actually a wolf attack? Why blame me? Why blame anyone?”

			“Because wolves don’t attack humans,” he said. “In the past one hundred years, there have been only two recorded cases of wolves allegedly killing humans in the US. There’s rumors of them killing cattle, but even that’s exaggerated. Deer, yes; humans, no.” He spat. “Hell, we need them, to keep down the deer population and Lyme disease at bay. Werewolves, on the other hand—they’re the ones who’ll tear out a man’s throat. Not wolves. Adult wolves have gold eyes or brown, not blue. Their range of coloring is much more limited than werewolves, whose pelts tend to match their hair.”

			As crazy as he was, he knew his wolves. “Yeah, but … werewolves? There is no such thing. What if there’s some … nut job, running around doing this?”

			I’d almost said “some other nut job,” but caught myself in time.

			He grimaced, as if I wasn’t worth answering. “Forensics. Claw and bite marks. Hair.” 

			I cast about, trying to act like an innocent person. “Wild dogs? Pit bulls—?”

			“Don’t go blaming breeds; pit bulls aren’t any worse than any other dog. It’s all in the training.”

			He was very open minded about other species, I noted crazily.

			“And there’s proof.”

			This I’d be curious to see.

			He pulled out a tablet computer, cued up a video. Held it in front of my face, close enough to see, but not so close that I might be able to suddenly lunge at him. He watched me intently, and it occurred to me that he would have been attractive in a weather-beaten way if it hadn’t been for the hate in his dark eyes.

			It was the town that I’d “flown” over, as it had been just a few years before now. I tried not to flinch as I recognized a place I’d seen an instant ago without ever having been there when the town was alive. A vibrant and bustling “Anytown, USA,” in my vision, the little town in the video had clearly contracted some since the 1940s. Very early morning: a small plane flew over, spraying a substance that might have been pesticide. A fine mist settled over the town. The image jarred; someone nearby had slammed a car door or trunk. Someone had set up a camera, then left.

			He fast-forwarded to that evening. A scene of hell. Doors were hanging open, mutilated bodies littered the street. In a few instances, fires had started, barbecues and stoves left unattended because their owners had been dragged away.

			Then, a blur. Two creatures—I could only think of them as monsters—followed a trail, their heads down, their bodies hunched. They lumbered quickly, a cross between an upright human gait and apelike knuckle walking, and then the scent got stronger. One of them made a noise that was half growl, half roar, and they hastened across a yard. A woman had been hiding in a garden shed.

			“No—!” I couldn’t stop myself from saying. I steeled myself against what I knew what was coming, sure as in any horror movie script.

			The door was a slight barrier, and they bashed at it until the metal buckled. They seized the edges and pulled it off. The shed shuddered and the woman’s body flopped in the doorway, drenched in blood, her face no longer recognizable as such.

			I was used to violence. I knew what it was to tear flesh and what it was to suffer. This was beyond anything I’d ever seen. The Fangborn were quick. They worked to a purpose that served the greater good, unsanctioned as it might be. This was brutal slaughter, to no end.

			At first I thought it was possible they were Fangborn, but then half-second glimpses of the creatures showed me: they only approximately resembled us half-Changed. None were in full wolf form, and I didn’t see any vampires.

			The worst thing was finally recognizing the monsters. I’d seen one something like that near Ephesus—loose-hanging skin covered with a dull gray coat of short, rough fur; a stunted muzzle full of terrifying teeth—and had felt compelled to kill it on the spot.

			An evil Fang—no, I wouldn’t call them Fangborn. Something profoundly, evilly, and willfully destructive had found this town and eradicated every living thing in it. This was the opposite of everything the Fangborn claimed to stand for. My stomach roiled at the notion.

			“A population of two hundred, give or take,” he said, as if reading my mind. “Fewer than twenty survived, and half of those because they were away at the time. Three more are unlikely to make it.”

			“Why didn’t this make the news? Why isn’t everyone in an uproar?” I asked.

			“It did make the news, but not as an attack. This was Princeville Township. Remember the train derailment, the chlorine spill? The gas-main break that followed? Used to cover it up.”

			“How?”

			“The government, of course. Maybe they were covering up the fact that their pets got off the leash. I wouldn’t put it past them to have let the beasts out themselves, a test run.”

			“For what possible use?” I jerked my chin at the tablet. “That’s … obscene.”

			“Super weapon? Super soldiers? Who knows? Obscene’s the perfect word. Government deals in obscene.”

			I opened my mouth to protest but closed it again, thinking of the asylum, the notes I’d had on Fangborn experiments—Fangborn subjects. My own treatment at the hands of the TRG.

			An entire town—civilians—extinguished, made a ghost town, haunted by its gory history and violent end. My mind shut down at the idea. My friends had been involved in the TRG; they wouldn’t sit still for this. Not in a million years.

			“What about the survivors?” I said. “I mean, there had to be some who got away. What are they saying?”

			He scoffed. “From what I hear, not much. Oh, some of them are saying they heard the train and the sound of an explosion. But we both know money, drugs, or threats can make a person say the sun is purple and the moon is pink polka dots.”

			He was lost in thought as he put the tablet away.

			Desperate, I tried to think of some other distraction. My wrist was swelling, and there was no way I’d get it out of the shackle, but maybe I could work on the staple that held it onto the tree. “Why me? What makes you think I’m a werewolf?”

			“Because your name was on the list, Zoe Miller. Because you’re Fangborn. And because you took the bait.”

			His answers came so fast, my head swam. “But that … I’m not … that’s not my name. I’m … Louise Connor.” I gave him the name of Danny’s dead mother.

			Another grimace, and he pulled out a deck of cards. Shuffled a few off the top and a few off the bottom and held them up for me to see. Ordinary playing cards. Then held up the next one, which had the same pattern and color as the backs of the others, but the front had been altered. A picture of a young man I’d never seen before, probably of Asian descent, was pasted into the middle of the seven of spades, with a few lines of text.

			He shuffled a few more cards—each of these with an unfamiliar face—until he paused and smiled. The card he held up now, the queen of spades, had the picture from my ID at the TRG.

			That meant he knew what I was. Maybe even that I was different from other Fangborn.

			I stared a little too long.

			He reached down and jabbed me hard in the side. Tased me. I threw my head back against the tree. I half-Changed, then flashed back to human form. The pain in my wrist eased momentarily. When he stopped, it was a vast relief.

			“Okay, you’ve seen it already.” I swallowed, tried to catch my breath, which felt like fire. “I’m … I’m a werewolf. Fangborn, we’re called. Just as you say. So that should tell you something.”

			“Like what?”

			“Like my people don’t do this sort of thing. We only go after the bad guys. We’ve always been dedicated to the protection of humans.”

			He spat again. “Tells me you’re a liar is what that does.” He glanced at me. “But you believe it. That’s what’s confusing me. You seemed genuinely shocked for someone so high up in the ranks.”

			Rank? “But I’m not even—”

			“We’ll try the other way.”

			He pulled out the bolt cutters. Looked big enough to take down a wrought-iron fence.

			They weren’t for any fence, I knew. My stomach lurched as I sensed the blade slip across my pinkie.

			“Please—”

			The first bit of pressure was only distressingly snug—just the anvil, none of the bite. Then a blink, more pressure, too much pressure, not even time for me to catch my breath. A rush of wet, of cold air, and then the pain hit—too much pain.

			I screamed.

			He kicked gently, but his boot hit my wounded hand. The pain shrieked up my arm. I tried to roll away, but the chain kept me close.

			He nudged something with his toe and then, setting it up, kicked again. I braced myself against the blow, wondering how anything could hurt so much—and I’d been shot. I wasn’t healing as fast as I could. It never hurt so much before because I’d been Changed, but now the hellebore was suppressing that.

			Nightmare Man had kicked my severed fingertip away, then put the blood-streaked bolt cutters back onto his shoulder, like he might a golf club. He knelt beside me.

			“Look, the bad news is that I can keep this up all day. I’ve had practice. The really awful thing is that you can keep up all day, too. The fingertip will take a bit longer to grow back because of this—” He pulled out a hypodermic needle, removed the cap with his teeth, and stuck it straight into my thigh.

			An instant later, every muscle in my body cramped at once, threatening to break the bones beneath them. Hellebore toxin, one of the few things to have a truly detrimental effect on the Fangborn.

			“In the meantime, you have a lot of other fingers and toes, and other things to clip, too. Those little pauses will give you a chance to think about what I’m going to do next and whether you wouldn’t be better off telling me what you know. Got it?”

			I couldn’t answer.

			Another pressure, a little longer than the last one. Just enough to let me think of what was coming next. Just as he’d promised.

			Clip.

			I screamed again; words came gushing out like blood. “I don’t know anything! I only found out what I am this spring!”

			“I already know that. But you’re one of the few werewolves I’ve met who’s ever seen the inside of the TRG. And I want to know everything you know about that. Now.”

			I didn’t give a shit about the TRG anymore, would’ve been happy to tell him everything I knew. But Will and Danny and the Steubens were still with the TRG. I couldn’t let them suffer because of me. I’d die before that.

			I dug down, trying to marshal my strength and focus my thoughts. I was so messed up with pain and the hellebore poisoning that when I felt something shift inside me, I couldn’t tell if it was good or bad.

			The werewolf hunter got bored. The bolt cutters brushed past my other hand on the ground. Fear welled up inside me. The shift grew stronger.

			“Who was it?” I asked on impulse. My head cleared a little, and I could move without wanting to puke. “Who died here and brought you?”

			I put some push into my voice, to lull him. Maybe I could talk him into letting me go, but I wasn’t going to count on my erratic powers against his hatred.

			“You brought me. You and your kind—”

			“No.” My voice was calmer, stronger. I was calmer. “No, to this … state. The hate welling up inside you, crippling you.”

			“Doesn’t need to be anyone but me and my sense of what’s right and wrong in this world.”

			“It has to be something else,” I prodded. “I mean, I can see that scar up your arm, for starters. What happened there?” I gave him a push: Keep talking.

			“This?” He pulled up his sleeve. An old scar puckered white against weathered skin. “This is nothing, this is me getting sloppy one day. And this …” He raised his shirt, and I could see angry red gouges where something had bitten him—correction: someone. One of my Family had bitten him. “This isn’t anything, either. And I made sure she who did it will never do it again.”

			I swallowed; an image suddenly too vivid appeared, unwanted. A Fangborn wolfself in her death throes tried one last time to rip out his guts and failed, kicking and scratching, latching on to his arm. He shot her until she fell away.

			My heart sank. I didn’t seem to have any influence over him, but the blood I’d tasted before I passed out had given me a view of some of his strongest memories. How was I seeing this?

			The field and the tree and my Nightmare Man vanished. Another vision.

			I saw Sean. Sitting in an archaeology lab. I never saw Sean, only heard him whispering inside my head.

			Not a vision, I thought. I must be dying.

			“No time for dramatics, Zoe,” Sean said.

			“What? How—?”

			“I’ll explain later.” He handed me a thick file folder and gave me a shove. “Now go!”

			The lab dematerialized. I was back chained to the tree. Somehow, the contents of the file had filled my head.

			I could work with that. There were two memories that stuck out for me. I mentally shuffled them round and round, like the last two cards a kid holds when playing “Go, Fish.” I took a deep breath and then went for it.

			“Now or never,” Sean said from somewhere inside me. “Make it good, Zoe.”

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Make it good? Jesus, Sean, is that all you have for me?

			My life depended on the information I now had, so I had to make the most of it. I made my body go rigid, which hurt like hell, my muscles cramping and full of poison. I strained against the chain. My wrist was on fire and my fingers … best not to think too closely about them. I rolled my eyes back, eyelids fluttering, and dropped my chin to my chest, trying to confuse or distract the Nightmare Man.

			“Aw, fuck.” I snapped my head back up, then my words raced, monotone—not of my doing. “There’s a man, two men, they look like you, but with white hair, white as wood ash, and they’ve got stacks of money on the table, and they’re in the cabin by the mill brook. One’s counting, and the other is cleaning the leg of a third, there’s so much blood, but the bullet’s broken the bone on the third man, and he’s begging to be taken to a hospital, a doctor, a vet even, anyone who might be able to make the pain stop, stop, stop!”

			I could hear Nightmare Man edging closer, my eyes closed, and smelled the leaves as he stepped on them. He wasn’t saying a word. I had to keep going. But it got easier as I went along, and I felt better, the more I did it. His memories tumbled out of me like they were my own. Which was … ghastly.

			“… and the two white-haired men, who look just like you, they share another look, and that look doesn’t say anything good for that other man, and the one who’s cleaning his leg wound—the younger of the two men—nods and steps away, saying he’ll get a friend on the phone, except there is no friend, and there is no phone, but there is all that cash, and as soon as the younger man steps away, the older man swings the shotgun up and around, and it’s a deer slug in the head of the man who was crying, only he’s not crying anymore because his leg doesn’t hurt anymore.”

			I was aware enough of the outside world to know that he was closer to me now. But not close enough. I wished I could stop; reliving someone else’s worst memory was no fun.

			But it was intoxicating.

			I continued in that same rapid monotone. “It was the best thing, they both agreed, to put the poor son of a bitch out of his misery, and he was going to slow them down anyway, and they owed it to his widow to make sure they could get away to give her a share of the money, and if the share they gave her wasn’t as large as the man’s would have been, well, there was just her now, and not him and her.”

			He was almost close enough. Fascinated, drawn in like a mouse about to be taken by a cobra. As I recounted the defining, worst moment of Nightmare Man’s life, part of me waited, outside this all, for the chance.

			“Thing was, it wasn’t just the two of them, there was a little boy, and he was the one who got it worst of all, even though there wasn’t a scratch on him—not yet, anyway—because the problem was, they might have ditched the law, but they didn’t shake the others who were following them, the others who didn’t have badges but had a mission and fangs and the compulsion to right wrongs. Those others were up the path when they heard the shot, and they busted into the cabin, one of them like a wolf, one of them like a walking snake, and suddenly there were teeth and claws and knives and the other barrel from that shotgun, and before they could do anything, the little boy ran out of the house, just like his daddy and his grandpa told him to. And he was crying so hard, he tripped and went sprawling over a tree, and got his leg pierced with a root, but he pulled himself off that. The blood was terrible, the pain worse, but rather than be taken by them, he pulled himself off, up and off that root, and he got in the car and drove and drove and drove, even though his feet were barely able to reach the pedals and blood soaked the seat and floor.”

			“You can’t know that,” he whispered. His face was pale and sweating. “This is a trick. They weren’t there to see me fall—”

			Left leg.

			I rolled up on my left hip and opened my eyes. I drove my foot into his left knee, the one that had never been quite right after he’d impaled himself on the root, so terrified in his flight that he’d pulled himself off. I felt the splinters being left in his leg, the weakness in his ankle as the boy hobbled away, crying.

			Nightmare Man screamed and, clutching his knee, fell forward. I kept kicking, aiming at his face. He grabbed blindly at my leg, but that just kept him in place while I kicked him with the other foot.

			He finally stopped moving. I tried Changing again; still no luck. I’d been out too long after the electrocution, and hellebore had gotten deep into my system.

			With a lot of difficulty and swearing, I got the bolt cutters. But with my hands cuffed, I couldn’t get the the cutters open enough to work them. It seemed so obvious, but physics and biology were working against me.

			With the Nightmare Man lying next to me, I had to figure out a way to get the key out of his shirt pocket and undo the cuffs. If I scooched around all the way to the left, I could just grasp his shirt collar. I pulled as hard as I could, trying to keep my damaged pinkie and ring finger out of the way. His shirt untucked, but he didn’t move. Straining, my fingertips aching, I pulled harder and was rewarded with a solid handful of shirt. Praying the shirt didn’t come apart before I could reach him, I hauled away and succeeded in moving him closer to me. The stitches pulled and ripped, but the shirt held. It was a painstaking process, gaining no more than a centimeter or two at a time, and I suspect if I hadn’t been Fangborn, I wouldn’t have been as lucky as I was. With one more good pull, the body was close enough that I could reach him.

			I was bloody, sweaty, and covered in dirt and duff. Even if I could manage to get the key, how would I ever manage to use it behind my back?

			I kept pulling. The Taser fell out of his pocket.

			When he’d tased me, I’d half-Changed, ever so briefly.

			If I tased myself, could I take advantage of that brief moment, when my hand was clawed, longer, and thinner, to yank it free?

			The idea was odious. It was also practical.

			I worked around until I could get the Taser. I thumbed the stud.

			Somewhere in the middle of the electrical storm, I felt my fingers shift into claws. I yanked my hand up and out.

			Then fell over, gasping, in human form.

			Eventually, I could see straight and struggled to get up. I took the cuff off my other hand and then put them on him. I kicked him a few times, as much as my wobbly legs would let me. I wanted to kill him, but was so woozy, in so much pain … my fingertips had stopped bleeding, but the tissue was thinly scarred, not yet regenerated. However, I badly needed the information he had about the Fangborn.

			I took my phone out of his pocket. Just that action made my fingertip begin bleeding anew. I stared at it, wondering what to do. I was so hungry I couldn’t think straight. Maybe there was water or food in his camper.

			I careened over the rough surface of the fire road, leaned against the camper. Very carefully, a handkerchief protectively wrapped around my hand, I pulled open the door. There I found a cooler. The cheese might have been going a little melty, but a stale roast beef sandwich never tasted so good. I ate both of them, washing them down with a warm, fizzy Coke. The sugar and caffeine did wonders for me; my fingertips now itched and were sore because the bones were knitting up and the skin closing around them. The food also cleared my head, because I suddenly saw what else was in the back of the camper.

			A drawer pulled partially out from under the bunk held an arsenal: I counted two rifles, another shotgun, several pistols, and a few things I had no clue about, but which looked pretty nasty.

			There was a tiny fridge, and I liberated a couple more sandwiches from that. I left the beer, with some regrets. Camping gear, some clothes. The faint smell of hellebore kept me from opening another cooler. I didn’t want a setback with more exposure to the hateful stuff, now that I was on the mend.

			On one end of the bunk was a stack of paper files held in place with a notebook computer.

			I looked through the files: names, photographs, and information. A memory stick jutted out of the side; I ejected it and stuck it in my pocket. A stack of business cards: Jacob Buell. My Nightmare Man had a name. The pictures in the files matched those playing cards I had in my pocket, but contained more data.

			Most of them were strays.

			It was everything I needed to be a werewolf hunter.

			Check that.

			I could be a werewolf-hunter.

			The door slammed shut. The engine roared, and I started to move. A hard bump from a pothole, and a grind of gears. It took me a minute to figure out what was happening, and by that time it was too late. I fell over, the bumps of the rutted farm road taxing the aging suspension of the truck.

			Someone—I had to assume it was Buell—was driving back to civilization, with me stowed away.

			He must have had a spare key for the cuffs, I thought.

			Oh, shit. Adam. Where was he?

			I pulled out my phone and tried to get a bead on where I was. I might be able to escape on my own, but chances might be better if I had some reinforcements.

			“Zoe!” Relief was mingled with anxiety in his voice. “It’s been over two hours! Where are you?”

			“I’m in the back of a pickup heading for”—I checked my route again—“the center of town. I’m trying desperately not to get kidnapped again. Where are you?”

			“What? Waiting at the parking lot, near where you left me. Kidnapped—?”

			I glanced out the window through the growing dark and tried to remember if this road led to the center of town, where I’d left Adam, or near the highway. “I’m going to try and jump out of here in about five minutes. I’ll try to let you know where I am, but I have to get out first. I don’t know if he knows I’m back here yet, but I’m not letting him get me to the highway.”

			“Shit, Zoe. What does the camper look like?”

			I described it. I was about to hang up when the gods smiled on me. Looking out the filthy window, I recognized the lights at the center of town. “Okay, remember that coffee shop where we ate this morning? I’m near there. There’s an intersection, just ahead. If you could get there—”

			“On my way.”

			I sagged with relief, knowing he’d be as good as his word. I carefully put my phone away and looked around the camper one more time. My bag was there, so I stuffed the notebook computer and some of the papers into it, made sure I had that deck of cards, and got ready. Watching my phone, I waited until we were a block ahead of the stop sign, and then I reached for the latch on the door.

			Locked.

			Buell must have done it when I was reading the notes, or it was out of habit, or else it had jammed. Or he’d heard me. I threw myself against it again and again, and it felt as if my shoulder was being turned into putty with each blow. There was no way I was going to be stuck in here and leave him to—

			We squealed to a stop. A screech of metal, and the door flexed.

			I heard a car door slam. Had it been the cab? More doors slamming.

			A symphony of horns followed. Someone out there had seen the door buckling, maybe. I threw myself against the door, desperate to escape. If it was Buell, then maybe I had a chance of knocking him over and escaping before he could do anything in front of an audience—

			A familiar scent—I looked up, not daring to believe, and renewed my attack on the door.

			A lurch sent me flying away. My right-hand pinkie smacked into the side of the camper. Sharp, bright pain.

			We were pulling off the main road.

			I hit the redial on my phone. “Adam! We’re moving. I don’t know where he’s heading!”

			“It’s okay! I see you now! Hang on!”

			We were going so fast now, I wasn’t sure I’d have the guts to throw myself out of the back of the camper, but I kept on bashing and kicking. Every part of me ached from the new self-inflicted abuse.

			And it paid off. The door opened. The camper turned, but I held on. We were pulling into a church parking lot, a bright orange glow from the streetlights. A glance told me: It was empty, but still close to the highway. We’d be visible. That worked for and against all of us. I wanted to get away, but I didn’t want innocent people caught up in this mess.

			I flung myself out. It hurt like hell, but every second I was away from Buell and that hellebore, I was recovering.

			The notebook computer and some other things fell out of my backpack. I had to leave them; I had no time.

			I stumbled about, trying to get my bearings. I froze, believing I was hallucinating when I saw—

			Light brown hair plagued by cowlicks, a whisker under six feet. Clearly still running, still working out, because he was trying to pull Jacob Buell apart. Will MacFarlane had found me. My Will.

			I was still weak, still dizzy, and disoriented. The effort of escaping had undone a lot of my healing, but my need drove me on. If I could only get to Will—

			Across the parking lot. More cars, more squealing brakes, more slamming doors and shouting. At first I thought it was passersby coming to my aid, and then I recognized the uniformity of the vehicles—blacked out, black vans—and the identical headsets the men wore.

			Buell had friends. They paused, assessing the situation, speaking into their headsets. Then they moved toward the struggling pair.

			“Will!” I screamed. It sounded feeble, faint, out of a bad dream. “Will!”

			He turned, shocked to see it was me, and barely got his arm up in time to block Buell’s punch.

			More cars. Dark, late-model sedans. I recognized some of the occupants—the TRG. Much as I hated the sight of them, Will needed backup now.

			I couldn’t risk Changing, but I could help. I would help. I grabbed the first of Buell’s rescuers and shoved him to the ground. I might be a small woman, I might be young, but I still had Fangborn strength and physics on my side. I could shove with the best of them.

			I managed a backhanded punch to the head of the next guy when the world went crazy. A jolt of electricity coursed through my body, and I hit the parking lot surface hard.

			Fucking Tasers.

			Unable to move, I watched the fight blearily. Will had found assistance; Buell was nowhere to be seen. I saw a man’s boots near my face and flinched—

			“Zoe!”

			Strong hands took me by the shoulders, hauled me up. “Zoe, I got you!”

			It was Adam.

			“Will’s over there!” I shouted.

			“He can handle himself,” Adam said. “Jesus, you’re a mess! We need to get out of here before the cops come.”

			I half-fell, he half-dragged me. When I tried to step over a parking barrier, I went down completely. Adam scooped me up and threw me over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. I didn’t like being head-down, bumping into Adam’s back, but when I raised my head to insist I could walk, I saw Buell.

			“Adam! Behind you!”

			I knew Adam was good in a fight, and he thought fast. He stooped, just long enough to roll me off his shoulder, then tackled Buell like a dummy on a football sled.

			I hauled myself up, elated to see Buell hit the ground and hear his head hit the pavement. Distantly, I felt the Call to Change, to end him, but I could barely even stand.

			Adam pulled Buell up by the shirt and beat his face in.

			Then he stopped. Let Buell fall to the ground, unconscious. Came back for me.

			“No! Finish him!” I shouted.

			“No time. We need to get you out of here, now. Can you walk yet?”

			I nodded and he offered me an arm. I turned back to find Will.

			I pulled against Adam’s grip. “We need to—”

			But Will was watching me. He saw Adam, shook his head, and dove back into his own car and took off. The others of the TRG followed suit; sirens in the distance, driving everyone away.

			“Will—?!”

			Adam shook his head grimly. “Will’s gone, Zoe. Will’s safe.”

			I protested, but the rest of Buell’s friends were also taking off. One helped Buell get up; they glared at us. Adam drew an enormous pistol and brandished it. They wouldn’t be following us.

			Nightmare Man looked like shit after my beating. And then the ones he’d had from Will, then Adam.

			That was enough to bring a painful smile to my face as we limped to the car. I fell in, pulled the door shut, locked it.

			Adam got in. “There’s a trash bag and baby wipes in the door pocket.” We had the drill down to a science after the first two times I’d gone barreling out of the car and then returned to make a quick getaway. “And clothes and a pair of shoes in the back—but it looks like you could use the first-aid kit. Jesus, Zoe, what did that guy do to you?”

			It was nice to know that someone had my back. If it hadn’t been for Adam …

			I swallowed. I didn’t really want to talk about it. I pulled the cuffs of my hoodie over my ragged hands. “Bad … things.”

			Unwanted tears sprang to my eyes. “Stuff … things are happening with the bracelet, I think, Adam. It seems to be triggered by hellebore toxin, too. I had these visions, and they got worse, weirder, after he injected me. I don’t know how—”

			“Wait—he knew about hellebore?” Adam turned from the road to look at me. “Zoe, was that guy part of the Order?”

			“What Order?” The idea of getting a lead on these guys, of finding Buell and ending him, was like a tonic.

			“The Order of Nicomedia.”

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			“The Order of—what was that?” I asked. “Wait, you said something about that—”

			“Yeah, right before you went vaulting out of the car to catch that murderer outside Baltimore.” He shook his head. “It’s surprising you retain anything at all, with so many distractions. The Order of Nicomedia. They’re a … Fangborn hate group is the easiest way to put it.”

			“Right, okay, Danny had told me about them, too. He was all excited about finding some of their historical records. What was it? The account of Father Gerard? Or Gilbert or Saint G-something? In England, he said. But I thought they were a medieval thing, all het up about catching demons? And that these guys today were just unorganized loonies who bought into that history.”

			“No, they’re still very much in the picture,” Adam said grimly.

			“How can they know about the Fangborn, much less hate us? Don’t the vamps make sure no one remembers seeing us?”

			“Sure, but … statistics.” He shrugged. “You guys have been around so long, at some point, things were bound to get out. A rumor here, an accumulation of coincidences there, an eyewitness who escaped—it was inevitable. They’ve been trying to learn about you, to stop you, if they can.”

			I opened my eyes, thinking furiously. I still felt too awful to sit up. “Why? We’re the good guys.”

			“Yeah, well, you look like demons to the rest of us. Don’t you remember what that was like?”

			I remembered the beasts in the video I’d seen and shivered. The Fangborn were nothing like that, I knew now, but it hadn’t been so long ago I’d been trying to damp out the imagined monster in the mirror with dope and booze.

			I nodded and closed my eyes again. “If you know about the Order, of course Danny knows, and Will McFarlane and the TRG do, too. That’s why they showed up; they were after the Order.”

			“That makes sense,” Adam replied. “The TRG would want to stop whatever the Order was doing to Fangborn. The Order have done a good job of capturing Fangborn and using that information to try to get rid of you.” He made a turn. “Some have a misguided notion of what you are; some just think you don’t deserve to exist, that you pose a threat to humanity. Some want your powers, and some claim to have artifacts that belong to the Fangborn—”

			My mind flew to Rupert Grayling, an elderly criminal in London who claimed to be part of a group seeking ancient Fangborn artifacts. But as for wanting our power, I recalled a certain Russian thug, Dmitri Parshin, who’d made my life pretty awful. I wondered if he wasn’t connected to the Order, too. “Is there—how can I find out about them? I need to know more. And these artifacts—where are these things kept?”

			“You need to know more than you just found out?” He straightened at the wheel and glanced over at me as we pulled into our motel. “The Order is dangerous, Zoe. As for the artifacts … Senator Knight only told me that he was a vampire shortly before I … left his employ. But before then, he had me studying the Order for a while. I saw your guy but didn’t recognize him. Did you get a name?”

			“Jacob Buell, I think,” I said, leaning back and closing my eyes again. I opened them at once: that face would be lurking in the dark corners of my mind forever. “And an impression of his family history, too. I should have taken his wallet. I was too out of it to think.”

			Adam shook his head. “These guys, they’re able to be secret because they’re paranoid and they’re ruthless. We have no idea who half their leadership is, because their facilities are rigged to blow if they can’t defend them. Something that makes us very careful about trying to get past their guard.”

			“Well, I can maybe help you with that.” I raised one finger, noticed gratefully that it was nearly whole again, and gestured weakly at my backpack at my feet. “I grabbed some of his notes before I bailed. Maybe it has something about the artifacts in it.”

			Adam shook his head. “From what I know, there are tens of thousands of these artifacts and sites, and some of them are small, fragmentary. As for the Order’s locations, they’re fluid; we shut down one of its centers, another one pops up elsewhere. Whatever you got, I hope it was worth it. We should get you some food.”

			“Not hungry.”

			“That settles it. When a Fangborn doesn’t want to eat, things are bad.”

			The thought of food made me sick but also reminded me I was, in fact, really hungry. “Okay, let’s … let’s try some caffeine first. And about a gallon of water.”

			Fortunately, Adam didn’t wait for me to change my mind, but stopped at a convenience store for my water and cola, then hit the drive-through on three different fast-food joints.

			“That should hold you until we get you cleaned up, and we can get some real food.”

			“You sure you don’t want some?” I said around the last bite of the second burger.

			He looked at the take-out disdainfully. “No. Clearly you’re feeling better.”

			I nodded, fishing out the last of the fries from the bottom of the bag. Then I started on the chicken as he drove us back to our motel.

			I finished eating; the caffeine and the water helped flush the worst of the toxins from my system. It seemed to take forever until my natural healing abilities kicked in. I recovered to nearly normal in an hour. My fingertips were entirely healed but still throbbed, tender from the process. It was enough just to know that I was healing.

			Scary, once you have abilities and start to use them, to think that they might be gone for good.

			It was a testament to my hyped-up Fangborn metabolism that I was thinking about more dinner. It was a testament to my humanity that I realized I needed to wash up first. “If you can wait ten minutes, I’m going to grab a shower. Then we’ll get you your ‘real food. ’”

			“I’ll be checking my email,” he said, pulling out his phone.

			Once in the bathroom, the door closed, I took off my pants, plugged the tub, turned on the shower, and got in. I washed my hair while I waited for the water to soak into my shirt, bra, and panties. Then I stripped the rest of the way and washed quickly under the cold water, as much to keep from lingering over any of the still-sensitive parts of my body as to get to the next dinner. The soapy water filled up as I rinsed off. I turned off the water and stepped out to dry myself, letting my clothes soak in the cool water. Waste not, want not, and it would expedite washing up this evening. The cold water was good for getting most of the blood out, too. Fugitive werewolves learn to be frugal with time and money.

			I felt almost normal as I got dressed. I hesitated, then tried calling the number I last had for Will. Still disconnected. I put my phone away, and then Adam and I went to a diner. We ordered, then ate in silence. Adam had a rule about business; unless we were about to be attacked, no work until most of the food was gone.

			I could get behind that. I needed to concentrate on eating. Healing had brought back my prodigious appetite.

			He had a coffee, and I pulled out my bag.

			The cards tumbled out, cascading across the table. A few sailed right off the opposite side, and Adam had to bend down to retrieve them from the floor. 

			“Sorry, I didn’t mean to do that.” We scooped them up, sorted them out. I had about half of the deck. Many of the images were crossed out.

			“That’s not good,” I said.

			“No.”

			“I don’t recognize any of these folks,” I said. “Do you?”

			“No. Remember, I wasn’t as familiar with most of the community as you were, even.”

			“Here’s one, Japanese name, last seen in Turkey,” I said. It was the same card I’d seen before.

			“That makes sense,” Adam said. “As you can probably tell by their name, Nicomedia was an ancient city in Turkey. It was such a cultural crossroads, it’s only logical there would be a number of Fangborn there, and therefore lots of the Order, too.”

			There had certainly been a lot of different factions at the Battle for Pandora’s Box, I recalled. “What are all these abbreviations there? I wonder—”

			“You all want anything else?” The waitress gestured with the coffee pot. “Heat you up?”

			“No, thanks. Just the check, please,” I said. I hastily removed the cards. I hadn’t heard her approach and didn’t know what she’d seen. I really was out of it if she’d taken me by surprise. Whatever she’d seen, it would have looked odd. “Anyway, I don’t know if these will do for the family reunion, Freddie.”

			Adam gave me an odd look. “Well, we don’t have to. It was just a thought … Gracie.”

			I rummaged in my bag to find a credit card, and put it on the check.

			Adam frowned. “I wish you wouldn’t use that.”

			“That” was a credit card I’d been given by Dmitri Parshin, the Russian heavy who’d started me on this journey by kidnapping my cousin Danny and demanding I find the keys to Pandora’s Box for him. Getting Danny back had taken me across Europe, and Parshin had wanted to make sure my poverty didn’t slow me down. “Well, we can’t keep burning through your cash.”

			“It was in your bag at the TRG. If the government is trying to find you—”

			“They would have done so by now. Remember how we went through all this before and tested the card? Nothing happened.”

			It was true. After arguing about the card the first time, Adam had agreed to a test. We staked out an ATM. Adam used Parshin’s credit card to get cash. We watched and we listened to an app that tuned into the local law enforcement channels. Nothing. I was guessing that Dmitri had connections with the Russian mob, because the card and the phone he’d given me continued to be paid for and continued to be untraced.

			“I still don’t like it,” Adam said. “I don’t want Parshin to find you, either.”

			“Sorry.” But I wasn’t really, and I paid the bill with Parshin’s credit card.

			We went back to the room. I took out the memory stick and handed it to Adam. He booted up his notebook and slotted it in.

			It was nearly blank, the grid of a calendar. There were regular appointments, always the same: an entry with a date. And a code. We tried a few things, but nothing made sense.

			It looked like meetings or events that Buell wanted kept secret. There were a few weeks of this sort of date keeping; then they ended altogether on October 7, about two weeks from today.

			There was only one entry after October 7, written in plain English.

			My blood froze as I showed it to Adam. The last entry said, “Year One.”

			Buell was planning the end of something.
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			That night, while I was asleep, I saw the archaeology lab again.

			So much more solid than the vision I’d had earlier in the day, so much clearer to every sense. It smelled like dust, dirt, wet cardboard, rust, and nonporous scientific surfaces, with a chemical overtone of polyvinyl acetate and toluene.

			In other words, it smelled like home. If I couldn’t be working in a perfectly measured, perfectly excavated hole in the ground, trowel in hand, this was my idea of heaven.

			I opened one of the cupboards and saw the bundled brushes, small and large, fine and coarse, for cleaning artifacts. Fine-nibbed pens with ink for marking them, and neat boxes of three-mil plastic artifact bags in every size, with Sharpie markers for labeling. There were paper bags for organic samples, and pens, pencils, and nail polish. Glues for mending. Graph paper in all scales, lined paper, blank paper for making recording sheets, everything in its place, nice and neat and new.

			All of which was wrong.

			Archaeology labs are almost never nice and neat and new. Most often they’re stuck in unused spaces like basements, and even when they are on the newer side, the gear has been reclaimed from decades past. A mix of old and new and very old.

			This was all pristine. And wrong.

			Sean was there again, too. I’d heard his voice in my head, but today was the first time I’d ever seen him. Twice now.

			He’d just finished stuffing the last of a sandwich into his mouth. He threw out the paper bag he’d brought it in and was washing his hands at the sink as he chewed. Large as life, even in death; reddish hair and Van Dyke beard. Sean was in his field clothes. He looked at home.

			He gave me a nod. “Hey.”

			Like it wasn’t anything special, like he was always here. Like I was always here.

			“Hey,” I said. I missed my friend terribly. I wanted to run to him, throw my arms around him, but I tried to be casual, so I wouldn’t scare him off. So I wouldn’t have to leave.

			I was drawn to the shelf next to the fume hood, with the chemicals in carefully labeled brown bottles. Across the room, stacks and stacks of screens in slotted frames for drying artifacts. I pulled one of the wooden frames out and saw all was well: bags washed and drying, artifacts neatly labeled to match the bag’s provenience, everything sorted by type and ready for cataloging. I didn’t recognize the artifacts—they were from someone else’s project—but the ceramics were colorfully decorated with geometric patterns finely delineated in jewel-like colors. I had to squint to confirm they were actually hand-painted and not rendered by some machine.

			Maybe I could just stay here, I thought. It’s heaven—why would I want to leave?

			A crack, hiss, and the smell of sulfur.

			I turned. “Do you smell something? Something burning?”

			Sean looked up from the newspaper he was reading. Sniffed the air. “It’s not in here, Zoe.”

			But my nose told me something was on fire.

			I whirled around, trying to identify the source of the smell. A wisp of smoke, nearly invisible but for its movement, drew me to the fume hood.

			On the shelf inside, a cigarette was smoldering. No more than the tip had been consumed, and I grabbed it, stubbing it out.

			I don’t smoke. Never been able to afford the habit and had never started. Smoking tobacco, anyway. “This isn’t yours, is it?” I held up the butt accusingly.

			“You know I quit ages ago, Zoe. I told you. It’s not in here.”

			So little had burned—no way Sean could have done it. Impossible for someone to have snuck in while my back was turned. Impossible for me to have not heard or smelled an intruder, not with my hyped-up Fangborn senses.

			Impossible.

			I took the extinguished stub and ran it under the tap. No point in taking chances—

			Another faint trail of smoke from the closed cabinets. How in the hell—?

			I dashed over, and opened the door. All seemed well but for the smoke rising up the back of the cabinet.

			The stacks of pristine paper …

			I pulled them out, and found an edge smoldering, a neon-bright line of red eating the sheets, leaving ash behind. Slapping at the edges, a cold tingle rushed through my fingers, as if the heat from the fire were causing pins and needles. Easily extinguished. I pulled out the rest of the paper to ensure nothing else had caught.

			A shiver ran down my spine. There must be faulty wiring, something in the walls causing this.

			The whole row of storage cabinets was billowing smoke. Somehow I knew that line of electric red was threading its way through the cabinets.

			“Sean!” I turned, desperate, looking for a fire extinguisher, an alarm, and saw smoke also pouring from the row of cupboards on the other side. Sean was nowhere to be seen.

			The chemicals. If the fire reached them, there was a good chance there would be an—

			I began running toward the racks. I had to save the artifacts. My fingers brushed the first rack—

			Boom.

			The world went spiraling.

			My vision went blurry. My body felt as if it were being squeezed through a colander.

			“Zoe, what is it?” Sean’s voice was something for me to focus on, cut through the pain. I couldn’t see him or the lab though. I was hurtling through the vast dark of space.

			I tried to focus; the more that worked, the better I was—there. A pinpoint of blue. “Water! An ocean, a coast. Towns; an old cathedral, huge. A house by a park. It’s old; it’s large, brick. There’s a flagpole, a flag …”

			“Where?”

			Another excruciating breath, broken glass in my lungs. “I don’t know, I can’t tell—” But as soon as I saw the signs in the town nearby, and the flag, everything melted away. “Denmark, I think, from the flag. The signs say ‘Roskilde.’”

			I’d seen that house before, but not in person. It was one of the visions I’d had when I’d opened Pandora’s Box. The visions of where other objects, perhaps like the powerful vessel I’d uncovered in Ephesus, were hidden.

			And just as suddenly, I was back in my dream lab.

			“Okay, that was weird,” Sean said in a nearly normal voice. “Also, extremely, really, totally unpleasant. Are you okay?”

			“I—yes. No. I don’t know. Are you hurt?”

			“I can’t feel—I don’t have any body. But I didn’t like what it was doing to you …” He took a deep breath. “Zoe, we have to find out where that was and get there.”

			He paused, and it was as if there was a hole in the universe where he had been. I wanted him to keep talking; it made me feel not so numb. The absence of the pain was almost as intense as the event itself had been. I felt … less … than I was before.

			Other objects, perhaps like Pandora’s Box, were calling me. The bracelet was part of that communication, perhaps a connection to those other artifacts.

			The pain was to make me focus. It had worked.

			Still …

			“I’m afraid, Sean. I don’t know what’s waiting for me out there, but I don’t want to find out this way. It’s like I’m being dragged off a cliff and there’s something really horrible waiting for me at the bottom. Sean?”

			Sean was gone. The lab was gone. I found myself emerging as if from a dream.

			I was in mid-Change. The visions had come earlier today when I was being attacked. I was being attacked now.

			In the real world, my wolfy instincts drove me from bed. I tackled the nearest person near me, presumably the source of my danger.

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			The nearest person to me was Adam Nichols, who was screaming.

			“Zoe, wake the fuck up!”

			Sleep fled, sight came to my eyes, awareness snapped into place as my brain re-oriented.

			I wasn’t out of danger yet.

			My mouth was an inch below Adam’s ear. I was one second away from fanging up and millimeters from any number of soft targets on his neck and face. Apparently, I’d been in mid-lunge, but now awake, I found I couldn’t relax because Adam was holding my wrist in an iron grip, so I had to remain on tiptoe.

			His eyes were wide and wary, and with good reason. My other hand was around his throat, my nails digging into his skin. Not quite ready to puncture, but close. His skin dimpled and reddened under the pressure.

			One more second and they would have been claws easily capable of rending skin and cartilage.

			One more second, and I might have killed Adam.

			Or maybe not. A faint tang, a note of citrus tickled my nose, and a metallic rasp caught my attention.

			Still not daring to move, I slid my eyes down and found the true source of my hesitation. Adam had the very large, very nasty-looking pistol he’d showed Buell. He now had it aimed under my chin with his free hand. I knew all about the pistol, knew what it could do. Adam had been teaching me how to use it during our trip. Another bonding experience.

			It was about now I realized he was naked, save for a pair of white boxers. I was in the T-shirt and panties I’d gone to sleep in.

			The danger factor shot up by a factor of a hundred. I didn’t respond well to being threatened; I didn’t respond well to almost killing someone in my sleep. I tried to concentrate on immediate issues.

			“Okay?” he said, not daring to swallow or move under my clawed hand.

			“Okay.” I said, not wanting to nod back. Too dangerous. “Count of three, everyone stands down.”

			“One.”

			“Two.” I saw him exhale for the first time.

			“Three.” I moved my head away and let go of his throat. Adam released my wrist; it was a relief to be off my toes. Adam took an extra half beat to lower the pistol. Maybe he didn’t even notice that himself, but I sure did. I let him get away with it, as a gesture of good will. If I’d sensed him exerting the slightest inclination toward pulling the trigger, odds were still good I’d be mostly out of the way and he’d be mostly dead before anyone heard the bang.

			He safetied the pistol, went over to the brown chair that didn’t match the peeling particleboard table, which didn’t match the other furniture. The pistol was the most solid thing in the room; too big for my small hands, I wondered if the rickety table would tip or splinter under its weight.

			He took a deep breath, then got back up and grabbed a bottle of water, chugging it down. He wiped his mouth. “Was it … were you dreaming about today? About Buell?”

			“No, I …” I shivered. “I think … the visions? They’ve been coming when I’ve been in danger. They were worse after Buell injected me. You know how the hellebore weakens us?”

			He nodded.

			“I think it might make me … susceptible to the visions. Maybe it is breaking something down in my body chemistry. Or maybe it was the stress of the …”

			“The torture.” He nodded. “Okay. That would unhinge anyone. Are you sure they’re real? The visions, I mean? Not just a nightmare?”

			“Yeah, I am.” I tapped my right wrist. To the rest of the world, it might just look like a vintage piece of antique-style jewelry or gaudy cloisonné, but it was a truly awesome artifact that was becoming more powerful. “Trust me. There’s nothing subtle when this thing takes over. And wherever they’re coming from, the visions are getting stronger. Most of them were stress induced.”

			“Which could be dangerous. When you’re in trouble, that’s the worse time to blink out.”

			I shook my head and sat down. “No, each time they’ve helped in some way. Except this time …”

			“What about this time?”

			“Artifacts, you know, like …” I held up my arm so he could see the bracelet. “They’re calling me. I need to find more. They were … crazy, painfully insistent. I have to find a house in a place called Roskilde.”

			He nodded. “Okay, I get it … but can you be sure you got it right? It would be a hell of a thing to go all that way and find out you’re in the wrong place.”

			“I haven’t got much choice in the matter. I can’t exactly call up and say, ‘Do you have any mysterious Fangborn artifacts,’ can I?”

			“I suppose not.” Now that the danger was past, Adam was sweating. He got up, pacing off the nervous energy, then went into the bathroom to splash water on his face. “I’d rather not shoot you, you know. I mean, I might only be human, but I’m as much a slave to my survival instinct as you are to yours.”

			“I know. It won’t happen again. I’m sorry.”

			Inspecting the scratches on his neck, he grunted. “Nothing major.” He turned back to face me. “No, maybe not tonight. But maybe tomorrow we think about separate rooms. Or I’ll sleep in the car. Or something.”

			We’d been sharing, registering at cheap motels, because I was using a credit card given to me by a criminal so I could help him steal. Adam always seemed to have a lot of cash, but we didn’t know how long either would last. There was nothing between us, and so far our biggest tensions were about who got first shot at the shower and Adam’s snoring. There couldn’t be anything between us, since my love, Will, was still out there, somewhere close by I now knew.

			There couldn’t be anything between me and Adam because until very recently he seemed to switch sides with ridiculous ease, and always with a good excuse. But never a trustworthy excuse. He’d worked for Senator Knight, getting me into a whole lot of trouble when he stole the artifact I needed to ransom my cousin Danny. But then, he picked me up and helped me escape the TRG facility, just as they were isolating me and doing experiments on the bracelet.

			So as for Adam, even though we were traveling as a pair, I was still very much on my own.

			He cleared his throat, bringing me back to the here and now.

			“No, you don’t need to sleep in the car,” I said. “You’re probably safe. For tonight.” I didn’t try to make it sound like a joke; dream-fire and waking violence wasn’t funny.

			“I don’t want to die because of your bad dreams, Zoe.”

			I shrugged again. I couldn’t blame him; the situation sucked. “I’ll go to the pharmacy tomorrow. See if there isn’t something to make me sleep better.”

			“What we need is something for you to wake up better.” He dried his face and hung the towel up carefully.

			Instead of getting onto his side of the bed, he sat down next to me. “Is there anything I can do?

			He patted my shoulder.

			Just that little bit of comfort in a day full of violence, both personal and impersonal. Humanity, in a day full of what seemed like my increasing alienation from both the human and Fangborn races. My face grew warm. Other parts of me grew warm, too, and it was with a Christmas-morning delight that I understood I could feel something as ordinary as lust again.

			I thought about what it might be like with Adam. He was good looking, he had a ridiculous Captain America body, and he had saved my life now, more times than he’d endangered it. Given my present lifestyle, that counted for a lot.

			I thought about what it would feel like to put my hand on his thigh just below the leg of his boxers—

			A knitting needle through my gut. I doubled over, the vision of the old house and the name “Roskilde” the only thing between me and the pain. Every other thought disappeared.

			“Zoe!” Adam grabbed my shoulders.

			No, no more touching. I held up a hand, and he cautiously withdrew, waiting for me to recover.

			“It’s … okay,” I gasped finally. “I … I think … it’s the last of the hellebore working its way out of my system.”

			His concern was obvious. “Is there anything I can—?”

			“No! No, thank you. I … I just need some sleep.”

			Adam was exhausted from the day’s events, but I wouldn’t have bet that he could fall asleep so fast. Must be his easy conscience.

			I sat up for a moment; then, clammy cold, I crawled into bed, giving a rough tug to the blanket Adam had stolen. I got my fair share; he didn’t even stir.

			I tried to think of the day as a net positive: I’d found the asylum. I had a destination. And whatever the bracelet was doing, at least now I had another destination, courtesy of the visions.

			On the negative side, my journey wasn’t moving me toward my friends, but away from them, and it didn’t seem as if I had any choice in the matter.

			I was changing. The bracelet was changing me.

			Profound snores from the other side of the bed.

			“Adam, roll over,” I said dully, a habit now deeply ingrained. All the familiarity of an intimate relationship, with none of the comfort.

			Obediently, he rolled over, muttering something. I was left alone in the dark and quiet.
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			The next morning at breakfast, it all seemed crazy to me. “I know it’s not a lot. But I saw the airport, I saw the train, I saw too much, like a whipsaw trip through history. I saw the name, ‘Roskilde.’ I don’t know what it means, but I have to go to Denmark.” I shivered. “I don’t dare not go.”

			Surprisingly, Adam was more supportive of the idea than I was. “Yeah, but … if something like that is calling you, better you should answer, right? I mean, as soon as you figured it out, the pain stopped, right? You go, maybe you keep Knight or the Order from getting there first. Win–win–win, as far as I can tell.”

			“Okay. I guess I put off looking for the others. The bracelet wins. I’ll go.”

			“We both go.” He nodded. “And we both need new papers. We’ll drive to Manhattan. I have a friend who might be able to help us.”

			Adam was quiet a long time. I finished the rest of my eggs and thought about more bacon. It was good to have my appetite back. I felt nearly 90 percent, which, considering how I’d felt yesterday, was like feeling 600 percent.

			“Okay,” I said finally. “We get the papers, we get a plane.”

			It wasn’t a long drive into the city from outside Princeton. It was much harder trying to find a parking place on the Upper West Side.

			“Let’s splurge on a lot,” I said.

			He shook his head. “I don’t like parking structures. Too easy to be trapped.”

			Finally, Adam made his own parking space. He pulled into a side street that was “residents only” and pulled out a sheaf of parking tickets. He stuck one under the windshield.

			“If you don’t like getting trapped,” I said, “how are you going to feel about being towed?”

			He put the rest of the tickets away and locked up. “At least if someone comes at me out here, in the open, I’ll see them coming. We can walk from here.”

			I wasn’t sure I liked the idea of meeting someone who forged papers, the dark underside of the city, the criminal element. Despite the fact that I was something of the criminal element myself. “Shall I get lost for an hour or two?”

			“No, you should come with me. You’ll like Jean.”

			We walked uptown a few more blocks. We were near the Museum of Natural History when we turned and walked down another one.

			We went up the stairs of a tidy brownstone in a quiet neighborhood. The noise was muffled from the nearby busy streets, and it was hard to envision that the woods of Princeville Township were even in the same galaxy. Geraniums bloomed in the window boxes, impatiens around the tree bases, and there was a carefully lettered sign requesting that I clean up after my dog. It was a nineteenth-century interpretation of a seventeenth-century Dutch exterior: bourgeois, comfortable, immaculate, civic, permanent. I was immediately jealous.

			There was only one name on a deeply engraved brass plaque by the doorbell: Jean A. Leigh. Adam rang.

			A woman with short, curly dark hair; wide eyes; and an improbably pixieish nose opened the door. At first I thought she was affecting 1920s garb because her white lab coat reminded me of a driving costume from that period, and her glasses hung from a long, gold, beaded chain around her neck. She wore a long skirt and sweater and flats; she was casually and expensively dressed for some kind of high-end professional work. She looked at me briefly, evaluating, then turned to Adam as she stepped aside to let us in.

			“You’re early. Do you mind waiting while I finish? Thanks very much.”

			She spoke automatically, didn’t wait for an answer or an introduction to me, just waited for us to pass before she closed the door behind her and set the alarm.

			“Upstairs.” She led the way to the back of the house, to a large elevator that had been recently added to a kitchen. There was more than enough room for all of us, and the walls were padded with heavy quilted fabric. She pressed “4,” and the doors slid shut silently.

			We emerged to daylight, or near enough: a single room made up the entire floor. An enormous lab table was in the middle of the room; on one long wall were a chemical locker cabinet, a large sink and drying area, and a large safe. The opposite wall was half pebbled glass.

			Several easels were stacked up against the short wall, and canvases—painted and unpainted—of various sizes. Metal storage shelving held acid-free boxes that were inscrutably labeled and various containers—I recognized a carton of plaster on one. It reminded me of the curatorial department at the museum I once worked in.

			To one side, in the indirect light, was a portrait of a woman. Early eighteenth-century, three-quarters length, seated at a table that had a small leather-bound book, an inkwell, and a stack of letters. In one graceful hand was a pen.

			“I’m almost done with the in-filling. Water damage, not bad, but much better now. New England—Boston—I’m sure you can tell.” She picked up a small brush and, with infinite care, addressed a section of the woman’s brilliant red gown near the bottom of the painting.

			“Is that … that’s not a Smibert, is it?” I asked.

			The woman moved her head slightly, as if she would look at me, but her focus held, and she concentrated on her work. Finally, satisfied, she pulled back. “Yes, it is, an early one,” she said as she put the brush aside to be cleaned. “You have a good eye.”

			“Art history class.”

			“But not ‘art history degree,’” she concluded. “Good for you. The only way to make that work is to get a degree in chemistry as well and have a talent for painting.” She smiled maddeningly, wondering if I would figure it out.

			Sure, I got it: she had talents in wildly disparate fields and made lots of money from the combination. Something about her made my competitive side come out—but I couldn’t compete. What was I supposed to do—say, Well, I’m a werewolf and could probably kill you with a snap of my teeth? That would trump a lot of attributes but wasn’t the sort of thing you could trot out in casual conversation like, say, being ambidextrous. The upper-crusty attitude on her didn’t help. I took a deep breath, tried to calm myself. We did not need a class-sensitive werewolf at the moment.

			“I told you about Zoe,” Adam said. “The … archaeologist.”

			Jean raised one eyebrow at me and then at Adam. “Well, if she’s here, with you, now, she knows how to keep her mouth shut, I suppose.” The precise pronunciation of her consonants was dismissive. She finished cleaning, set the painting aside, and turned back to us. “And now, business.”

			Jean went to the safe and pulled out an accordion file; she indicated the lab table, where she met us.

			She spread out the contents of the file: passports, driver’s licenses, birth certificates. “I used the information you gave me, assuming you did your homework in getting the names and places correct. And I managed to make something tolerable of those head shots you sent me. What did you use, a disposable cell phone?”

			Adam tilted his head and frowned. There was no need for her attitude.

			Jean continued. “I double- and tripled-checked the paper and engraving for the certificate; the passports are one of my better efforts.”

			Adam picked up the passport, began to scrutinize it.

			“Please, feel free to examine it,” Jean said. Who was showing temper now?

			“Where did you get the stamp?” Adam asked, squinting at it.

			Jean only smiled.

			Adam finally, reluctantly, put down the passport and pulled out a fat padded envelope of his own, sliding it over to Jean.

			Jean took it to the workbench on the side and turned on a small machine. She flipped through the bundled hundred-dollar bills and stopped suddenly. She pulled a bill out of the bundle and held it under the machine. She grunted, turning off the machine.

			“Like I don’t check them all myself,” Adam said.

			“Never hurts to be careful,” Jean responded. “As you know.” She locked the machine and the cash away. Turned back to us. “Who’s for tea?” 

			“No time,” Adam said, impatient. He caught himself. “Thank you anyway. Next time, we’ll plan on it.”

			This time, we took the stairs down to the first floor. I’m almost sure it was so I’d have a chance to admire the many framed paintings on the painted walls. Nothing too flashy, no great masters—but all of obvious quality and excellent examples of genre and period. Jean pretended to be casual about them but was preening all the way down.

			Adam was staring at one picture. As I reached it, I paused on the stairway for a moment.

			The penny dropped. I caught my breath, then composed myself.

			“So. Are they all forgeries?”

			Jean clapped her hands softly. “Very good. But points off for imprecision. Some of them would be forgeries, if I tried to pass them off as genuine. They are, at the moment, merely excellent copies. Most of them are, anyway. What made you draw that conclusion?”

			I hesitated, wondering about the propriety of saying that the father of a friend of mine had dealt in antiquities and art forgeries. “Well, if they were real, I sure as hell wouldn’t be hanging them in a stairway. I’d have them out where people could see them.”

			She gave a small frown at the casual vulgarity of “hell,” and then an almost-smirk, which I presumed was at the notion that I’d ever have paintings, a house in which to hang them, or friends to admire them.

			Adam jumped in before my temper could get the better of me. “The pastoral scene with the cows. A friend of mine has the original in her office at the Smithsonian.” He paused. “Doesn’t she?”

			“Maybe she does, maybe she does,” Jean mused. She held out her hand. “Zoe, a pleasure to meet you. Adam, as always.”

			Once we were out on the street, I asked Adam. “So how do you know her?”

			“We went to college together. She’s the best in the business.”

			“Okay.” I looked up. “How do you know? I mean, how do you know where to find forgers?”

			“I don’t know forgers. I know Jean. Virtues of an expensive liberal arts education, like I said.”

			I found myself getting prickly again. I’d had a college education, a lot of it, by some counts, and although parts of it were private, I knew it wasn’t what Adam was talking about. Mine was the kind where you make good grades to try and get a job afterward. His was the kind where you go to swanky parties to make connections, because you already have a job waiting for you in the family firm. Two different animals entirely.

			New York was bringing out the worst in me. My nerves were frayed, and I had to get my attitude under control.

			“We have a few hours before our flight. Need to pick up anything?”

			I traveled light, with only my backpack. I’d been keeping up with laundry and had toothpaste. I shook my head. “I’d like to stretch my legs, get some lunch.”

			“Okay, I need a few things. How about we meet at the car in a couple of hours?”

			“Sure.”

			He handed over the envelope with my papers and then hesitated. “Be careful, Zoe.”

			“I’m a werewolf in New York City. What could go wrong?”

			“I’m serious. Fangborn, human … you don’t get to be stupid, you don’t get to make mistakes. Never imagine you’re acting in a vacuum.”

			I so hated that idea. I liked being invisible, almost rootless. I pressed my lips together, tight, to restrain the first three things I thought. A deep breath. “I’ll see you, Adam. I’ll keep my phone on.”

			He looked reassured by that. “Me, too. Text if you need anything.”

			Adam headed into a department store, and I began to wander. A thought struck me.

			I had a card in my pocket—I had half a deck of cards. Not all of them were crossed out. I had two pulled out. One was in Europe, but one was right here in New York City. Victoria Brooks—and a business address downtown. If I was right about the abbreviations, she was an oracle.

			I had a hunch about the cards, and I figured it was safe enough to reach out. Most of the ones I had were marked “Stray.” Like me, odds were, she’d be on her own.

			After getting confused by the subway system, I found the building in the Forties, on Sixth. No cute little brownstones here; it was all business and skyscrapers. The smells and noises started to settle in on me, pressing closer than I liked, but I gawked like the tourist I was.

			Double-checking the address, I ventured in. A row of turnstiles like the subway station, guards at a giant help desk. A long bank of elevators. The place was massive. There was no way I’d find Victoria Brooks in here.

			Cowed, I turned quickly, dodging a group of late lunchers. Damn it—bad move. Now if I decided to ask the guards, I’d look really suspicious.

			I opened the door, and glancing ahead of me, saw a young woman carrying a flat with rows of white paper bags, lunch for eight or nine people. I held the door for her, and she nodded thanks, barely making eye contact. Still, it was more than most people—

			Wait. Something was wrong …

			I sniffed; there it was again. Wait.

			Maybe something was right.

			The young woman froze, almost as soon as I made the connection. She wasn’t exactly what I thought she should be—not immediately recognizable as either vampire or werewolf—but I was learning, oracles are always a little different.

			She looked Normal enough, not that you can tell Fangborn from Normal humans just by looking. Dark skinned, dark brown wavy hair cut straight across at her chin, like a flapper going for Cleopatra vampishness. A little taller than me, maybe five six, she was wearing a pair of super-skinny white jeans and a short-sleeved sweater in pale blue. An oversized bag over her shoulder looked like it cost a fortune. She looked exactly like every other professional woman around, but from the smart casual look, I was guessing she was tech, not sales.

			But oracles are just plain weird. I know that’s horrible to say, but I hadn’t grown up knowing about them, so I wasn’t used to their unpredictable ways. Some of them, I was told, could tell the future, though never in a straightforward fashion, and some of them were reputed to be lucky. I met two, during my short-lived stay at the TRG. One was supposed to be adept at prescience, and she claimed not to be able to read me that day. One was supposed to be able to read histories, but they discarded her report. All she’d seen was a big red emptiness where I should have been.

			So I wasn’t too fond of oracles, in general. Ma was the exception; I didn’t know she was one, to begin with, and neither did she. And as far as I could tell, she had a hunch for knowing how to avoid getting found by everyone who was looking for her. She seemed to be able to navigate new places with ridiculous ease—the same as me.

			The woman said, “What are you doing here?”

			“I … think I’m looking for Victoria Brooks.”

			“I’m Vee.” Her eyes widened. “But you can’t be here. You can’t just show up like this.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“There’s been all kinds of Family buzz—”

			“Wait—if you know what’s going on with the Family, what are you doing here?” How could she know about me? I knew from the cards that Buell believed she was a stray.

			“I work here.” She looked down at the rack of bags. “It was my turn to get lunch. Look, you want to talk, I’ll meet you after work. I moved to this office three weeks ago, and I want to make sure I don’t screw up in the first month. I’ve got a five-minute bio-break, and then I’m in back-to-back meetings until five thirty.”

			I stared at her. “You can’t just work! I mean, if you know what’s going on, why aren’t you—?”

			“I work because I like to eat. If you mean, why aren’t I involved with”—she lowered her voice to a whisper—“the Family and their business … I don’t do that anymore.”

			That certainly explained all the blanks on her card. “Why not? I thought … aren’t you … aren’t you a stray?”

			She made a face like she smelled something spoiled. “No, nothing like that. I know what I am, I know what they are. I walked away.” She shifted the box in her hand to get her key card. “You want to talk more, come back after work. Don’t bring any Cousins. Don’t bring any Normals, for that matter. My team’s noodles are getting cold.”

			She was through security before I could say another word.

			Well, that could have gone better. But it could have gone worse. At least I’d stumbled across her with time to spare, and now we had an appointment.

			I got some lunch off a truck—I saw one that Victoria had probably come from, so I got a pile of garlic noodles. I walked west and south, enjoying the fine autumn day and the fact that I seemed to be making progress.

			A strange scent wafted over me. I felt the Call to Change. I couldn’t Change, not there, but as I began to run, picking up speed with the need to find what was driving me. It got stronger, and fouler, as I ran down Seventh Avenue and turned down 37th Street.

			There were two cop cars near one side of a building covered in scaffolding. No lights, no noise; the officers were drinking coffee, and the pedestrians walked by the place with nary a glance. My shoulder blades itched, and I saw three blacked-out SUVs nearby; they looked an awful lot like the Order vehicles I’d seen when I’d escaped from Buell.

			I decided to see if there wasn’t another way in.

			I was smart. I texted Adam and gave him my location, just like I promised. Told him I’d need backup.

			There was a maintenance employees’ access on the side; the door was ajar—to let the construction workers in, I assumed. I edged my way into a darkened hallway, a pile of cigarette butts just inside the door.

			I stopped cold.

			There was no one there, no one to see me. It was the perfect situation for a Fangborn, no reason I couldn’t continue.

			Except my nose was wrong.

			No, not my nose. I was absolutely certain I was on the track of evil, but … the evil wasn’t right.

			I shook my head, trying to clear the confusion away. I had to go, but …

			No “but.” I had to go. I was on guard, however. Something eerie was in the air, too much like the same brand of wrong I smelled near that child molester staked out at Princeville Township.

			The SUVs outside … If Buell was here, I’d kill him.

			I stashed my shoes in my backpack and Changed up, figuring I needed every sense I could get, on deck.

			As I progressed into the building, smoke was everywhere. I tried to keep low, but even werewolf eyes burned and watered against the acrid fumes. My nose ran. Snotty, weepy werewolves are not pretty.

			I got more agitated when I reached the third floor. Whatever was wrongly wrong was up here, and I was closing in.

			Suddenly, whatever it was … simply went away.

			It was still smoky, but no fire. Nothing was ablaze—no noise, no smell of plastic or wood burning.

			Some kind of distraction, one designed to lure Fangborn, compel them to find it.

			Too much coincidence: The Order had managed to replicate the scent of evil as we knew it.

			I needed to find out what that was. I hated the idea of something that could trap Fangborn so easily, act on their natural inclinations to seek out evil.

			I moved up another flight, the smoke continuing to clear. Something was telling me that the conference room at the other end of the hallway was where I needed to go. I reached for the doorknob to the hall, and a recognizable scent filled my nose.

			Scarcely able to believe my unreliable nose, I stepped through and aside, waiting until the door opened and I could see for myself. I Changed back to human form.

			Thirty seconds later, Will MacFarlane came through the door.

			“Will?” I stepped forward from behind the door to make sure I wasn’t seeing things. “Will! Oh my God, it is you—”

			He turned just as I reached him and threw my arms around him. He looked awful: a week’s worth of patchy beard, his jeans torn, and a stain on his shirt that I was sure was blood, though not sure whose.

			He looked wonderful. He smelled wonderful. I crushed him close, wanting to hug him into me. “Where have you been? I’ve been looking for you—how did you know to look for me in Princeville?”

			His fingers brushed mine, and he held my hands.

			“Zoe. I … I wasn’t looking for you. I was tracking the Order. Same thing that brought me here.”

			Something was wrong; there was blood on his hand. He was hurt from some fight—“Will, what is it?”

			He pulled my hands carefully but firmly from around his neck.

			His frown was nearly invisible, his mouth so tight. “You don’t get to do this anymore.”

			“What?” I shook my head. “What do you—?”

			“You don’t get to run away and come back as if nothing happened. You don’t get to make excuses because of your upbringing. You don’t get to do this to me again.”

			“Do what? You took off on me, you left me in that—that place—for them to use like a guinea pig.” I stepped away, refusing to believe it was this bad. “Will, you left me. And I don’t know why, or what lies they’ve told you, but you left me.”

			“Zoe, don’t.”

			“Don’t what? You can’t see they told you a lie to keep us apart, to keep us from finding out what’s going on? We’re safer apart, for their purposes. Maybe Knight has a hand in the TRG, still, or maybe—”

			“You ran off from the lab, right?”

			“Well, yeah, but that was after they started drugging me and I hadn’t seen you or Danny or anyone for weeks—”

			“I never left,” he said. “I was there—we were all there. They said you were being uncooperative and didn’t want to see us. And then you ran off. No drugs.” He shrugged. “I waited a month. And then I took another assignment.”

			“Well, they told me you didn’t want to see me. I never believed that.” I thought of something. “Danny. Where’s Danny?”

			“He’s taken an assignment in Europe. Translation work and research.”

			“Okay, maybe you can believe I would run from you, though the last and only time I did that was to save you, I thought. But would I leave Danny without telling him anything before I left? How likely is that?”

			“What’s more likely—that you took off when things got rough, and you thought too many people were putting constraints on you?” There was no mistaking the bitterness in his voice. “Another little rebellion against authority after a life dedicated to running? Or that every one of the rest of us is lying or mistaken?”

			“Well, yes, you are. You can’t see that this is some kind of vampire trick? How hard would it be to make you think I’d run off?”

			“Exactly.”

			“Why would I lie to you now? Maybe I had a habit of running, but not lying—not to you.”

			“You lied when you thought you were a serial killer.”

			“Once, to save your life.” I was desperate now. “They got to you, Will, and I hate that you’re not more willing to think better of me. It’s the government’s vampires, covering their asses.”

			“Goddamn it! I can’t be under a vampire compulsion, Zoe. They gave me the drug that lets us resist when I signed on.”

			He never would have revealed such a secret if he didn’t believe it. “There is no such thing. They lied about that, too.”

			“I’ve seen it, I believe it. Stop with all this, Zoe. If you need help, I’ll give it to you. But don’t lie to me anymore.”

			I folded my arms. “Okay, what’s going on here? What happened to you?”

			“It’s nothing, a scuffle broke out upstairs. Some new phenomenon. I got in the way.”

			It dawned on me. “The thing … was it … kinda like a werewolf?”

			“We found a … something very strange. Hang on a sec.” He pulled out his phone, swiped it a few times, typed briefly, then put it away. “Sorry; just letting everyone know I am okay. There was a disagreement on how to handle it best, how to keep it safe. Zoe, you’re not hurt are you?”

			“No, I was—”

			I looked up, understanding at last.

			Will was stalling me.

			He had that look about him that I remembered he had when he was trying to keep a secret—his eyes everywhere but meeting mine, too wide, unblinking.

			He was calling in the others to capture me.

			I nodded. “I was in the area, looking for you by the way, and Danny and the Steubens—and felt the Call to Change. Weird, huh? How it just … evaporated, just went away? Don’t you think this is a trap?”

			“We’re working on isolating it. So, you’ve been okay? Tell me what happened to you.”

			Again, the ever-rotten small talk. The sudden willingness to credit what I’d told him. My strain of vampire intuition told me the rest.

			This was it, then. No talking my way out of what happened next, and no way I’d give up quietly to the TRG, not when I had a meeting with a crabby oracle and an intensely painful desire to go to Denmark.

			“Sure, Will.” I turned and saw him relax, as if I’d bought it. He put his hand on my shoulder, not for comfort, I knew, but to slow me down. Good.

			I let myself feel the warmth of his hand on my shoulder for a split second, closing my eyes. I reached up, putting my hand on his. He relaxed again. Holding his hand on my shoulder, I opened my eyes, pivoted, stooped under his outstretched arm, and suddenly, I was behind him, his arm pinned behind him.

			I half-Changed, sniffed hard. Then I grazed his hurt hand with my fang, just enough to reopen the cut. Sampled his blood. It tasted strange, but what I could identify was mostly a whole lot of vampire fuckery and no miracle preventative. Which was a pity.

			“You’re hurting me!” He struggled in my embrace, but there was no way he’d escape.

			“Not like you’re hurting me,” I said. “Who did this to you?”

			“I told you—ow! Zoe, just give up now. It will be easier—”

			“Okay, you listen to me.” I reached into his front pocket, found the cell phone with the widget that he’d activated. I dropped it, stomped on it, for all the good that would do. “You hear me. Whatever’s going on here, in this building, is because of the Order. They’ve got a way to lure the Fangborn, mess with our senses, and they’re planning something big.”

			I spoke with every bit of persuasion I might have. “Also. I waited for you until it was clear the TRG were lying to me; I waited for you to rescue me. Instead, you bought the lies you were told—”

			I growled in his ear, backed us both over to an office doorway. “You remember what I said. You poke around, see if I’m maybe telling the truth. And later on, we meet up, we can talk about who betrayed who.”

			Adam Nichols stood in the doorway, watching me embrace Will.

			I shoved Will hard into the office, shut the door, and secured it by twisting the doorknob until it jammed. “We gotta go!”

			I grabbed Adam’s hand, and we took off out the back door. Adam didn’t need werewolf ears to hear the clatter of boots down the hall.

			The government was hot on my trail again.

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			We went down to the next floor, then into an office and out a window. Down the fire escape, and then to the back of the building. We were running before Will even had time to start yelling or use the office phones to call for backup.

			We ran south, the blocks a blur.

			Adam said, “Wait! In here.”

			We were outside Penn Station.

			Perfect. Nothing human could have followed us in the rush of commuters leaving for the day, the sun lowering in the darkening sky.

			I’d no sooner made it down the dingy escalators than a sharp scent caught my nose. A sharp, familiar scent. Nothing human had followed me.

			Fangborn were on my trail. I had to assume they were with the TRG, with Will so near. I had to assume that the Order might also be nearby.

			If I’d caught the scent running into the station, the best thing to do was to go out the way we came and hope I avoided whoever was looking for us ahead.

			“What’s wrong?” Adam shouted.

			“TRG. Gonna backtrack out of here.”

			No problem; there were plenty of crowds to lose ourselves in outside. But it was becoming abundantly clear that New York was too hot for me, right now, and it was time to leave.

			Another familiar scent hit me, faint but still quite recognizable. Recent.

			Not Will, not one of the guys from the TRG, not a stranger. It was Gerry Steuben. My friend who’d introduced me to what it was to be Fangborn, who convinced me, as nearly as I could be convinced, that I was not insane, that I was a werewolf, but that, within certain circles, was normal.

			My heart leapt. Everything was going to be okay—

			“Zoe. Seriously?”

			Even as Sean piped up, I realized it myself.

			Stupid, fucking optimism. Of course, Gerry was out here. He was looking for me. Will had clued him in as to my whereabouts.

			My heart broke a little more. It was an awful lot, for one day.

			Whatever it was, he hadn’t seen me yet, and I knew that my trail through the station would have been seriously diluted by the thousands of commuters on the subway and other lines. Still, maybe it was better to hole up a bit and let the trail fade.

			“We gotta split up,” I said. “Gerry Steuben’s out there.”

			“Zoe, no!”

			Too late. I ran, dodging pedestrians and cars. Adam did his best to follow me but soon fell behind.

			The shops were getting funkier and more expensive, and I despaired of finding some place that wouldn’t make me feel out of place in my discount-store clothes. Even they had been a huge leap from yard-sale and Goodwill finds, and although I wasn’t ashamed of my poverty, I didn’t like sticking out.

			Social inequality was the least of my worries now. A busy restaurant would be my best refuge while I figured out what to do next.

			Shira’s Joint was filling up quickly with well-dressed young things. I could make do.

			I tried to look less sweaty than I was, glad that I had a chunky necklace to dress me up a little. It even looked like the bracelet, a little. A very little, but enough. Almost a style.

			Telling the hostess I wouldn’t be eating, I headed to an empty stool at the bar.

			The bartender had a phone balanced on her shoulder, came over, nodded, and put a napkin down in front of me, holding up one finger; she’d be a second. She was like something out of legend: strikingly tall, with pure white hair, long but knotted up in a loose ponytail to keep it out of her way. She wore cowboy boots and jeans with her very crisp black shirt; a hint of swagger as she juggled the phone, made change, and mouthed goodbye to the other customer at the bar.

			She looked like she was in charge of her life. I admired that. And I have always wanted to be tall.

			“Vodka?” I said, when she raised her eyebrows to me. I should have ordered a fancier cocktail or some kind of craft beer or wine, but the way I was feeling took me right back to my dodgy childhood and my go-to response to stress then.

			“Any particular brand?” she mouthed.

			I usually went with “cheapest that won’t make me blind,” but figured that wouldn’t do here. “You pick.”

			But she nodded, making a show of professionally sizing me up and deciding what would work for me. She spoke into the phone. “Yeah, you can say that now, but when you see him again … Yeah, right, okay. Anyway, take your time; I’ll cover your shift until you get in. Bye.” She pulled down a bottle from a long line of vodkas and held it up. It looked expensive, but not gimmicky.

			I put my hands over my heart and nodded gratefully. “Double.”

			“Up or rocks? Twist?”

			I didn’t want to seem like a total waste product. “Rocks and twist, please.” Fancy, fancy today, Miss Zoe.

			She set the glass down in front of me, precisely measured, then looked at me. Her hand shook a little, and more of the vodka splashed into the glass.

			“Oops. Oh, well,” she said, all exaggeration and a wink. “Tough day? I’ve never seen you in here before.”

			“Well …”

			“C’mon. I’ve got ten minutes before the after-work crowd gets here, and then I’ll be too rushed for any pretense at compassion. This is my good karma for the day.”

			She wasn’t wrong. And I could use an ally.

			“There’s …” I sighed, and figured the truth would serve. “There’s this guy. I’m hoping I don’t run into him. I saw him a few blocks back, and …”

			“Dangerous?” She was suddenly wary. “I mean, he’s not going to come in here and, you know, cause trouble?”

			I shook my head. “He’s nothing I can’t handle, and he’s usually not a troublemaker. It’s strictly personal. But I’d prefer to avoid him.”

			She nodded, as she took an order from a waiter and deftly built a tray of white wine, two martinis, a PBR, and a Manhattan. “Okay. I’ll keep an eye out, let you know if I see anything I don’t like.”

			I didn’t tell her I’d smell trouble long before she saw it.

			“The guy shows, you give me the nod, I’ll stall him. Call the cops, if I have to. There’s a doorway out the back, past the restrooms. You can go straight out there.”

			“Thank you—I’m sorry. I don’t know your name.” It was the kind of place too chic for name tags.

			“Sandy Sechrest.” She reached under the counter and handed me a card. Her title was “Senior Mixologist.”

			“I’m Marie,” I said, remembering the name on the new passport I had. “Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome. I don’t want trouble any more than you do.”

			“I’m sure it will be fine,” I said. I swallowed a sip of my vodka and let myself relax for the first time in an hour.

			I put the glass down. My proximity sense was alerting me. At first, I thought it was the rush of alcohol, but then I saw him. It was not the easy-going, oh-so-confident Gerry I remembered. He was angry and he was confused.

			Gerry had covered an awful lot of distance through some real obstacles to find me. That first glance, when he recognized me, wasn’t surprise, and it wasn’t pleasure, and it wasn’t happiness. It was a scowl.

			What in God’s name had they told him about me to make him look like that? The disgust and anger was like a slap. I’m tough enough, but where friends are concerned, I’m as vulnerable as the next person.

			He growled.

			Didn’t need a werewolf’s hearing to pick it out over early Happy Hour racket, either.

			What the fuck? One of the first things Gerry had taught me was to keep Normal reactions for Normal audiences. And now he was breaking cover?

			Something was beyond wrong. I couldn’t imagine a vampire messing with him, but something was definitely wrong. Faked evidence maybe—but of what? I’d seen Gerry show more compassion for—

			Another growl, and I finally smartened up.

			I threw a twenty down on the bar, which I hoped would cover the drink. “Hey, Sandy, thanks for everything.”

			She nodded, following my glance, and called over to Gerry. “Hi, there—”

			I turned on my heel and made for the back door of the restaurant.

			Shouts and a crash of glass: Gerry was following me, none too subtly. He was tall and broad shouldered and easily made a path where there was none. I gave up trying to blend and ran.

			Down the hall I went and through the kitchen, too fast to hear the protests of the cooks. One was standing by the open door, sneaking a cigarette; I shoved past him and out into the alley. Dumpsters and broken-down boxes offered no solution, so I kept running.

			I followed the alley out. The trains … a subway. I’d never be able to sort it out, but there would be plenty of noise, smells, confusion, and bodies to get in the way.

			I pulled up fast, whipped my head around. No subway sign. I grabbed a man in a suit by the arm. “Excuse me!”

			He kept talking on his phone and waved his hand to shoo me away.

			The woman behind him—“Excuse me, the subway?”

			She frowned. “Which one?”

			“The closest one!”

			“That way.” She pointed.

			“Thank you!”

			And I was off.

			I saw the iconic colored circles and letters of the subway sign and let myself exhale for the first time.

			A blur to my right.

			I heard the thud almost before I felt it, and was only aware of someone smashing into my right shoulder as my left shoulder hit a brick wall. Sharp pain up my shoulder, then stars and comets—my head following my shoulder into the wall.

			It was only as my face grazed the brick that I understood what was happening: Gerry Steuben had rocketed out of the street, knocking me into the alley and almost into next week. He was a big, big guy, and I was convinced he’d been a jock all his life. If I’d been a Normal, almost anyone could have tossed me around like a rag doll. If I’d been a Normal, Gerry might have killed me.

			Stunned, I tried to plant my feet, and then when he yanked harder against me, I rushed toward him. That threw him off balance, loosened his grip, and gave me a moment to back away.

			“Ow—Jesus, Gerry! What the fuck was that about?”

			“Don’t make this worse than it already is, Zoe.” He grabbed my arm again. “This is going against every instinct I have.”

			I tried to yank my arm away, mostly succeeded, then shoved him away. “Then maybe you should listen to your instincts!”

			“They’re saying you’re not right, that I should do the world a favor and get rid of you.”

			I stared at him. Lies, I could believe, but why on earth was Gerry having this reaction to me? I could see his fangs starting to show, could feel the electricity in the air. He was one step from Changing—not good for me, not good for either of us, trying to keep a low profile in a big city.

			He was shaking with the effort of resisting that instinct. I knew how wrenching that could be, and had no idea the Fangborn could resist it, until my experience envisioning the asylum. He wouldn’t look at me. “I have orders to bring you in. Zoe, I don’t know what’s wrong with you, but we have to get you back to the lab and get it fixed.”

			He was lying. He did know what was wrong with me.

			“What did they tell you? What are the boys in the white coats saying now?”

			“The bracelet. It’s … bad for you, it’s turning you … into … we don’t know what.”

			Gerry was a bundle of nerves. Whatever the Order had done back down the street was messing with him. And now, if my scent was changing, it occurred to me that not only was this a struggle for him physically—resisting the Call to Change—and emotionally, it was messing with his whole idea of the Fangborn.

			The Fangborn are close to angels, I remembered him saying once upon a time. We’re always on the side of right, and we’re never, ever wrong about the bad guys.

			And here I was, screwing with all his ideals.

			I had to be even more careful now. Not only was Gerry my teacher, when it came to most all of what I knew about the Fangborn, he was much more experienced at tracking—and fighting—than most Fangborn I knew.

			And when strong people are under strain, it doesn’t do to challenge their beliefs.

			Great. Ms. Subtle meets Twitchy the Hair-Trigger Werewolf.

			I nodded slowly, trying to buy myself some time. “Gerry, I agree, I think the bracelet is changing me. I’m not sure into what, but yes, it is affecting me. However, I can’t trust the TRG—”

			“Zoe, this is gonna get hairy,” Sean whispered in my brain.

			“I know, I know,” I said, pretending to forestall Gerry’s protests as I answered Sean. “We need to look into this, but for now—”

			Gerry’s hands were on my shoulders, my back to the wall. His fingers dug into me, and I felt a hint of claws to come. “Zoe, can’t you smell it? Can’t you tell?”

			I was scared; he looked kinda crazy now, his face too close to mine. “Gerry?”

			“You’re wrong. You smell … like evil. And since it’s taking everything I have not to pummel—”

			Sean piped up. “No, I mean, it’s going to get hairy now.”

			I half-Changed. There was nothing else I could do. I needed surprise; I needed speed and strength.

			Gerry half-Changed, too, but a split instant after me, just long enough for me to shove his arms away from me and get to the other side of him.

			He moved, so quickly, and I saw him ready to take a swing at me, claws extended …

			His Change did something else. It set something off in me.

			Maybe it was that early memory of Gerry Changing in Berlin, trying to teach me to get control over my powers that did it, but it tweaked something in the bracelet, in me, amped me up.

			And I let it loose on Gerry.

			The bracelet flared, silver light.

			“Stay.”

			Gerry slammed backward into the brick. I heard a bone snap, the air whoosh out of his lungs. Distantly, something in me cried out for his pain and the idea I had caused it. The bracelet was more and more sensitive to my fear or danger, I realized.

			Gerry didn’t move, pinned to the wall. He didn’t look unhappy; he looked rabid.

			I didn’t feel much better. I was angry and scared to death on many fronts. And just as I’d worried, the silver light had drawn attention to us.

			A shout from the crowds passing on the sidewalk. “What the fuck, man? Fucking movie people! Fucking filming at fucking rush hour? Take your bright lights and your cameras and shit and go home, movie people!”

			“Hey, don’t be a douche!” another voice shouted. “If you yell, they’ll only take longer!”

			“Fuck you! Fuck you and the movie people!”

			An exchange followed that drew attention to the shouters and away from us. The crowds swept past to avoid the altercation, to avoid eye contact with either shouter. The silver light dimmed, leaving us again in shadow.

			I overheard a final comment as the last of the pedestrians who’d seen us moved away. “Wait, I thought Comic-Con wasn’t for a couple of weeks?”

			We were safe.

			“I said,”—I took a deep breath—“I said, I don’t know what’s going on with me, but I’m not going back to that lab to be drugged and lied to. You listen to me, Gerry Steuben. I’m not … what you said. I’m working hard to do what we were doing before: keeping the Fangborn secret and keeping one step ahead of these Order bastards and what they’re cooking up. Oh, and keeping Senator Knight from locking me up as a lab rat. So I’m going to keep doing that until I figure out a better plan. And you tell everyone else the same thing.”

			“Zoe? What’s going on? How can you do this?”

			He looked almost like his old self, less haggard, less conflicted. Almost.

			I shook my head. “I don’t know.”

			“Look. I’m not getting … what I got before. It’s confusing me—” 

			“Me, too.”

			“But I think whatever you’re doing is weakening, so …”

			I could feel it, too, leaving as suddenly and as inexplicably as it had arrived, so I knew it wouldn’t hold him there for a hundred years or anything. That much was reassuring. I nodded and looked away. “I should go now. Gerry, that stuff down the street? That was a false scent. I think the Order of Nicomedia has come up with something to lure Fangborn.”

			“What?”

			“I told Will MacFarlane the same thing. I’m outta here.”

			I Changed back to my skinself as I jogged down the alley. I heard an oof and a sound like a laundry bag being dropped: Gerry had been released. But I didn’t stop to look back as I found the subway. I couldn’t risk it, and the thought brought a lump to my throat.

			A blast of hot, dank air washed over me as I descended into the dark. A roar of a subway arriving, and I hopped the turnstile with practiced ease, letting the crowds, the train, the city swallow me up.

			

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Shit. It was five thirty-five and I was late for a date with a reluctant oracle.

			It took ten more minutes to make my way through the rush-hour crowds up Sixth Avenue. I was sweating and rank by the time I got there. No time to clean up since my last tussle, but I did text Adam to let him know that I was alright, that I had to do something he couldn’t be in on. I knew he’d be annoyed, but given that Victoria Brooks said to come alone, I had to risk it.

			I was searching frantically through the dwindling crowds leaving the elevators, convinced I’d missed her. There was nothing left to do but wait until tomorrow, and I couldn’t be here tomorrow—

			There she was. Victoria looked pissed off.

			“Let’s get out of here. I get everything pinned down and my outbox emptied for the weekend, and someone decides to call a meeting at four o’clock. Who does that on a Friday? The London office has been closed for hours—hell, they’ve been drinking since noon, it being Friday. There’s nothing I can do until Monday, maybe. So I ask you, what was the point of that meeting besides chafing my tits?”

			She stared at me, waiting for an answer. Her eyes cleared when she realized I had no idea what she was talking about.

			“Sorry. Not your problem.” The frown returned. “We still need to talk. But whatever you want, I’m pretty sure you’re going to be disappointed. We’re going this way.”

			She guided me out, down the street, and around a couple of corners.

			The bar’s flickering neon sign was the main source of illumination. “In there.”

			I have a rule about not going into bars with no windows, and this one did not meet my minimum standards. But since I wanted to hear what she had to say, I wasn’t going to complain. “You come here a lot?”

			“No. I hang out at a place in my neighborhood.” She took a moment to get her eyes adjusted, then found a booth. “No one knows me here. A couple of guys from work came to this place and got food poisoning, so no one from the office will be here, either.”

			Great. As a strategy for keeping hidden, I’d keep it in mind. But there was no chance of filling my growling stomach.

			A quick glance around the room, and when the bartender nodded at the woman, she held up two fingers. “Buds.”

			It was what nearly everyone else was drinking. If she’d given up the Family, at least she still seemed to have some of the camouflage skills. Aside from a few curious glances from the regulars, we didn’t stick out too badly, I thought.

			“So,” I said, not really sure how to start.

			“So.”

			“I’m Zoe.”

			“Vee. What do you want with me?”

			I took a deep breath. “I found your name, here.” I held up the card with her picture. “The guy who had this, he’s a member of a secret society that has been hunting … our kind … for centuries.” I swallowed, my mouth dry. “They’ve managed to get their hands on too much information, artifactual and otherwise, about us.”

			I’d prepared what I’d say—concise, factual, and largely anonymous—most of the day. But when I said it, it sounded overly dramatic.

			She took a pull on her beer; I noticed she wore two watches on her left wrist. “‘Artifactual and otherwise’ meaning what, exactly?”

			As quietly as I could, I described the figurines, which had led to the battle at Ephesus—she’d heard about that; few in the Family could not have. I described the encounter I’d had with Rupert Grayling in London, and I mentioned that Dmitri Parshin had been torturing Fangborn in his quest to become a werewolf—and had held Danny hostage while I chased down artifacts for him. “But Buell—this guy, too. I know for a personal fact, you want to watch out for him and his Order of Nicomedia. They’re awfully close to setting some kind of trap for the Fangborn. Killing a lot of us.”

			Her face went stony, jaw clenched, lips compressed. “Okay, bad. But not my problem.”

			Not her problem? I’d just told her she was on a hit list. I also didn’t like revealing just how vulnerable I’d been to someone so unimpressed. “This card says otherwise; he’s hunting strays—” I held up my hand when she opened her mouth to protest. “I mean … unaffiliated—what are a group of oracles called? It’s not ‘nest’ or ‘pack,’ is it?”

			“It’s a ‘cauldron.’ That’s just another example of how the Family discriminates against us. ‘Fangborn’ doesn’t even include those of us with Normal-sized canines.”

			“Remember, I’m new to all this, so it may not—”

			She banged her bottle down. “Then let me explain a few things. It wasn’t always so fang oriented; oracles used to be in charge, used to be the ones driving, telling the others where to go. The shamans directing the warriors, priests advising kings. Now, we’re a joke—no, not a joke. Less than that. Patronized, occasionally, when one of us is less inscrutable than the others or has a better than sixty percent hit rate.”

			I couldn’t argue with her. “Politics change, societies change. Why not stay and try to fix it?”

			“I hate the politics. I got tired. It was one more reason for me to leave.”

			“What were the other ones?” They had to be pretty good. “I can’t imagine leaving the Family.”

			“Then you’re not terribly imaginative.”

			She picked at the label of her beer, a habit I loathed from a long habit of recycling bottles for the deposit. No label, no deposit.

			Finally she said, “We had a disagreement. They leave me alone, I leave them alone. End of story.”

			It was my turn to eyeball her. What was meant to be tough and cliché told me volumes.

			She had powers the Family wanted.

			She had powers great enough she could keep the Family at bay.

			She determined the balance of that relationship, and the Family toed the line.

			She had a major falling out with them, so severe, neither the ties of Family nor the compulsion of the Fangborn was enough to keep her where she didn’t want to be.

			She’d voluntarily given up everything I might have given my eyeteeth for, not so long ago.

			I tried to put my disbelief and resistance aside. After all, not everyone related to the Family like Gerry did, for example. I certainly didn’t; I’d disagreed with him on many occasions. I hadn’t drunk the Kool-Aid.

			So maybe she was someone who’d understand.

			“Lot of details missing there,” I said. “Don’t you think you could use a little backup right now? Now that you know some psycho is hunting you?”

			“I can take care of myself.”

			“Okay, okay, but maybe I could use a little backup—”

			“No.” Another stony glance. Vee pointedly picked up her beer and swigged, without blinking or breaking off her stare.

			I shrugged. An idea started nudging its way into my consciousness.

			“What about you?” she said finally.

			“What about me?”

			“You’re not part of the Family, not the way everyone wants. How’d you bust out?”

			So I explained about it not being a matter of busting out, unless you counted the TRG, and why I was on the run to avoid Fangborn and the TRG now.

			She stared at me, I think trying to figure out if I was telling the truth. “Get the fuck out. I had no idea.”

			I shrugged again. “As you said, it’s a complicated history we have. Most Fangborn don’t know about it.”

			“Most Fangborn should.”

			“Yeah, fine, but it seems that, first, Fangborn aren’t much for self-awareness—they roll with the impulse to fight evil. And second, getting a history sorted out has always been secondary to rolling with it.”

			“Doesn’t leave a lot of room for us dissenters, does it?” For a moment, I felt a kinship with her. I recognized the loneliness of her self-imposed isolation.

			“No, not a lot,” I said.

			She gave me a funny look, but we all have our secrets.

			I was uncomfortable with the discussion. I never thought of myself as any kind of dissenter, only an unwilling outsider. Realizing, only now that I’d sat down and relaxed, that I needed to use the bathroom, I stood up. I found the most likely direction of the toilets, and made the “same again over here” circle-over-the-table gesture. The bartender nodded. “Be right back,” I told Vee.

			I didn’t know if she’d be there when I got back, but I had to take the chance. It had been a long day.

			If the ladies’ room had been darker, or less dirty, I might have gone to sleep, but brightly lit and unclean don’t make for a soothing combination, even when I was ready to fall asleep on my feet.

			I stopped to wash my hands on the way out, after briefly debating the value of doing so with only cold water and no paper towel.

			I looked into the mirror. A thought pounding in my mind, my proximity sense warning me:

			There were strangers in the bar.

			Well, duh. Of course, there are strangers. That’s one of the principal virtues of a bar …

			There are strangers in the bar looking for me.

			The ladies’ room was a dead end, no windows, down a hall with no other exits. Only way was back out past them.

			No sense in waiting, no sense in subtlety—

			A voice in my ear, with no one around. “Zoe, wait!”

			“What Sean?”

			“Um, isn’t there a better plan?”

			“Like what?”

			“Uhhh … anything?”

			I shook my head. “No time.”

			I barreled down the hall, stopping short of the beaded curtain that led to the bar. Nothing going down yet, but that didn’t mean—

			Vee was gone.

			Maybe she’d left before, ditching me and my problems, or maybe some oracular something told her it would be better to skedaddle. Maybe she’d called in the bad guys herself, and her story was horseshit? In any case, I was on my own.

			Best thing to do: Throw money on the bar—no use getting the bartender pissed and calling the cops or pulling out his own piece—walk straight out the door, and lose myself, fast as possible. Hold my phone up to my ear to look like I’d had an emergency call, and there’d be no reason for me to stop and talk.

			I tucked my phone between my ear and shoulder, put a frown on my face, and moved determinedly toward the bar. Reaching into my bag, as soon as I touched my wallet, I remembered.

			My luck has ever been epically shitty. This time, my memory was, too.

			I was out of cash. Used the last twenty at the other bar, this afternoon. Had never made it to the ATM today.

			Plan B.

			I pulled out a credit card and went up to the bar, beckoning.

			“My friend didn’t happen to …”

			“Didn’t pay, no.”

			I handed him my credit card, and he swiped it. Seemed to take forever.

			I tried to compose myself, which was getting harder and harder. Warning bells were going off in my head, and I felt a rumble of the Call. I used everything I could to tamp it down, and to my surprise, I felt it decrease a little.

			But it was as if the bartender had grown roots, he was moving so slowly.

			I all but snatched the slip and my card away from him. “Sorry,” I whispered. “That guy who just came in?” I nodded toward the source of my anxiety, who I could now see was Buell. He’d cleaned himself up, lost the backwoods look, and was well dressed in a suit for bigger business than anyone would have found in this bar. He’d had a good shave, and his hair now looked like expensively styled waves, not a wild tangle. It did nothing to calm the dread that was filling me. The malice in his eyes was still the same, and now that he saw me, it was mixed with triumph.

			My stomach clenched; memories of pain and despair came rushing back. “He’s my ex, and nothing but trouble. I need to get out of here fast. Any chance you could help me out?”

			I sensed movement behind me and knew that my anxiety had more than one focus now.

			“Sorry,” the bartender said. “His friend over there told me you ran out with his kid.”

			I was totes screwed.

			There were four new guys, plus the bartender. Of the original four in the bar, two had gotten up and walked out. The other two were uncertain of what was about to happen, but liked the idea of a fight. Four of them were there for a reason, and that reason was me. They’d be the real problem.

			And I couldn’t Change. Not with those civilians there.

			I picked up a beer bottle. For an instant, all I could imagine was the bartender lying on the floor with a broken jaw. I could almost feel the impact up my arm, the idea of cracking him in the mouth with the bottle was so strong—

			With a wrench, I changed my aim and threw the bottle at the mirror behind the bar. He ducked and swore as the glass shattered and bottles tumbled to the floor. I moved straight for the door, hoping we could take it outside. Two stepped in front of the door right away.

			Okay, then. If I couldn’t Change, they couldn’t afford to kill me right there, and they couldn’t use their guns or Tasers, either.

			Buell stepped in front of me and grabbed my wrist. “We need to talk.”

			I punched him straight in the nose. Before I could bring my knee up into his groin, a sharp blow fell across my back. I slammed forward into Buell and barely had time to tuck my chin. That worked for me, and my head smashed into his jaw. He went down, and I reeled to one side, my back ablaze with pain, and my forehead cut and bleeding.

			One of the onlookers had decided it would be helpful to break a pool cue across my back. He still held the short thick end of the cue, a look of puzzlement on his face that I was still standing. His eyes widened, and my proximity sense told me one of Buell’s men was closing in behind me.

			I stepped forward and stooped. Buell’s guy went right over me, into the joker with the cue. I picked up the long thin end and brought it down on the back of Buell’s guy’s head, and he slumped unconscious on top of the struggling should-have-been observer.

			The Pool Cue’s friend picked that moment to leave. I decided to follow suit. The other two of Buell’s guys were at the door; he fought to get through.

			For a moment, their eyes were on him. I ran, shoved him through, and tried to duck out. Something sharp bit deeply into my arm. I ignored the pain, knowing I had to get out of there. I threw some elbows, stomped on a couple of feet, and forced my way out.

			I lit out of there, running as fast as I could. I tried to make it back to the street, where there’d be more of a crowd, but saw a van’s headlights come on. It pulled out and headed straight for me.

			The Order.

			I dodged down an alley, figuring the dark would help me escape or cover me if I needed to Change and fight. It was blocked, so I turned around to recover some ground.

			A young woman was at the mouth of the alley. I must have appeared quite a sight, covered in blood and my clothing torn, because she actually came down into the alley toward me. “Hey! You okay?”

			New York City will surprise you. “I’m fine,” I said. “I tripped back there, and so—”

			The only thing lamer would have been for me to say I was looking for a lost contact. The girl shook her head. “You look like you’ve been in a fight. Let me call nine-one-one.”

			She was a Normal, and she was sticking up for me. This wasn’t the way it was supposed to be, and she was going to get us both killed, if I wasn’t smart and very, very lucky.

			“Look, don’t get involved!” I said. “It’s better if I … if I handle this. I’m okay, really.”

			Which wasn’t the truth, and it wasn’t a believable lie, either. My right arm was still bleeding pretty good, as was my forehead. What I really needed to do was ditch her before I started healing noticeably, too fast for a human, and before I needed to summon the Change to fight off these assholes.

			She wasn’t going to let me do it. She planted her feet, dug out her cell phone, and hit a button.

			Keen ears let me hear the voice on the other end. She’d called 911.

			I couldn’t afford this; we were in a dead-end alley a couple of blocks down from the dive Vee had taken me to. We had about fifteen seconds before Buell found us.

			This Good Samaritan was going to get herself killed and get me locked up in a lab cage or strapped to an exam table.

			Before she could say anything, I slapped the phone away from her: it shattered against the pavement with an expensive crack of glass. That wouldn’t stop the authorities from coming, but it might buy me some time.

			“Hey!” Her disbelief was nearly comical; she’d temporarily forgotten our peril with my rude disregard for her property. “Why did you—?”

			I couldn’t stay here and lead the Order to her.

			I ran back toward the street.

			“You’re crazy!” she yelled behind me.

			Probably so, I thought. Definitely so.

			I was five feet from the sidewalk when the silhouettes of the men lengthened in the alley and cut off my escape.

			Too late.

			Worse, I could hear sirens in the distance. I didn’t know if they were for us, but things were getting complicated.

			I was about to rush them, draw them away from the girl who was trying to recover her phone, when I saw the weapons. Similar to what I’d had used on me outside Ephesus, they employed a combination of electric shock and an evil potion containing black hellebore. It would stop me in my tracks and make me miserable—and unable to move—for an hour or two. I couldn’t let that happen. They’d get rid of any witnesses.

			They weren’t taking any chances, and neither could I. I ran back to the woman.

			“Hey, uh, these are … very … bad people. You’re going to want to … uh, I dunno. Get ready? Something. Things are going to get bad, and I’m going to try to draw them away from you. If you see a way past them, run for it.”

			“What the fuck?” She stood, saw the guys, and wilted. They were for real, and there was no mistaking their hostility. “Oh my god. Get ready? Are you nuts or—?”

			“Yes.” With that, I turned and ran a few paces, then half-Changed. I felt the familiar thrill of adrenaline and magic as I stepped out of my shoes and ran.

			I needed speed and I needed strength. I needed to come up with something they weren’t going to expect, these predators who’d been studying my people for centuries.

			I saw one of the hateful weapons, and three more guys with more ordinary handguns. Bullets could kill me, but unless they were very lucky, they were only going to slow me down first.

			I wondered how many Hong Kong action films they’d seen.

			I zigzagged, which was crazy in that confined space, but I was fast enough to have them miss me. They fired shots—if the woman’s call didn’t bring the cops here, that might speed things up—but the guy with the blaster couldn’t get a bead on me.

			I tried to figure the angles, then gave up and prayed. I took a last step, then jumped to the top of the dumpster and then, diagonally, onto the guy with the blaster. He shot, trying to tag me as I was landing on him. He missed, but the acrid fumes of the hellebore toxin burned my eyes. He went down, and I pulled the wires from the gun. I shoved the guy nearest me into the one behind him.

			That gave the third man barely enough time to draw down on me. I hesitated—it takes guts to run toward a gun aimed at you at close distance—too long.

			I heard the shots as a bullet blasted into my shoulder. I tripped, felt my feet leave the ground. I landed hard in a heap on top of two of the other guys, blood rushing.

			I struggled to get up; I wouldn’t wait for him to finish it. Or stab me with a hypo and haul me off to their personal zoo and Buell. I wouldn’t sit there, waiting for the beginning of the end.

			I couldn’t do it. I was woozy from blood loss, and even Fangborn healing wasn’t going to give me the seconds I needed. In an act of desperation, I raised my hand and aimed a thought at him. Maybe what tiny bit of vampiric ability I had would throw him off for a second.

			“Sleep,” I said.

			An unearthly rush of power. I saw the bracelet go mad with neon color. Caffeine didn’t have a kick like this, and if cocaine did, then I could understand the attraction.

			He stepped forward, crumpled, and fell over.

			The light persisted. It drew the woman over, who came with trembling steps. “Whaaa …”

			I hauled myself up, painfully. “It’s okay. Um, I—”

			It took me a moment to figure out the orientation, like when a train moving past convinces you your own train is moving. Several problems presented themselves.

			The police were on the way. The woman had seen—what? I still wasn’t certain what had happened myself.

			Then a gasp. “Jesus, what the fuck?” The horror on her face was beyond that from seeing a woman fight and get wounded. It wasn’t even the glowing light on my wrist. I was still half-Changed.

			It was the look of someone confronted with every one of her bogeymen.

			I tried to Change back to skinself. I snapped back, effortlessly, the drag and drain of the toxin evaporating. My wounds healed, way faster than usual.

			“Um. Please. Just … run away. Pretend none of this ever happened,” I said.

			“What … what … what …?” Her words were as unsteady as her hands, no sense getting through.

			A second shadow intruded on the diminishing neon yellow light. “Give her another memory, if you can really do that,” said a muffled voice. “And let’s get out of here before the cops come.”

			Vee stood in the mouth of the alley, and she looked like hell. She had a handkerchief pressed to her nose, bright red with blood. There was bruising under her eyes.

			“Did they find you?”

			She stepped over the prone men and pulled the blood-soaked cloth away from her face. “No, I found you. I can’t do this much longer, so let’s get moving, shall we?”

			I turned back to the girl, who was crying now, unwilling or unable to move.

			I decided to take Vee’s word for it, and tried to focus my intent on the girl. “Um … it’s okay. You’re going to leave here and go home as if nothing happened. Forget everything you saw here. You lost your phone, but although it’s a pain, it was only an accident.”

			The girl nodded. “I just want to go home.”

			Vee blotted her nose again. “Contact your service provider, and tell them the phone was stolen. And if you haven’t invested in cloud storage backup, do that next time.”

			The girl nodded, taking a deep breath and looking as if she was feeling better. “Yeah, I’ve been meaning to.”

			I looked at Vee, who said, “People spend all that money on a phone, put their lives on it, then don’t even take basic precautions like a password. It’s kind of a thing with me.”

			I tilted my head; the sirens were getting louder, closer, more insistent. As we escorted the girl past the bodies and out of the alley, another noise caught my ear. One of the men had a headset, and I heard a voice from the earpiece.

			“Have you recovered the subject? Do you need reinforcements to bring her in? Over.”

			Vee turned when I hesitated; she didn’t have a werewolf’s keen hearing. I grabbed her arm and pulled her along with me.

			“Keep going,” I said, feeling more secure now that the bracelet’s glow had dulled and disappeared. The police were pulling up to the alley, and I wanted us as far away as possible. “They were trying to bring me in … to their lab, I guess.” I remembered the last time I’d been apprehended by Buell, and shivered.

			We found our way back to 36th Street, and Vee stopped. She took out a sandwich bag, one of a roll in her pocketbook, and put the handkerchief in it.

			“There’s a trash can right there.” I pointed. “I don’t think you’ll be able to get that clean.”

			She shook her head. “I don’t let anyone near my blood. I’ll burn it at home.” She looked me up and down. “You might consider the same protocols, the eldritch shit you got going on.”

			“I’m weird? What the hell was that glowing?”

			Vee regarded me, her face as stony as any I’ve ever seen. Then she sighed. “I have a little of the sight—it’s sporadic. Three minutes ago? I saw you get put into a cage in a minivan. And as you’ve seen, I can give a Family member a boost, if I’m nearby, though it doesn’t come easy or without a cost.”

			She paused. “I wasn’t expecting that when I gave you the bump. I expected you to heal faster, fight harder, not … use vampire suggestion.”

			“I’ve got a few traces of vampire powers. I figure it happened when they messed with my mother’s blood chemistry.” Then I changed the subject. “The bump … that was the source of your friction with the family? I can see how it would be something that would get overexploited in a hurry. That was why you left?”

			She hesitated a little too long. “That. And some other stuff.”

			I had to wonder what the other stuff was. “So you’ll come with me, then? Now that you’ve seen what I’m up against—and it’s not just me, it’s everyone in the Family—”

			She held up a hand. “No. I said, I’m not interested. I did this much because I didn’t think bailing on you would get you into trouble, and I was sorry. We’re even. I’m going back to my life. You can forget about me.”

			She began walking down the street. I ran in front of her, hands up. She stopped and pulled back, giving me a look of hostility. “Look, you leaving me wasn’t what got me into trouble. It was the Order, and you know it. So there must have been another reason for you to bother coming after to help me. A reason you should come with me.”

			Vee bit her lip. In a monotone she said, “I saw what I saw. I don’t see anything else. We’re done. Get out of my way.”

			I held up my hands; her tone suggested she’d be happy zapping me with whatever if I didn’t move. “Well, thanks for helping me, anyway.”

			“Forget you ever knew anything about me,” she repeated.

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			I texted Adam as soon as I remembered him. “Detained—on my way” seemed the fewest number of characters I could use to frame the situation. The afternoon had been busy, and moments I might have taken to check in with him had been consumed with survival.

			I’d just about wrapped my head around the idea that violence might be an unavoidable part of being Fangborn, but unleashing it on Gerry? On Will? So casually on strangers? I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. My urge to bludgeon the bartender made me shake. For all he knew, he was helping someone get his kid back.

			I was glad for the walk. The cold air helped settle my nerves. Finding my way back to the car left no room for other thoughts, if I worked really hard at it.

			Adam had left about seventy texts for me, so he was worried and angry by the time I met him.

			But he was on my side, so I let him vent.

			When he wound down, he asked, “What happened? Anyone following you?”

			“I’m fine. No one’s following me. Everyone hates me, though—I saw Gerry Steuben after Will.”

			“Yeah, the way you were hugging Will looked pretty hateful.” Adam looked away from me.

			“Not hugging—biting,” I said angrily. “I was checking his blood, which was full of lies they backed up with vampire believe-me venom.”

			“Shit.”

			“Oh, it gets better.” I got teary at the thought. “I met an oracle who is weird and a little mean, and who’s managed to convince the Family to leave her be.” I paused. “That’s a trick I’d like to learn. And Buell was there—”

			“Zoe!” he exclaimed, alarmed. “Did he—?”

			“Contained, for the moment.” I looked around nervously. “So let’s get out of here before that moment is up, okay?”

			Adam had a lot of other questions, but nodded. I liked that; “run first, questions later” had always been an important part of my life.

			He navigated out of town, toward Kennedy airport, and I went through the ritual of cleaning up in the car with a weary kind of resentfulness.

			“I picked up a couple more boxes of wipes,” Adam said. “While I was waiting. Those are the ones you like, right? The other ones have too much perfume?”

			“Yeah, thanks.” I was grateful he’d thought of it. I stashed the used ones in a trash bag to be dumped later.

			“So?”

			I told him what I suspected, about recognizing the false scent from Princeville in Manhattan, and that the TRG were after it. I told him about seeing Will before he’d arrived, then Gerry, glossing over exactly how badly their reactions made me feel. And I told him about seeing Buell again and the fight. I simplified my escape, leaving Vee out of it.

			I found myself actually crying at this point and added shame at breaking down to my sadness.

			“Hey, it’s okay,” Adam said.

			“I’m sorry.” I snuffled loudly.

			“Don’t be. But it could be so much worse.”

			“How?”

			“Um …” He smiled. “Nope, I don’t know. That’s all pretty sucky.”

			I smiled, a little, and wiped my eyes.

			“So you got out against some serious odds,” Adam said. “Is that an … innate thing? The fighting?”

			If I hadn’t known better, I would have thought Adam sounded rather shy.

			“I mean, all those guys at the bar, in the alley. Did you know how to fight before you found out you were Fangborn?”

			“Uh, no. Kinda? I mean, Gerry taught me some while we were all still at the TRG, but I knew a little before.” I paused, realized I’d never told anyone about this. “I used to watch a lot of professional wrestling.”

			“Greco-Roman? Jiu jitsu?”

			“The guys with the crazy names and costumes and all the yelling.”

			He glanced at me, disbelief writ large on his face. “You learned to fight off multiple armed opponents watching that.”

			“No, no—a neighbor, a friend of ours who’d watch me sometimes for Ma—a student. Martin. He asked me why I was watching it—I guess he didn’t approve, but he was being nice and asking. I said, I wanted to know how they knew what to do next. They always knew what to do next.”

			Adam was silent for a mile or two. “I suppose a little kid would find a lot of security in knowing what to do next. So much uncertainty, when you’re small.”

			I nodded; I’d never really thought of it that way, but it seemed right when Adam said it. “So this guy—Martin—thought about it, then flipped over to a boxing match. Showed me how there were usually a number of solutions you could use in any situation. We moved shortly after that, and I never saw Martin again. But after that, every chance I had, I took whatever I could in gym class—boxing, karate, wrestling, whatever they’d let me do.” I wasn’t sure how to say the next part, but Adam said it for me.

			“And when you started thinking about solutions to other questions, outside the gym, you figured the same thing applied in real life. That must have helped.”

			“Yeah.” It felt good to have someone understand that need. By this time, we’d arrived at the airport, and I’d forgotten all about the new obstacle of using a fake passport, until we went to buy the tickets.

			Adam had bought tickets online, and we held our breath, only exhaling when the machine spat out the tickets at the terminal. Then renewed, subdued panic as the attendant at the desk examined the passports carefully, compared the pictures to us, and handed them back.

			The next scare was at security. I must have had too much time to think, because I could feel myself tensing up. Adam saw this and immediately told me an incredibly dirty joke about juries and goats. I was laughing so hard that I looked completely innocent of anything but bad taste by the time I went through security.

			I had to admit it: maybe Jean had the right to be a little snotty if her work was that good.

			Dinner on the plane, and exhausted collapse. I slept like someone had hit me over the head.

			When we got off the plane at Copenhagen Kastrup, I felt as though I’d been covered in a fine layer of grease and crumbs. A fast train took us to the main terminus in central Copenhagen, and we found a hotel room nearby, but they wouldn’t let us check in for nearly four hours.

			I hate jet lag. On top of that, I was tired, hungry, and under the thrall of an arcane object. Not a good combination.

			A little while in an English language bookstore and at a tourist information office clued me in. Roskilde was a town with a long history, having been settled during Viking times. It grew into one of the most important towns in the region, and the kings and queens of Denmark were buried there long after it lost its importance.

			We decided we might as well go to Roskilde while we waited for the room. It turned out it was also a commuter suburb, and there were regular trains from the station we’d just left. At least it wouldn’t require hiking into the mountains. There was nothing that said questing had to be uncivilized all the time. I hoped this was a sign of things to come.

			“What do we do when we get there?” Adam asked. “Do you know exactly where to go?”

			“Nope. There’s a building I saw, the same as one of my visions at Ephesus. I didn’t see an address, but I figure … I walk around, I ask questions. Maybe I’ll get a tingle or an itch between my shoulder blades.” And maybe the bracelet will take over and go nuclear, I thought.

			The town seemed ordinary: cheerful little shops advertising sales and bargains in the windows. I assume they were bargains; they could have been advertising hermit crabs and tongue depressors, for all the Danish I knew. Streets bustled with an industrious purpose; the signs in coffee shops that said “Wi-Fi” clashed somewhat with the cobblestones.

			We left the hustle behind for more residential streets, wide and at odd angles, at least to my modern mind. The orientation was off if you were used to gridded streets or planned cities.

			“Ah,” I said. “Here’s where it gets medieval.”

			“What?” Adam whipped around like ninjas were sneaking up on us.

			I smiled, having forgotten not everyone was into history. “I mean, you can see the transition from the newer town to the old center. You can see how the streets … well, they weren’t made for cars or modern mapmakers. The streets are too wide; everything seems to be facing angles we wouldn’t think of, and if you look over there”—I nodded toward the open space—“there’s a big cathedral.”

			“Big” was one word; “gargantuan,” another. I’d just come from New York City’s skyscrapers, and I was still struck by their size. What would this sight have done to a peasant with no comparanda? Brick castle-thick walls, upright and angular, on a small rise in the center of town, the cathedral had a view direct to the water. It was a place of prominence, a place with a good view against incomers. Against us, too: Massive wooden doors, bound with metal, were firmly closed against us. It took us a minute to find a smaller door, more to human scale, off to the side, with a window to pay admission.

			I looked at Adam and shrugged. As good a place as any to look for clues.

			The inside was far less oppressive than the exterior. There was plenty of pomp and history—you don’t get royal burials without it—but also a wonderful sense of light. Joy, even.

			Nothing called to me. The bracelet didn’t so much as flicker.

			I looked up at one carving on the ceiling and saw a snake. Right next to it, in equally curlicue design, was a wolf. I didn’t think it could be a coincidence, but there was definitely nothing like the same reaction I’d had near other Fangborn clues.

			On our way out, I took a peek through the tourist guides and flyers out in the lobby but didn’t see anything remotely resembling what I’d seen in the vision. And yet, I was in the right place; I somehow knew it.

			“You wouldn’t know where to find a large brick house, would you?” I asked the guide. He was, like so many people I’d seen in Denmark, incredibly tall and fair. I was a dark-haired Lilliputian, here. “Lots of green yard, near a park or something? And near the water. Not modern, maybe eighteenth or nineteenth century, though.”

			He cocked his head, concerned for me. “Do you know, is it a historical house? Perhaps a landmark?” Like nearly everyone else I’d met, he also spoke perfect English. “There are lots of green areas, and we are not far from the water here. If you could be more specific?”

			“No …” I smiled and tried to look abashed while I lied my head off. “It’s just … a friend of my grandfather’s married a woman from Roskilde. Grandpa visited once and loved it—he showed me a picture. He’s gone now, and I can’t find the picture. Since I was in Copenhagen, I thought I would try to find it. I’m working with a very old memory, I’m afraid.”

			A frown of concern and annoyance at not being able to assist me. “Ah, well, without a name or an address, it will be very difficult. But …” He pulled out a tourist map and pointed to the cathedral. “You are here. If you follow this road, there is a park with paths, and one leads to the water. Very clearly marked”—he glanced at me, made the assessment I was American—“and all very safe. There are many larger houses there, and perhaps you will find something that will match your memory.”

			“Thank you,” I said, because he was speaking English. Then, “Tak,” because I didn’t want to be thought entirely graceless.

			“Selv tak. If you have time, you must see the Viking Ship Museum. It is very important, with examples from several ships of varying types, nearly intact. It is not too far away.”

			I couldn’t for the life of me understand why he was suggesting this. I had so much more on my mind than sightseeing. Then it occurred to me that real people went looking for the big tourist sites when they were traveling. It was only natural, but my life was becoming less and less natural.

			We followed the road, which dropped steeply as we neared the water. The park was closed in, shady, with fountains and monuments here and there. I saw a pennant version of the white cross on the red field, the Danish flag, flying in the distance.

			A ripple went through my body. The bracelet glowed greedily, more brightly as we progressed. I was close to my destination.

			The stones grew brighter, as if lit from within. A few became darker and started to pulse. I was irresistibly drawn on.

			I saw Adam staring at my wrist. I could think up lies about imaginary grandparents, to find a house, but couldn’t come up with a way to explain the light that seemed to be coming out of me. Hurriedly, I pulled my sleeve down to my knuckles.

			“It’s still showing,” he hissed.

			I folded my arms over my chest as if I was cold, hoping the rest of me didn’t start glowing as well.

			Then I saw it. It was genuinely weird having not one, but two memories of a place I’d never seen. Stranger still to see it in person. It was real. The bracelet and the visions hadn’t lied. I wasn’t any more crazy than usual.

			A stately home of brick, falling into disrepair.

			I let out a small sigh of relief. I had been so afraid of the place not being here, after the pain of the second vision, after all that travel. Such a slender impulse, with no supporting data, to be dragging myself across an ocean, eight hours in steerage. And when there was plenty of trouble to get into at home …

			It was not my normal cautious, considered behavior. It was certainly one way the bracelet was affecting me. Driving me. I now understood the notion of being “hag-ridden.”

			We found the road to turn off and followed it until I found an unoccupied bench, far from the mothers watching children. I sat down suddenly.

			Adam jerked his head toward the house, as if to say, “That’s where we’re going.” “What’s up?” he asked.

			“Well, I thought we should take a minute to decide what our plan is,” I said. “I mean, I found the house—yay, me. I have no way of knowing if there’s anyone there, or if there is, whether he’s going to like me going up and asking if I can look around for an artifact of unknown antiquity and vast power. Or if he’s just gonna attack me, too. Just sayin’.”

			“You’re not going to …” Adam paused, and in a moment I’m sure we both had looks of confusion.

			I figured out what he meant, and scowled. “No, I’m not going to just break into his house and take it. That’s what you meant, right?”

			“Not an unfair assumption.” He ticked it off on his fingers. “You stole the figurine from Grayling in London, broke into a house in Venice, and broke out of a government—”

			“Let’s not go into that.” I gave him what I hoped was a withering look that said the discussion was over. “I’d prefer to think of a way to do what I have to do without theft or violence.”

			Adam’s snort of disbelief startled some hopeful pigeons away from us. “And the award for cosmic naiveté goes to …”

			“Hey, what happened in the past doesn’t dictate what can happen in the future.”

			“No, it’s just a really, really good indicator.” He stretched out his long legs in front of him. “So what’s the plan?”

			“I dunno.” I stood up. “Let’s have a look.”

			The house was on a slight mound, raised above the other houses in the area and overlooking the harbor. The large lawn itself was unusual. There were several large plots nearby, unusual to what I knew of European planning and building, but this was really noticeable, especially as the yard and house were both neglected. In fact, the boundary lines of lawn on both sides had been aggressively mowed, as if to indicate the disapproval of a sloppy neighbor. It came to me that this had been part of a larger estate a millennium or so ago and had been altered through time.

			In fact, the closer I got to the house, the better I could see that most of the facade was brick, but it incorporated other elements of other buildings—stone and brick—over hundreds of years. So maybe somewhere under what looked like an eighteenth-century house was a medieval core. Given half a chance, I’d love to excavate here.

			The door lintel was decorated with a stone like that in the cathedral wall. Wolf head, serpent head, which the guide had said might represent Fenrir and the Midgard Serpent, the children of Loki. Or they might have been merely decorations. Fangs, nicely chiseled, on both of them. A slight tingle; it reminded me of the caduceus I’d seen in Venice, outside the home of two Fangborn. Two Fangborn who’d been guarding a gold disk they didn’t know about, which eventually activated Pandora’s Box.

			My head ached just remembering it.

			Maybe it would be more like Venice and less like New Jersey, I thought. I walked to the front door. No bell. I raised the knocker, which screeched with the resistance of disuse, and rapped three times. Flakes of rust dusted my hand.

			I waited. No answer.

			Adam placed a hand on my shoulder. “Zoe, I don’t want you to go in there. Is there any way you don’t—?”

			“I have to.”

			“I wish you didn’t,” Adam said, looking away. He squeezed my shoulder.

			I sighed and rested my cheek on his hand for a moment. “Me, too. Gotta go.”

			He stepped back.

			I tried the knob.

			A brief, stabbing pain in my finger. Definitely the right place. The doorknob had bitten me. With the artifacts in Venice and at Claros, there had been similar bites, and I had come to the conclusion that I was being tested, my blood sampled, maybe to see if I was the right one, if I had the right bracelet parts, the right Fangborn pedigree, or maybe the necessary guts.

			The bite also reminded me to be on my guard.

			The knob turned freely under my hand. Unlike the knocker, there was no noise, no protest, almost as if it had been recently oiled. I motioned to Adam to stay put and stepped in.

			The first floor of the house was empty of furniture. Dust and dead flies covered the floors and sills; a mirror, murky with age, was the only thing left on the walls. The warmth and staleness of the room suggested that I was the only one who’d been here in some time. At least a year, to judge by the lawn.

			The interior was mostly symmetrical, one room balancing another the same shape and size on the other side. A few modifications over the course of the centuries—the addition of molding, a staircase embellishment in the nineteenth century. Nothing much after that.

			I moved to the center of the main hall. The ceiling was badly cracked and discolored; paint peeled, and I wondered if there had been a fresco once. An inlaid decoration on the floor drew my attention. The edges were chipped, then worn smooth from use, but when I experimentally rubbed a finger across the thick layer of grime, the marble was as colorful as the day it was installed. I spat down on it, and rubbed it clean—bright blue, part of an ocean scene perhaps.

			A seam cut across the tile. I traced it around and discovered a straight line. There was a door fitted into the floor, the edges carefully matched so that it looked as though there were no interruption. The center of the design, a compass rose, hid a circle of iron.

			I lifted it. Expecting resistance, I almost fell backward as the large door opened easily, again as if on oiled hinges.

			Stairs led down into the dark. I pulled out a penlight, and hoping the ancient steps would support me, followed them.

			The smell of rotting wood was very strong; the stairs creaked in protest under my weight, but held. Occasionally, the whole staircase let out a dry crack, its entire structure shifting under unexpected use. Dirt and cobwebs had accumulated, and I tried not to think about what might be scuttling around down here.

			The stairs ended at a long, stone-paved walkway, about five feet wide. Then a gap, some sort of a trench, then …

			It took me a moment to realize what I was seeing. A long ship was before me. It was nearly perfectly preserved, whether because of the stability of the climate below the house or by some magic, I couldn’t tell. I hardly dared breathe for fear of introducing some contaminant. I was one big contaminant—humidity, body oils, breathing, never mind me stepping anywhere.

			I edged down the stairs a little farther. The light was faint, its source unknown, and the shadows loomed. A step moaned under me, and I got off it quickly, before it could split. Similar concerns drove me down the rest of the stairs, and I was at the bottom.

			The wood of the ship looked like it did the day it was constructed, painted in autumn colors with a stylized dragon’s head at one end, covered in gold leaf. There were bundles at both ends, and at first, I thought they were cargo—bales of cloth, crates, stacks of hides and furs—covered up with waxed-cloth tarps.

			A little closer and I understood: the bundles were bodies.

			Wrapped in heavily embroidered shrouds, they were lined up in two rows, bow and stern. Most of them were very old, and I started to see gradations in them: the ones at both ends were the oldest, moving to the newer, near the middle. I didn’t exactly tiptoe but was hugely aware of the sound and weight of my steps as I moved to the far end. Without touching anything, I leaned over the edge of the ship and saw the cloth intact but fading, the metallic threads dull in the light. The embroidery reminded me of the “gripping beasts” style of ornament that evolved through the Viking period: stylized creatures entwined and gripping each other with claws, similar to the decorations at the cathedral and on the lintel of the house.

			A brooch was on this bundle, too far away to see. There was an opening in the side of the ship, with a kind of gangplank. If I wanted to learn more, I was going to have to get on board.

			A pebble in the dust by the stairs. I picked it up, and dropped it off the edge.

			I waited for a long time and never heard it land, most likely because there were soft leaves or dirt or something muffling the sound below. But the breeze wafting up from the “moat” was dank and felt like it had come from a long way into the earth.

			No sense in taking risks. It took me several minutes to gather my courage.

			I stepped onto the plank tentatively. It swayed, but didn’t turn to dust or shatter under me immediately. Not daring to go out too far, I stood on it.

			It dipped alarmingly but held.

			A quick glance below me confirmed I didn’t want to fall off. I couldn’t see below me any better than I could from the bank.

			Or could I? Something suggestive of flashing scales caught my eye.

			Possibly, I thought, it was water down there, not … not a giant snake.

			And certainly not a snake twenty times the size of the biggest Fangborn vampire I’d ever seen, right?

			Probably water. A puddle reflecting light, absorbing the sound of my pebble …

			Before I could talk myself out of it, I stepped forward. The plank bowed; moving quickly and lightly was my only choice. Thinking my least heavy thoughts, two more steps took me safely onto the deck of the boat. It listed a little, then righted itself, as if both ends were on a fulcrum.

			The deck was as sturdy as it looked. I moved to the center and caught my breath.

			All of the bundles had brooches. Some were snakes, some were wolves, and some were crows or ravens, in that same intricate interwoven design.

			A weird, sucking sound, and oxygen rushed into my lungs. I’d forgotten to breathe.

			This was a burial of Fangborn, going back a thousand years or more. I checked some of the other bundled bodies and saw that some of the shrouds were much more recent, possibly dating to the early twentieth century. You didn’t need to be a specialist in Scandinavian arts and artifacts to tell the difference between interlock machine stitching and something made with a bone needle.

			I took out my phone and took pictures of the brooches. I used one of the apps to do a sketch of the layout of bodies, the ship itself. I cataloged detail to avoid thinking about the corpses around me. I assumed they were corpses, even though I couldn’t smell anything. But there were at least two dozen of them, and I’d never even excavated a burial before. This was an astonishing find.

			I was very careful not to disturb any of the shrouds.

			The bundle closest to me was the most recent. I stepped over to it—did I feel the boat tip again under my weight, or was that some trick of the dark and my nerves? There were letters and numbers worked into the designs. Initials, it looked like, and a date, maybe: 1895.

			I settled back on my heels, careful not to touch the fabric.

			The brooches reflected some shaft of light that had found its way down into the basement. That had to account for the weird shine below the ship.

			The ship tipped again, or I tipped, and over I fell. My head hit the planks of the deck. My eyes closed.

			I felt a lurching in my stomach, but it was all right in a minute. I opened my eyes, and scrambled up, not wanting to get too familiar with any of the ship’s other passengers.

			Everything was not all right.

			To my right, some of the bundles were missing. I hadn’t seen anything move, hadn’t heard anything. There was no way those bundles, those bodies, should have been able to move. There was no sign of them having gone over the side.

			To my left, the bundles were still there. But now, two cloak-wrapped figures stooped over one of them.

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			No sense of the Call to Change. I had no idea how they’d gotten there, but maybe they were here to help, like Ariana and Ben.

			“Hey,” I said. Which also sounds like “hi” in Danish and Swedish. “Uh, I’m Zoe—”

			A sharp, low syllable—I didn’t need to speak Danish to know it was swearing. They straightened and put themselves between me and the bodies on their end of the ship.

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t catch—”

			Their cloaks dropped away. I saw period garb: she was in a black wasp-waisted gown with an absurdly large bustle. He was in black, as well, a finely cut jacket. Mutton chops and jet mourning jewelry.

			She growled and Changed. So did he.

			Facing the two wolf-people, I sensed the frisson of their transformation, and before I could blink, I felt myself Changing as well. I slid into the half-Change almost without volition, feeling the urgency of their need to track.

			“Who are we—?”

			They stopped fast at the sight of my transformation. Their fur bristled, and they exchanged a look. He shook his head, as if trying to rid himself of a flea in his ear. She crossed herself.

			“What’s going—?”

			It was as if the sound of my voice confirmed something for them. With a snarl, they launched themselves at me.

			I glanced around, to make sure there really wasn’t anything behind me that needed killing. Nothing, but when my head swiveled around again, a glint of something gold caught my eye on the far side of the room, just beyond the ship.

			No time for intellectual curiosity now, not with two steampunky-looking Fangborn getting the wrong idea about me.

			I couldn’t remember a word of the “helpful” Danish words I’d read in the guidebook I’d bought at the airport. “Hey, stop! I’m one of you!”

			Not working. He landed first, and I dodged out of the way. His clothing was tight, and seams were splitting in ways that were gonna embarrass him when he Changed back to skinself. As he closed the distance, he slowed, seeming surprised by me for some reason. Maybe he wasn’t expecting a girl in jeans, maybe he wasn’t expecting another werewolf, but he continued on. His pause gave me half a chance, and I threw my best roundhouse at him. I caught his chin and sent him over the railing.

			I heard a howl that went on too long, and abruptly, nothing. Not a thud, not a cry. Simply a complete absence of everything that might have been.

			The wolf-woman stumbled, slowed by her skirts and her corsetry, which weren’t terribly sensible for fighting or accommodating the werewolf form. She watched her colleague disappear. A small, noiseless movement of her lips, and she turned on me. With one slash of each hand, she removed most of the bottom half of her skirt, which fell away in a heavy pile. The stockings and boots she wore underneath didn’t seem to slow her a bit.

			The whole structure of the boat shivered, groaned, and the structure twisted beneath my feet. I could feel the strain on the boards as they split apart. I was flung up and saw that glint of gold again. Something substantial, just on the other side of the ship.

			A horrible noise of wind and wood, a roaring that was beyond any sea—

			The other werewolf lunged, growling.

			I didn’t want to hurt her because she was probably some distant, weird Cousin of mine, but I was damned if I was going to follow the guy down into the abyss. I shoved her aside, mid-leap, as the deck planks began to separate.

			The ship heaved, rocking side to side, then bucked stem to stern. I was thrown overboard, away from the staircase and pavement that brought me here.

			I flailed wildly and grabbed at the railing. My claws dug into the wood; my arm was being wrenched from the socket as the ship twisted again. I growled, twisted around, grabbed on with my other hand, and pulled myself back on board, though it was only marginally better to be on that self-destructing ship than to find out what was in that dark below.

			I caught another sight of the gold not far from me, on the far side, and felt called to it. The bracelet blazed red-gold, bright as day, and I closed my eyes against it. This is what I had come for, and I had to get it now, before the ship was gone and there was nothing to get me back to the other side of the plank and the staircase.

			I flung one leg over the railing, and a fortuitous heave of the ship brought me back on, minus some scraped-off skin. Without thinking, I threw myself at the slender ledge with the pedestal.

			I landed, slamming into the far wall. Not a lot of room to move around, not a lot of room to make mistakes in, especially since my exit was determined by the increasingly unstable corpse ship.

			No time to lose. I scrambled up, and looked at the gold that had caught my eye and fried my Fangborn soul.

			And was mesmerized.

			It was a tiny replica of the ship that was currently being destroyed, perfect to the last plank and peg, in gold, silver, and jewels. The silver sail was fully unfurled and fluttered. The oars shipped, unneeded—some divine wind drove this vessel over imaginary waves.

			Another vessel …

			Instead of shroud-wrapped bodies, there were ranks of warriors lined up along the center of the ship. I looked more closely: men and women, their clothing as carefully depicted as the details of the ship’s architecture. Some were northern looking, in what I imagined was Viking-period garb, complete with perfect little brooches holding their cloaks and designs on the ax heads and swords. One of the figures wore distinctly Arab garb, with a scimitar, and one wore the skins and bore the barbed spear of what I imagined was an Inuit. Some were in post-medieval dress.

			Nearly all of them had tiny fangs.

			It was beyond the work of a loving artist. This was photorealistic. I could see whisker hairs and moles, individual jaw lines, scars, a broken nose.

			A clue to the Fangborn past. I had to take it with me.

			I picked it up, marveling at its lightness. Stuck it inside my hoodie and zipped it up.

			There was only one end of the burial ship left. Where the rest had gone, or how this was being supported, I didn’t know. Another piece snapped and fell into the abyss.

			All I knew was that I had to get going before that last fragment was gone, and I was stranded on this side.

			The female werewolf was clinging to a railing. When she saw me with the golden miniature ship peeping from my hoodie, she lost it. Hauling herself over the railing, driven by pure rocket-fuel rage, she charged me. One arm free, I lucked out and landed a solid right on her jaw. She went down to the deck.

			I hurled myself across to the remains of the bow. I clutched the dragon’s head, saw its teeth and tongue flicker, its eyes flash. It turned and darted at me, teeth snapping.

			I jumped, praying the fragile model wouldn’t collapse under the weight of my hoodie.

			The last planks of the bow fell away as I leaped. The dragon’s head shuddered, turned to dust. An unearthly howl behind me: The werewolf bayed her anger and bereavement.

			The stairs to the first floor had never seemed so far away. It took me forever to fall across the abyss.

			The werewolf vanished, mid-howl. The ship vanished, ghastly contents and all.

			I looked down and saw a flash of scales, purple and green and blue and gold, churning, a serpent turning on itself, consuming itself—creating the universe? Supporting the world?

			I landed with room to spare, which meant I kept skidding until I smashed into the far wall. Stunned, I saw a light from beneath the churning nothingness.

			Something prompted me. I reached into my hoodie and pulled out the ship, cradling it in my arms.

			Shields lined both sides of the ship. They had to be personal insignia, Family marks, totems of some sort—

			The light was dim; I held it as close as I could. I needed to see more—

			So focused was I on inspecting one of the women’s faces, I didn’t notice how close I’d gotten.

			My nose bumped one of the shields. A sickening tinkle of fragile, breaking gold and enamel, and it snapped off.

			I grabbed, missed, caught it with my right hand. I held it up to inspect it.

			It burned its way into my palm.

			The golden ship melted.

			Screaming, I watched as it shivered and liquefied, the shields slithering their ways to my arm, the gold turning red hot. Where the heat came from, I couldn’t have said. I couldn’t drop it now, even if I wanted to. The reddish gold moved like mercury, snaking, slithering, climbing my arm in burning, glinting streams. I recognized the phenomenon, but it was a burning rather than the biting of Pandora’s Box.

			Some of the gold drove through my skin, a thousand needles through my pores. The shields shifted, as if they were scales being sloughed off, and found their way to the edge of the bracelet. Bone shearing, skin slicing, and I could see the tissue beneath. It only lasted an instant, as the shields—now jeweled tiles—clicked into place along the bracelet. The bracelet now reached from my wrist halfway to my elbow.

			A few didn’t stop, and I watched in horror as several of the shield-tiles went past the bracelet, flowing up my right arm on the surface of the streaming gold.

			The molten metal was to my shoulder now, with no signs of stopping. I tried to scrape it off, and although I could make a faint impression in it, the gold was already a part of me. It was too much like trying to shove off my own burning skin.

			I got a blinding shock between the eyes for trying. My head flung back, but hitting the wall didn’t even distract me from the pain.

			The gold reached my throat, a burning whisper as it crawled up to my ear, then around my neck.

			Three hard jolts, bolts being driven into the back of my neck and spine. Three more along my right collarbone.

			I bashed my head against the wall again, trying to knock myself out, make the hideous pain stop. When it was clear that wasn’t going to work, I considered the abyss.

			The gold slipped between my lips. I gagged and then wasn’t able to do anything. Not breathe, not worry, not live.

			My reality, my world, was being torn apart.

			Another click of stone on bone, and suddenly the pain stopped. The gold didn’t stop flowing, and I saw silver snaking its way between the new gemstone additions to the bracelet, but I didn’t feel so hideously, dangerously tortured any longer.

			At least I no longer had the urge to smash my own brains out.

			Whatever was beneath me was similar to what I’d experienced at Delos and at Claros and Ephesus. Something calling me from the other side of a cosmic rabbit hole, through the worm—

			Hypnotized by the swirling, I leaned closer. I could almost hear words now, words I was sure I could understand if I could only get a little closer. An image of a dry mountaintop, a caldera covered with beehives—

			My hand slipped off the edge, and the thought that the rest of me might follow it into the chasm beneath the ship jolted me into action. I did not want to fall into that maelstrom, no matter what I thought it would tell me. I inched away from the edge of the floor until my back rested against the wall of the cellar again.

			The floor began to shake, and as I scrambled on all fours to the first few stairs, it began to buckle and heave. A whirlpool of dirt and stones formed, occupying the entire surface of where the floor and ship had been. I covered my head instinctively, but rather than the floor falling away, the void created by the loss of the ship was filled in. It was as though the mound on which the house was built had shrugged and redistributed its mass.

			I dared to look again only when the rumbling stopped. I saw a last flash of those scales as the abyss sealed itself. A nondescript surface of hard-packed earth was all to be seen.

			It took my heart about five minutes to start beating again.

			I clawed my way up the stairs, every part of me aching from the destruction and reconstruction of the basement and the—battle? Was that what I had to call it? The assault? Violation. I didn’t like what was happening to me but was helpless to keep from pursuing the goals of the bracelet.

			Only … it wasn’t just a bracelet anymore. It wasn’t jewelry; it was a part of me. But what—a disease? A collar? An upgrade? Maybe a little of all of these. All I could think about was the way the jeweled plates felt under my fingers; not quite like a scar or a scab that was suddenly there. A little like when I had the chicken pox and suddenly found strange things were covering my body, unasked, without warning, when they hadn’t been there the day before.

			My brain still rebelled at the idea. I also didn’t like the thought of how stalwartly the Fangborn couple had fought, probably giving their lives, against my intrusion. Against me.

			At the top of the stairs, I was shaky more from the mental adjustment than anything else. I didn’t have time to walk it off—a walk to China wouldn’t have been far enough—but I had no choice: Adam was waiting, pacing on the lawn outside.

			Curiosity made me stay longer than I meant. I went to the mirror, polished it with the cuff of my sleeve until I saw a clean patch. I pulled back the collar of my shirt and turned so that I could see the back of my shoulder.

			After a moment of taking it in, I straightened my shirt.

			I stared at the door; there was no way to lock it. And now there was no need to lock it. Whatever had been in the basement could take care of itself. I pulled it shut, zipped up my hoodie all the way, and started for the park paths.

			I needed to get away. Get hidden. I couldn’t let anyone see what I’d become.

			“Zoe!” As soon as I stepped from the porch, Adam grabbed my arm. Rather, I could sense his intent to grab my arm, and I moved aside before he could close his fingers around it. I didn’t want him to see me like this: beaten up, overtaken, mind blown.

			He danced back, away from me, hands up. “What … did anything happen in there? You weren’t in there very long—didn’t you find what you were looking for?”

			I frowned. If I were going by purely circadian guessery, I would have said I’d been down there for at least two hours. I checked my watch. Barely five minutes had passed. I had spent at least twice that long taking pictures and sketching.

			Time had gone crazy during my time on the ship burial.

			Fuck.

			I cleared my throat, could feel it healing. The pain receded faster now, with reassuring Fangborn speed and resilience. “You didn’t hear anything, see anything?” I asked. “No lights, no earthquake, no—” I stopped myself before I could say “giant snake.” That refreshed my memory of the world serpent, Jormungandr, and raised other ancient symbols of serpents: Ourobouros, Leviathan, sea monsters …

			“No. You went in. A few minutes went by, quiet as anything. You came out again. There was no earthquake.”

			“Oh.” I said faintly. “That’s good. I’m glad no one else was involved.”

			And it was good. The less my explorations made an impact on the Normal world, the better, as far as I was concerned. “We’d better get out of here. In case there were … alarms or something.”

			I shivered. Fall was quickly turning to winter here, and I’d need to find another layer, maybe some gloves, soon, if we stayed. Long sleeves, gloves, and layers could be useful, though. If I was very lucky, all the interactions with the Fangborn vessels would remain like carefully considered tattoos, located where the judge couldn’t see them. Above the wrist, below the collar.

			The longer that I kept these things a secret, the better, as far as I was concerned. Besides, it was only common sense. Even if there were no powers that came with these additions, I didn’t want to risk someone deciding to flense the gold and stones from my body for their monetary value. I didn’t know what would happen to them, or me. I couldn’t risk looking like a target. Being a werewolf was one thing; being a jewel-encrusted freak was quite another.

			The bracelet was much as it had been: flat colored gemstones that seemed to be set in gold or silver metal. Another rank of stones—some nearly translucent and some green-veined in milky white—had been added near the elbow. I could deal with that, I’d already learned to live with it. But what I’d seen on my shoulder …

			Thinking again about the murderous impulses I’d had—hell, the extracurricular tracking of evil outside of my range on the drive from Virginia—and the reaction from Gerry Steuben and the Victorian Fangborn couple slowed me down. What if all I’d learned about the Fangborn was wrong? What if, contrary to what Gerry had taught me, the Fangborn weren’t always right, weren’t always on the side of good? It was a nice notion, but if it were false, it suddenly threw every Fangborn kill into a sinister light.

			Or what if Gerry was right? What if it was just me?

			The idea of stopping to eat made me feel sick, but Adam insisted that lunch was next on the agenda.

			As much as I didn’t want to be seen in public, I let him pick out a place, and we headed in that direction. I was just glad things were so simple for him. Arrive in Denmark, acquire an artifact that nearly killed me from underneath the noses of two antique Fangborn who seemed to think I was the bad guy, and experience some kind of time–space shift before lunch. It was soothing to know there were uncomplicated lives out there.

			My head was swirling, so full of questions. There was no room for hunger. I wanted a drink. I wanted six.

			The look in the female werewolf’s eyes as she vanished—

			I saw a trash can, pulled over to the side, and threw up. No longer in physical pain, I couldn’t shake the hollow feeling that I’d been punched in the stomach.

			“Hey! Hey, awww.” My hair wasn’t long enough to hold, but having hooked it back over my ears, Adam hovered over me, unable to do anything else while I was sick. He rummaged in his pockets and came up empty. Looking helpless—when does a guy not look like he wants to run at the sight of tears?—he held out his sleeve for me to use instead of a tissue.

			I held up a hand, having found a paper napkin in my pocket. Wiped my mouth and threw the napkin away afterward.

			Walked on without another word. After a minute, Adam caught up with me.

			“Tell me … what happened in there?”

			I gave him the short version, blandly, emotionlessly. His expression went from disbelief to horror, to shock. “My God, Zoe—how are you feeling now? Is there anything I can do? Are you gonna be sick again?”

			“No. I think I’m done.” I’d been alone so much since the bracelet came that I was increasingly aware of how much I valued simple human sympathy. It made me want to cry, but if I started now, I wouldn’t stop. I distracted us both. “What worries me though, is the weird costumes those Fangborn were wearing.”

			Adam was also eager to talk about something else. “You don’t think they were taking part in some ritual, do you?”

			“No. I mean, I think it was some kind of sacred space, maybe like Ariana and Ben were guarding in Venice? There were bodies, very old, wrapped in shrouds. I think it was a Fangborn—well, not burial ground. Crypt? I think I was seeing a funeral.”

			Adam nodded.

			I hesitated before I could bring myself to say it. “But I think it was a funeral from a hundred and something years ago.”

			He kept walking but slowed down a little, his face thoughtful. “Why?”

			“There were more bodies when I originally went in. Fewer with them, and the new one … wasn’t the new one when I went down there.”

			“You sure it didn’t roll off the boat? Things got pretty pitched there, you said.”

			I shrugged. I knew what I saw. “Ritual garb for a people as old as the Fangborn? I’d think it would be earlier than the nineteenth century.”

			“Um. So … what was it you were seeing?”

			I shook my head. “Something out of time … time out of joint.”

			He tilted his head skeptically. “Yeah, well, a lot of nationalist traditions began in the nineteenth century. Fangborn aren’t any different from other people.”

			I laughed, a raw, empty noise. I had a suite of jewelry that argued otherwise. “Yeah, maybe. Maybe I’ll remember something later, to explain it all.”

			I didn’t think I would, though. I was starting to think that either the two Fangborn or I had traveled in time, or somehow our realities had brushed up against each other, and we’d been able to interact. Whatever it was, I didn’t like the fact that they’d seen me as something to attack, that my presence had driven them to Change.

			First Gerry, then the Danish Fangborn. What the hell was going on? Was it me who elicited that reaction, or the jewelry? Could I stop it before some well-meaning and shortsighted Fangborn did me in?

			Or was I turning evil, so far as the Fangborn knew it?

			

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			I didn’t feel any different, but … what did evil feel like, inside? Would I suddenly crave violence, mayhem, and kitten sausage sandwiches? Would I feel as if I’d grown warts and sores on my soul? Somehow, I didn’t think that’s how it worked. I’d have to pay very careful attention.

			Bad enough being a werewolf, but at least I had connections, however tenuous, in the Fangborn world. I’d believed—hoped—that with them, I’d been on the side of good.

			Adam led me by the hand to the train station. On the train back to Copenhagen, I started shaking, a purely physical response to fatigue and the morning’s violence. Numb and lost, I needed to reboot. I had three choices for that: a bookstore, a library, or a museum. Bookstores and libraries wouldn’t be much good if I couldn’t read Danish. Artifacts, well, I didn’t need signage to lose myself thinking about them.

			We checked into our hotel room, left our bags there, and washed up. I was still feeling hyper and disconnected, so we found our way over to the National Museum of Denmark. I wandered from hall to hall, antsy and fidgeting, not really wanting to be there after all. Ordinarily, I would have been slavering over the treasure hoards, the swords and helmets, the pottery. Now it only reminded me of why I wasn’t at home in the museum, and of the new skin I seemed to be growing. Adam mistakenly thought I was doing research, and I quickly divined my mistake. Silver and jewels aren’t as interesting when you’ve found them spontaneously embedding themselves in your flesh; armor isn’t as appealing when you’re developing a skin that resembles an insect’s carapace. Didn’t matter how pretty, how marvelous. It wasn’t truly me, and everything around me underscored that. I’d never felt so out of place, and feeling that in a museum made it worse.

			My friends were no longer my friends. My traditional refuges no longer offered me shelter or solace. I wasn’t me—I only had the artifacts calling me and the bracelet driving me to them.

			I reached the case full of Viking trade goods. My throat tightened. My restlessness converted to a panic I hadn’t even known on the ship that morning, and it possessed me. I ran, bowling over a guard, who shouted. Terrified I’d Change, I tore back through the galleries—back in time from the Viking Age to the Stone Age—to the lobby and out the doors to fresh, cold, salt air.

			I didn’t Change, but if I’d been any slower, the people I passed might have seen a flash of fur, a glimpse of fang and claw.

			I ran past the flat-faced brick buildings, government offices with splendid, strange steeples, and across bridges until I was winded. Then I ran a while longer. Finally, I had to stop. I’d run out of Copenhagen and had no idea where I was.

			I could follow my trail back, came the answer instantly.

			I couldn’t run away from my problems. I couldn’t lose myself. I couldn’t find myself.

			It might have been my newfound abilities of command and persuasion, or my new trick of seeing things that weren’t there. It might have been old instincts. I found a liquor store almost without trying. I didn’t want to give into old, bad habits and so walked past the cases of beer and wine until I found a bottle of water. I picked one up and walked to the counter.

			“Will there be anything else?” the clerk asked.

			I shook my head, then turned and picked up a tall glass bottle. “Is this strong?”

			“Aquavit? Yes, very, if you’re not used to it.”

			“Good.” I put that one on the counter, considered putting it back. Then grabbed another.

			A slight, noncommittal tilt of the head, and the clerk bagged up my bottles.

			I walked back to the hotel, ignoring my phone and Adam’s repeated texts. I stopped suddenly and looked up, having found what I didn’t know I was looking for. The department store inspired me. I stopped by the hardware and kitchen departments and made quick purchases. Didn’t want to think about what I was going to do.

			Back at the hotel room, I locked the door after me. I pulled a glass off the counter, unwrapped it, didn’t bother with ice. Opened the first bottle and filled the tumbler.

			I drank like it was a magic potion. This would bring answers, or at the very least, peace for an hour or two.

			Herbal, a little basil or mint or licorice. A little different from vodka, but same general principle. Exactly the right kind of burn …

			Too much thinking, Zoe. Not enough drinking. Get busy.

			I drank another long swallow and topped up my glass. There was more than one way to run.

			It took three glasses before I started to feel it, and then it walloped me. Hard. Very Scandinavian, I thought. All civilized and composed until it turned berserker.

			I stood up; the room whirled. My feet didn’t connect to my brain, and I laughed out loud. I settled into the drunk with a kind of satisfaction. At least I knew the reason this time: a bad day when bed spins were a preferred alternative. I shoved myself up and got to work.

			I took another tumbler full, drank it down to stop the last warnings of a sensible mind. The roiling in my stomach was equal parts alcohol and fear about what I was going to do. I set my department-store purchases out in a neat line on the desk, with almost ritual care.

			I took off my shirt, slipped my arm out of the bra strap on my right shoulder. I put on the oven mitt, and picked up the screwdriver I’d bought. Regarded it for a moment. Lifted it up and placed it just below my collarbone.

			I made myself look in the mirror again. There was a line of flat jewels, much like those on the bracelet, just below my right collarbone, close to my shoulder. When I turned my shoulder to the mirror, I could see several more along the back of my shoulder and my spine.

			Connecting this was a fine mesh of gold, embedded in my skin. Occasionally, the mesh was interrupted by a tiny round jewel, as if scattered haphazardly across my shoulder. When I turned, the light reflected a little more on my shoulder and back, and if I didn’t look hard, it was almost as if I’d brushed a metallic glitter on my skin.

			I brushed my hand across my collarbone, as if giving the gold and stones one more chance to fall off. It was a little like feeling a different set of bones beneath my skin. Somehow the metal and stones were still capable of transmitting my sense of touch.

			The bracelet, I’d grown use to looking at. It was lovely, easily concealed. Even the new stones and fine mesh, I could have lived with, even if they had been … inactive. Just body mod, unasked for, but unique and beautiful. But the bracelet and its new counterparts were getting weirder, and I was too afraid of the changes I was experiencing to ignore them.

			I’d get rid of it all, I’d decided.

			Another quick drink, and using both hands, I awkwardly steadied the screwdriver, then jabbed it down hard, aiming it under the jeweled tiles on my collarbone

			No stabbing pain, as I’d expected. Green lightning flowed up the shaft, raced up my arm, and encircled me. Burning, like hitting the broiler with your hand and not able to get it away, burning down, into the bone, burning like hell itself.

			Some part of me was still free to drop the screwdriver. As soon as it fell away, now a piece of slag with a blob of plastic handle, the pain stopped. But the threat was still there:

			Try it again, and you’ll get the same.

			I knew to expect a shock—that’s what had made the technicians at the TRG facility so nervous about me—but that had been described as “fork in the socket,” not a lightning strike. I’d seen something like it before, when the vessel took over at Ephesus. It hadn’t been a threat then, just an opportunity.

			You’re ours.

			Without pausing, I picked up the knife. A second mitt, the first still smoldering on the floor.

			More lightning. A spear of pain, from my fingertips to my toes.

			Bad dog.

			When I could breathe again, I ran my hand over my shoulder—nothing. No burns, not even a scratch. That emboldened me to look at myself in the mirror again. Not a nick, not a dent in the stones. The gold “mesh” was unmarked. The tiny dots of jewels were a winking constellation. There was no seam, just a fading of the gold into the skin at its edge; it moved as I did. The stones were cool to the touch, as always. The skin beneath my fingertips—body temperature. Eerie, familiar, different. Me.

			I had to keep them. Maybe whatever it was I was gaining would be worth it.

			I had to believe that. Looking at the still steaming was-screwdriver, had-been-knife, I knew I didn’t have a choice. I wanted to believe it, too, because otherwise I had to question my every action, especially my Fangborn instincts.

			I felt my body dismantling the last of the liquor not burned from my system, mining for useful chemicals and rejecting the rest. A little anesthetic effect, none of the usual illness I should have had with this much booze.

			Great. Now I didn’t even have that crude escape.

			I staggered over to the bed and collapsed, this time into an exhausted unconsciousness.

			The lab appeared almost immediately. Sean was there, looking harried.

			“You know that’s not going to work, right? You’re not on your own time now, Zoe, and we have a lot to do. Can’t afford you trying to avoid work, not when things are so close.”

			He nodded to a chair at the bench and hopped backward onto the desk.

			“I thought that was my desk,” I said.

			“You got here late, you didn’t call it. You get the bench.”

			I didn’t feel drunk, and I now knew that there was no respite in unconsciousness, either. I resigned myself to it. “What’s the plan?”

			“You left the museum a little fast,” Sean said. “You know why?”

			I shrugged again. “Residual panic attack?”

			“If you’d hung around, you would have figured out the connection. Still some leftover data you didn’t give yourself time to process from the ship. Some of the artifacts were broken or worn, so it’s not going to be as complete a process as it should be.”

			“What process is that?”

			Sean, as usual, ignored me when he didn’t want or know enough to answer my questions.

			He scrolled through a couple of catalog pages on the computer on the desk—I had a computer? It was a nice one. Then he paused, and almost before my brain had registered what my eyes were seeing, I knew what it was.

			The exhibit at the museum had reminded me of one of the figures from the miniature ship. It was the Arabic trade connections, with some of the materials the Viking raiders and traders had brought back from the far east in the early tenth century.

			“Why now?” I asked, and then I lost my patience. “Why is this so important for me to see? Why don’t you tell me?”

			“Can’t tell you what you’re not ready for,” Sean said. “The ship was damaged in your flight from the basement. Connections were lost. Maybe you can do something about it.”

			He went to a storage cabinet and pulled out the miniature golden ship. There didn’t seem to be any inconsistency between seeing the new tiles at my collarbone, and the fact that the ship was here, largely intact.

			I looked at the fragment of the ship that had broken off and compared it with the larger piece. I got the idea of the sort of things I’d need to do to repair it.

			“How do I fix it?”

			Sean rolled his eyes. “I don’t know, Zoe, this is your place. Go through the computer and see if you have any gold or stones or pieces you can use. See how far that gets you.”

			I nodded, and started going through the catalog. I didn’t remember making this, but it certainly was in patterns I recognized, and the search navigation was easy enough.

			There was gold wire listed in the catalog, with a cabinet location. I found that, then some metal snips, which happened to be in the first drawer I opened. I didn’t know if they were the right kind, but they were right there, so I decided to give it a whirl. I clipped a small piece, then held it up to the ends of the oar to check the measurement.

			The gold wire began to writhe in my fingers, and like a worm, contracting and extending by segments, reached for the broken edge and … grabbed on and became a part of it.

			The thing wriggled a bit more, then settled down to be chilly gold again.

			Well, that’s good, I thought, surprised, because I don’t know anything about soldering.

			I examined the mend. There was an obvious difference between the two metals, but somehow the connection itself seemed to be the important thing.

			My headache dissipated. The relief was amazing. I hadn’t realized how much it had been throbbing, ever since my fight in the basement.

			I tried the same thing on the other repairs and it worked, for the most part. The metal was easiest to replace, but a few of the little shields had snapped off during my escape, and I had nothing that would replace them. Conservators in the real world would make a repair with modern materials that were close enough in color and texture to suggest the original, but not so close as to suggest it was whole. I found a few scraps in random drawers, and considering, took one that was a half circle of dark green, translucent stone.

			I put it over the broken edge, to see if there was any … empathy. A slight tug, and I knew I was on the right track. I reached for a file, and found it in the tool drawer as soon as I thought of it. Ran it across the edge of the green fragment to shave off a few edges, held it to the shield fragment. It snapped into place, melded with the original.

			It made a connection, glowing weakly. Not perfect, but better.

			Go with your gut, Sean had said.

			I kept on with that until I ran out of spare parts and things to fix.

			“Okay, so what was the lesson here today?” Sean asked.

			“I can’t fuck with the bracelet. But I can repair it. Improve it.” That brought with it a satisfaction I hadn’t dreamt possible. I could do something besides fight. I could learn.

			“Okay, good. Now, let’s have another look at the thing from the museum that sent you running. Get you back on track.”

			The screen came up on the computer without anyone typing, revealing silver coins with inscriptions.

			Without thinking, I went to a cabinet I hadn’t explored before. One drawer opened, and—

			I was in another time, another place, walking alongside a life-sized version of the Arabic figure on the miniature boat. He seemed very at home and unsurprised to see me as he chatted in a language I didn’t understand.

			While I let his words wash over me without comprehension, I examined his clothing. Long flowing robes with full sleeves; there was embroidery at his upper arms and neck. His slippers were good leather, carefully made. All suggested he was very wealthy and probably of high status. He wore a small turban with a trailing tail; his beard was carefully groomed.

			We were walking through a medieval city on a hill. A warm breeze caressed my face. Relaxing, I felt myself settle into a rhythm of walking slowly over the unpaved narrow roads.

			The volume faded in and out. For some reason, it didn’t upset me. I was able to concentrate on listening hard and remembering, enjoying our companionable stroll. Suddenly, I was able to tune in and understand most of his words.

			“—the gold was acquired at the place of Constantine. The Cousin who made it had an eye for the purest, the most sublime materials. There are several things there I think you must see. One moved from my homeland to a place outside the city. And another, a pool within a holy place, filled with silver. I’ve also I heard rumors of the oldest among us near there. He is very dangerous and has been hidden against the world’s prying eyes, but well worth your attention. His kind are known to be wise and rich, and he may be able to help you with information, not gold.” He smiled, glancing at my travel-worn clothes. “ Though perhaps in your case, a little treasure wouldn’t be amiss.”

			It was nice to have someone speak kindly to me, even if I didn’t understand all of his words. He made a sign, with his hands, that I knew indicated he was also Fangborn and that he knew I was. It was nice to be near a Family member who didn’t want to run away. He wasn’t afraid, didn’t tell me I was wrong.

			He seemed to read my mind. “But you’re not done yet. Maybe when you are done with your journeys, your friends will not take you so foul. Will you go?”

			I nodded. “I will.”

			“Excellent then.”

			I paused to ask a question.

			He held up a hand in farewell. “Peace be with you.”

			He dissipated. I was back in the lab.

			I closed up the drawer. Sean raised his eyebrows.

			“I guess I need to go to Istanbul.” Even as I said it, I was surprised. There was no pain in my stomach; he’d asked if I’d go, and I’d agreed. I’d had my marching orders straight from the artifacts’ chosen voice.

			“The trader … he said ‘the place of Constantine.’”

			Sean nodded and was gone. The lab vanished, and I was back on the hotel bed.
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			A click at the bathroom door. Adam had returned while I was … in the lab. Elsewhere. The door was shut, the security chain dangling, the screws pulled from the wall. His face was red and damp, as though he’d been splashing it with water. He mopped at himself with a towel.

			I sat up, but before I could say anything, he asked, “You don’t speak Arabic, do you, Zoe?”

			Not what I was expecting. I was protective of my talk with the trader and a little abashed that Adam had to bust down the door. “You’ve seen the file on me. You know I don’t.”

			“School’s not the only place you pick up a language,” he snapped. He’d been worried.

			I was nervous. I hadn’t told him anything about what I’d seen and heard. I would have sworn that the trader had been speaking in English to me, and now I wondered …

			Adam was silent a long time. So I decided to focus on how to remove the melted screwdriver from the now equally melted carpeting. The stink of burning plastic and metal filled the air and left a bad taste in my mouth.

			“You were thrashing around on the bed. I went to wake you up. When I touched your shoulder, I heard another man’s voice. Speaking Arabic.”

			I shrugged. “I was mumbling in my sleep.”

			“No.” He shook his head vehemently. “Your lips weren’t moving. I heard it … in my head. Like I was watching TV, but it was all impressions; it happened in a second, and it stopped when I took my hand away.”

			I couldn’t speak Arabic, but I was reminded of an oracle called “Download” who’d accosted me in Cambridge and filled my brain with images and stories just by touching me. “Any idea what I … he was saying?”

			“Talking about travelers, foreign lands.” So Adam could speak Arabic. “Some of the words sounded … archaic. I didn’t get all of it.”

			Not only was I speaking in tongues, I was transmitting what I could see and what I couldn’t understand.

			“Zoe, how did you do that? What happened to you? I’ve been worried.”

			“It’s … complicated. I … had another vision, I guess is the best way to describe it.”

			“Okay—less complicated than you think, given your record. But what’s that?” He pointed to the smoking pile of slag on the floor. It had finally cooled down a little.

			I had been so caught up in the tranquility of the warm twilight walk that I’d forgotten what had preceded it. I started shaking, thinking of what I’d tried and failed to do. I thought of the alien presence taking me over, body and soul.

			Time to confess; Adam needed to know the worst. “It’s … it’s spreading.” I wrapped my arms around my legs, rested my chin on my knees. “I tried to … get them off me. No dice.”

			“What’s spreading?”

			I pulled back the collar of my shirt and showed him my shoulder.

			He put out his hand to touch it, paused, and waited for me to nod. It didn’t matter now. Maybe he’d get zapped. Maybe he’d learn the hard way what was happening to me.

			Nothing. A distant feeling of rough finger tips gently brushing my skin.

			Whoa …

			That was real, understandable. That was human. I followed that sensation eagerly.

			I put my hand on his thigh, the closest I’d ever been to him, intentionally. I reached up and pulled his head down closer to mine and kissed him. He responded after a hesitant moment.

			Intriguing, passionate, human. Human was good, human was uncomplicated—or complicated in all the best ways.

			I pulled him closer, and he finished the kiss, then pulled away.

			“What? Why?”

			“Zoe—” Adam was a picture of confusion and reluctance. He stood up.

			“If you don’t want to—” I thought I would cry with frustration. I needed this. I needed to reassure myself.

			“I—I’m not sure you do. It’s been a long two days, neither of us has had much sleep. I don’t want to add to your confusion. To your drama.”

			“I thought I was making it pretty clear that I was okay with this.” I swallowed. Sounding a little distraught, I tried to compose myself. “I’m fine with this.”

			“Yeah, but even so.” He took my hand. “I’m going to go out for … a walk. A half hour or so. If, when I come back, you decide you’re not interested … well. Not good, but at least I’ll know I wasn’t being a dick, taking advantage of you. If you still do, well, then we’ll see what happens.”

			“Adam—”

			“It’s okay.” He smiled, uncertainly, and left.

			Which made me feel like a complete idiot. My anger rose, but I was determined not to make the day any worse, tried to reason it out.

			He might not like me. It would be unfair to use him. And what about Will?

			What about Will? He cut you loose when he tried to get you recaptured by the TRG.

			Enough. Sugar, food, shower, Zoe. If we’re going to have to be grown up about all of this, let’s not unleash the Beast.

			It had been a long time since I’d thought of myself as harboring the Beast, my name for my werewolf self before I knew better. The idea of the Beast had become more comforting than whatever aberration I was now.

			In the hotel lobby, I bought soda and pretzels. I thought about leaving, looking for a decent meal, but figured I should stick around long enough to apologize. Grown up, all the way down. See this to the end, the sooner, the better. We’d go out to dinner together.

			“Good decision, Zoe,” Sean said in my ear. “You’ve got too much on your mind to get messed up with him. And besides, there’s Will.”

			“Will ditched me,” I muttered. “He’s angry with me, with what he thought I did. We’re done, as least as far as he’s concerned.” I realized I was talking aloud and tried to keep from moving my lips. “Plus, I don’t care if you were Will’s friend. You don’t get a say in this.”

			“Hey, I got no dog in this race. I just want to keep you on track. Not that Nichols isn’t your type …”

			Do I have a type? “He’s not. He’s just a friend, a guy.”

			“Oh, of course he is. Light-haired, authority-type, all-American boy with an unknown past. Remind you of anyone?”

			“Will told me about his past.”

			“Yeah, but only after you were going out. You do like a little hidden mystery, allure.”

			“Sean, I’m not having this conversation with you.” I switched him off, banishing him from my presence.

			It didn’t help. It was starting to be apparent to me that Adam and I had the right chemistry, at least for me. I did want him to be more than a companion. Damn it.

			But that was my problem, not his.

			Alone at last, I returned to the room and consumed carbs and sugar eagerly. My headache eased, my emotions settled. I almost felt like myself—or what I remembered of myself.

			Shower, then, and when Adam gets back, I’ll buy him dinner. A night on the town before I go to Istanbul, and if I go alone, no hard feelings.

			Good, I thought. That’s settled. Adult, fair, thoughtful. That’s not evil.

			I was better already. That’s all I had to do, to keep my head straight. Keep my head human, no matter what the rest of me was.

			I finished the shower, feeling so much improved I celebrated by donning clean clothes. Maybe I’d even buy a few replacement T-shirts, a pair of jeans. I had a mission, and I was still myself.

			I dried off my hair, wrapped the towel around me, and went into the room to get my bag and the clothes.

			Adam was there. He threw a small paper bag onto the nightstand.

			He saw me and immediately turned. “I’ll be right back.”

			“No. Don’t bother.”

			I was about to say, “I’m good, and thank you for giving me that space to figure it out,” but instead I crossed the room and put my hand on his arm. Reached up and stroked his face, stubble from having not shaved since New Jersey. It had been a long few days, but I wasn’t tired now.

			I stood on tiptoe. In case he didn’t get the message, I pressed myself against him and said, “You should stay.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Yeah.”

			He swallowed a couple of times. “Well, I’m gonna—” He gestured to the bathroom. “I need a few minutes, then. Clean up.”

			His voice had gone hoarse, and any fear or hope I’d had that he’d reject me fled. My spirits lifted for the first time in ages.

			“No! I mean, don’t leave me again.”

			“I’m not, I—”

			“I’ll come with you.”

			I let the towel fall away, and walked toward the bathroom. As plain as I could make it, and if he wanted to follow—or run—he could. I liked the feeling of simple human lust, liked that I might be able to do something about it.

			I went to the shower, turned it on, and got in. Grabbed the soap, rubbed it over my hands, closed my eyes, face under the shower. Even the shower was better than the first one I’d taken, the soap a normal thing. Either way, this was better than what I was feeling before. A better kind of emptiness, loneliness, confusion.

			The sound of shower curtain rings sliding along the rod. I wasn’t alone anymore.

			I turned around. Adam was naked. He looked good. I applied soapy hands to his chest, which was hard with muscle. He leaned down, and we kissed, and it got more interesting and engaging. The more I washed him, the more he tried to enfold me. The more washing, the more we were both slippery, the more we tried to hold onto each other. I ran my hands down his back, then around to his front, where I found an admirable and gratifying hardness.

			I continued with the soap until he said, “No, bed.” His voice was hoarse. “I don’t want to break a neck in here.”

			I smiled, barely able to contain myself. “We can level the playing field.”

			I grabbed a towel and got out, a last lingering hand on his cock. He detached my hand, his eyes closed. “Not yet. One minute.”

			“Make it thirty seconds.”

			I dove into the bed, burrowed under the sheets.

			Twenty seconds later, Adam was there, rinsed off, still damp. He reached over, and emptied the bag, dumping a package of condoms onto the floor. Pulled one on and got in with me.

			Hands everywhere, and it was great, until he brushed my wrist, my collarbone, and my shoulder, on his way down to my breast.

			I flinched. He said, “It’s still you, Zoe. It’s only you.”

			I nodded, suddenly eager for him to get back to business. He did some very clever things with his tongue. So clever, I forgot about the bracelet, all the jewels, the Fangborn.

			I was a human girl in bed with a human boy. And he was brilliant, huge, muscular, masculine.

			My breath caught.

			“Yeah?” he said.

			“Oh, yeah.”

			I shimmied down and he shimmied up. Bright lights, nothing to do with the bracelet.

			I followed that thought as we started to move rhythmically. It didn’t take me long to get there, and Adam held on long enough to be able to join me.

			Adam fell asleep with his arm over me. It felt wonderful, so normal. I fell asleep. Not drunk, not possessed, not a demon. Happy. Real.

			

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			I woke up alone. A note was on the bathroom mirror: Breakfast downstairs.

			I washed and all but bounced to the elevator. I saw him before he saw me; he was outside the restaurant, talking on his phone. “… sounds bad. I’ll be home as soon as I can. Take care.”

			He disconnected, looked up, smiled when he saw me. “Morning.”

			My smile had vanished. All my resolutions and dedication to the solitary life had evaporated after last night. And who was waiting for Adam at home? “You’re leaving?”

			“Yes.”

			“Why?”

			“Bad news from the home front. Everything I think should be happening—Knight calling conferences, making public noise about an announcement, calling in favors, getting ready for I-Day—it’s not happening. Quite the opposite. I have a … source. He’s holed up and under heavy security.”

			Knight was bad news, but I couldn’t help wondering about Adam’s source. “Well, you’d think if he was going to move forward with the Identification of the Fangborn to Normals, he’d be all over the place, getting his ducks in a row.”

			“Right. I think—I’m hoping—Knight’s occupied, trying to shut down the Order. Them, we’ve seen too much of.” He looked away. “So. I’m going back to the States. Some folks who are … keeping an eye on Knight need my help.”

			“You can’t,” I said. I’d had a little peace and was going to fight for more. “I need to go to Istanbul. Come with me.”

			That surprised both of us. “You mean, I can’t go back because you need my help? Or I can’t go back because … why?”

			“I mean …” I shook my head. I didn’t know. “I just don’t want you to go. I’ve spent more time with you alone in the past few weeks than I have with anyone in the past year. You have no idea what that means to me. I need you. I need help facing this.”

			There. It was out. It was a relief to say, “I need help” out loud to someone who could do something about it.

			Adam’s face was solemn. He stared at the busy hotel dining room for a moment. “Zoe, it was always possible I would have had to go before. It’s our bad luck that I’m getting the bad news now, and I have to investigate—”

			“You should kill him, Zoe.” Sean sounded as nonchalant as if he were suggesting pizza.

			My blood temperature dropped fifteen degrees, chilled by the idea. I was taken so aback, I missed some of what Adam was saying. Was this some sick sort of joke because Will was Sean’s friend and I’d just slept with Adam?

			“What?” I answered Sean, interrupting Adam. “No.”

			“Zoe, about last night. I loved last night, and would like to try it out again, very, very soon. And as for other things … I like the way you think, I like the way you fight, I like watching you figure out a problem. I liked watching you sleep this morning. I want to see where this will go, but I can’t, not right now.”

			Wow. I thought I’d been brave. And Adam was telling the truth. “Yes, I know. I’m sorry. I understand that, I think.” I hesitated. “You really have to go?”

			He nodded. “I’ll join you again just as soon as I find out what’s going on. I’ll call, and we’ll meet up. Wherever you want, however you want—Istanbul, Australia, Antarctica—you name it.”

			“Zoe, you can’t let him slow you down or distract you,” Sean whispered again.

			Something not deep enough inside me agreed with Sean. It would be so easy. It would probably be a smart defensive move. All I’d have to do was apologize now. Get a good breakfast. Have sex. And wait until Adam dozed off.

			Jesus, Zoe, I thought, horrified. Get a grip. Killing Adam isn’t an option. He’s done everything he said he would, and more. He’s been a friend in so many ways, on this trip, never questioning me, trying to help.

			And by the way, Sean? Joking or no, you know I don’t kill people randomly.

			Sean said nothing.

			I started to shake. It occurred to me that easy, evil thoughts like that would be my undoing. I’d barely restrained myself from staving in the New York bartender’s head; I’d broken one of Gerry Steuben’s ribs, lashing out at him. I’d already nearly killed Adam in my sleep. Maybe it was best to get Adam away from me, before I was tempted again—or worse, did something “accidentally on purpose.”

			“Yeah, okay,” I said finally. “I don’t like it, but …” My voice grew rough as I struggled with fear and truth. “About the bracelet. I’m … I’m scared. What am … I becoming?”

			“You can always stop looking,” he said. A little too quickly, a little too easily. “Nothing says you have to keep on.” He hesitated. “I wish you’d stop. I worry about you. About the toll this is taking on you. I’m scared for you, Zoe.”

			I certainly wasn’t the girl he’d threatened in Venice; I wasn’t even the werewolf he’d helped escape the TRG. But I knew he wasn’t talking about that.

			Again, he showed his courage and continued. “I see the way you look at people sometimes. At me. It’s … predatory. Not that you’d … you know, necessarily act on it, but all the same.”

			I nodded. “I know. I worry about it, too. And following the artifacts is an even stronger compulsion than the Call to Change. What does that mean? Adam, I don’t know if I’m built to deal with what’s coming down the pike.”

			“Look, yes, I’m scared. Yes, something’s going on. I don’t like it. But you’ve shown me, time and time again, you can handle anything.” He leaned in, rested his forehead on the top of my head. “I know you can. I swear, I’ll join you as soon as I can. I’ll keep in touch.”

			I nodded again.

			“Promise me you’ll be careful. The Order has centers all over the world, but they originated in what is now Turkey. They’ll be crawling all over the place.”

			“I will, I promise.” Thinking about the Order was much easier than thinking about me.

			It was awkward, him watching me eat my breakfast, then me watching him pack. My attachment to Adam was growing. I’d come to trust him despite our antagonistic first meetings. I shook myself. Get a grip, Zoe. He’ll be back, or you’ll finish up and meet him.

			Adam and I got to the airport. Said a very awkward goodbye that eventually led to me offering him a hand and a cheek. He smiled, shook his head, and kissed me properly. I returned the kiss with everything I had.

			Separation didn’t necessarily mean forever, I told myself, as I booked a flight to Istanbul.

			[image: Section.jpg]

			By the time I arrived at Ataturk Airport and found a place to stay, and figured out approximately where I was supposed to go, it was late, almost midnight. The city was lit up on the left side of Kennedy Caddesi, the water dotted with ships’ lights on the right-hand side. I found a little family hotel on the noisy side of the Sultanahmet, which was a shock of lighted minarets and skyscrapers after the bourgeois familiarity of Copenhagen. I ate something in the restaurant downstairs that I didn’t recognize but which tasted wonderful, and then collapsed and slept like the dead.

			Next morning, I overslept and made up for some substandard travel meals. I had to figure out how to find the holy site I’d been told about by the trader.

			In Istanbul, the number of sites holy to many religions is astronomical.

			I left, determined to start searching somewhere, when I felt a pull to move down another street.

			I looked up to see a familiar gait and face not too far from me. I recognized the shirt; I’d bought it for his birthday.

			“Danny! Jesus, Danny!” I called before I even thought that he might have the same reaction as Gerry and Will.

			Heads turned; I smiled tentatively, so I didn’t look too crazy with hope, with fear.

			My cousin Danny went rigid, and only with an effort did he turn around. His dark hair was shorter than it had been, and the curls that had softened his face were gone, giving him an older, sterner look than I remembered or liked. I used to joke that the only tan he got was from his computer screen, but he’d been out in the sun lately, it seemed. His glasses were the same as ever, but the expression on his face—concentration, disapproval, a little fear—was unfamiliar to me.

			I approached slowly, not wanting to scare him off. I couldn’t stand another response like Will’s.

			His eyes closed, his lips were moving. For a foolish second, I thought he might be whispering a spell, something to keep me away. He was adjusting something on his wrist, and until I drew a little closer, I thought it might be some kind of communications device. It turned out to be a thick piece of string like jump cord, knotted. Nothing more. He opened his eyes.

			I hesitated. To say that I’d become paranoid about my friends, and their response to me, was more than an understatement.

			“Zoe?” Conflict shadowed his face, and he spoke with an effort, like he was trying to remember something. “You didn’t just take off, did you?”

			“What?” I took a few more steps forward, still slowly, as if approaching a wild animal. I spoke quickly and quietly to reassure him. “No, Danny, never. They told me you left—and Will and the Steubens—long before I left the TRG lab. Because they were testing me, I mean, actually performing tests on me. So I busted out. I never left you.”

			He nodded. Maybe he wasn’t convinced, but he wasn’t running from me, either. “I didn’t think you would, but …”

			Hope kindled. “But they told you … and maybe some vampire gave you a jolt of believe-me juice?”

			He nodded. “I can’t remember, but yeah, that’s what I’m thinking.”

			I nodded slowly, feeling a lump form in my throat. He was fighting their lies. “So how come you … you’re not running? You want to believe me?” I could see him struggling, but I wanted to hear it for myself.

			“Kobayashi Maru.”

			“What?” It took me a minute to come up with the reference, and it still didn’t make sense. “That’s that test from Star Trek, right? The students have to take part in a simulation they know they can’t possibly win.”

			He nodded. “The game was rigged. It’s not completely analogous, but I figured at some point I would encounter an untenable, if not unwinnable, situation dealing with the TRG.” It was the skeptical, logical Danny I knew from my youth. “Zoe, a secret government agency plus vampires who could change my memory? I’m not a conspiracy theorist, but I’m not an idiot, either.”

			My relief brought tears.

			He continued, more strongly now, maybe convinced by my honest emotion. “I saw how they were treating you, and I wrote a note to myself to remind me of that, and that I knew, deep down, if you were going to take off, either you’d take me with you or warn me or let me know, somehow, after. So I was hurt and sad when they said you’d broken out, but I remembered I’d set up that file—they didn’t know about that, so they couldn’t erase that memory. I read the file and did the math, and my sketchy, distant memories made more sense than the scraps of new memories. The new ones were less trustworthy; I had a reason to believe the old ones. Therefore …”

			I went to hug him, then paused. Danny wasn’t looking directly at me. “It’s still hard, though, right?” I said, hating to acknowledge it. “I mean, it’s not one hundred percent, right? You trusting me?”

			He looked around, then sighed. “Honestly? No. My first reaction is to take off, drop you like a bad habit. Which is why I have this.” He held up the wrist with the knotted string. “Physical reinforcement of an otherwise intangible idea.”

			I reached out to touch it but pulled my hand back. My eyes filled. Danny was reprogramming himself to believe me. Believe in me.

			There were a few others who could have used a piece of string and a letter to themselves, I thought, trying hard not to feel bitter about Will, even if it wasn’t his fault. He hadn’t even tried. He’d trusted the others instead of me.

			“Why are you here?” Danny asked.

			“Had to. Another vision,” I said, nodding to the bracelet. “Another artifact or fragment, somewhere in Istanbul. They’re calling me. It’s getting really weird, Danny.”

			“In what way, weird?”

			“Some new powers, some older ones enhanced. All wonky. These visions of where I need to go … nothing stops them. Pain driving me to find artifacts.”

			He digested that. “Well, I have a car. We can go together.”

			I could no longer restrain myself. I threw my arms around him. He hugged me back, maybe a little tentatively. He had filled out, had more strength to his frame than I remembered. I wasn’t the only one being changed by this experience.

			“Danny, what are you doing here?”

			“I had a choice of assignments, after you … after I was told you left, so I—”

			He must have seen my face, because it was his turn to reassure me. “Yes, I still have my connections with the TRG, but don’t worry. My place, my car—I got them on my own. I know I’m not being listened to, because I checked. I—we’re safe.”

			I nodded. If he could trust me, I could trust him. “But why Istanbul?”

			“I figured, it was the best choice for me to work on studying Fangborn documents because of its geographic location, the number of cultures that made an impact on the region …” He smiled a little, and shrugged. “I never did learn much Turkish when I was working in computational linguistics, and immersion seemed a good way to pick up the language. Plus, I really got addicted to the food while we were on the gulet in the spring. Speaking of which …”

			I laughed. “You know I will never say no when it comes to eating.”

			We stopped for some food and water to take with us, got to Danny’s car—a beat-up Renault—and headed out. He turned off the CD player, which was trying to get him to repeat “I would like to go to the party” in Turkish. “Where we going?”

			“Um, north and east. Hilly, sparsely populated. An abandoned house.”

			He gave me a look. “The GPS doesn’t do visions.”

			“No.” I studied the map. Feeling silly, I held my hand over it like a planchette. My finger was tugged down at a location. “Try heading there.”

			Danny squinted, shrugged. “Around Pierre Loti? I guess sparsely populated makes sense for a city like Istanbul. There’s a big cemetery there.” He plotted a course.

			“Will it take long?” I buckled up.

			“Theoretically, it’s not that far, but with Istanbul traffic …”

			We found our way through the congested streets of downtown, through neighborhoods that changed almost block by block. I tried to get used to the signs, but the fact that there were extra letters I didn’t know how to pronounce was terribly confusing. And yet, there were cognates, there were street signs that I could read, and eventually I settled in.

			Danny made a turn. “What have you been doing to test it? The bracelet, I mean, the new stuff.”

			It wasn’t really the time for science, Danny, I thought, annoyed. “Um, well, mostly I’ve been trying to stay alive. And the thing’s been driving me to find other pieces, to the extent that I am now able to ignore the Call to Change.”

			“Wow.” The significance of this was not lost on Danny. “Well, that tells you something. If it is a Fangborn artifact, it has other concerns than evil. If it’s not, it certainly is an effective way of subverting the Fangborn. Have you thought about trying to—”

			“Danny, I’ve thought about a lot of things to try to figure this out, including trying to rid myself of this, but what I need most is time. I have absolutely none of that. I’m not sure using a scientific approach will work on what seems to be a magical device.”

			He cocked his head in a way that had infuriated a generation of bullies allergic to smart-asses. “What makes you think it’s magic?”

			“Well, it has to be.”

			“Why? Because it glows? Because it does stuff you don’t understand?”

			“Well, yeah.”

			“Fireflies glow. You couldn’t wire up your mom’s old stereo on a bet. Does that make them magic, too?”

			“I suppose you’re right. What’s that quote you like so much?”

			“Which one? ‘Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic?’ That’s Arthur C. Clarke. There’s also ‘When you have eliminated all which is impossible, then whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.’ Conan Doyle, or Dr. Watson quoting Sherlock Holmes, if you like.”

			“There is the lab,” I said slowly. “That’s certainly significant.”

			“The lab?” He stopped to let a vendor with a cart full of simit cross.

			I licked my lips, remembering the Turkish “bagels,” then got hold of myself. I explained to Danny how I’d been having visions about an archaeology lab. I hadn’t said anything about Sean yet, and my worries about him. I had to work up to that. “It’s my perfect place, you know? So I think it’s the bracelet’s way of letting me figure out what I’m getting. What I need to do next.”

			He nodded. “That makes sense. When you’re in there, don’t be afraid to try stuff. I doubt you’ll do anything serious to yourself, but you might learn a lot.”

			I thought about what happened when one of the artifacts … took possession of me. Moved in. Or what happened when I tried to remove the pieces near my neck. Horrible so far, but nonlethal.

			I told Danny about the “repairs” and “infilling” I’d done. “Okay. I mean, I guess it’s a little like historical documents or artifacts—not everything’s going to be preserved, right? But … apparently, I can make substitutions.”

			“That reinforces the notion that they have a built in redundancy, if you can fit them together like that. Also that you can manipulate them to a certain extent.”

			“So far, I can only manipulate them to do … what they want. To be better at what they’re doing.”

			“But maybe, with time, you’ll get better at this,” Danny said.

			It was probably his skills with computers and code that made me think of it. “Maybe I can hack them. Eventually.”

			Coming up with that idea emboldened me. I took a breath and thought about telling Danny about Sean and his violent suggestions.

			Then he smiled, and it was the first time I saw something like our old relationship falling into place. It was heartening. I wanted to hold onto that.

			I changed my mind again and changed the subject. “What’s getting me, though, is why the Fangborn have so little information about this kind of thing. The Fangborn seem to live in the present, you know? Always going after the next bad guy.”

			“It doesn’t foster an environment of reflection, does it? It can’t,” he agreed.

			“I only wish there was a way to tell which things were clues and which aren’t, in terms of the history I’ve read or the sites I’ve seen. I’ve been reading up on historical accounts of vampires—you know, there were historically documented cases of ‘vampires’ in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century New England?”

			Danny thought a minute as he pulled up a steep hill into a neighborhood crowded with tenements. “Something about tuberculosis, right?”

			“Right. There were outbreaks of consumption; the local people were told that the wasting and death of their loved ones was attributed to vampires. The only ways to preserve themselves, and the souls of their beloved dead, was to rearrange the bones or burn the heart. Maybe the whole corpse.”

			“That’s pretty awful.”

			“Right? But on one gravestone, the word ‘vampire’ was actually used in relation to the deceased’s sickness, something like ‘Although consumption’s vampire grasp had seized thy mortal frame.’ The word ‘vampire’ showed up in newspapers.”

			“Okay,” Danny said. “So your question has to be: Were there really vampires there?”

			“Right. I mean, I know it wasn’t Fangborn vampires responsible for the deaths. They don’t feed on humans. But perhaps Fangborn vampires were there, trying to help them, heal them. So maybe between that, and the wasting illness, some idea of vampires, however misguided, entered into the story. Because of their presence, not because they were responsible.”

			He nodded. “I see how it’s hard to untangle. There’s clear archaeological and historical evidence for the idea of vampires, but one we know is absolutely not true.”

			I squinted at the road sign, glanced at the GPS to make sure we were still heading in the right direction, not distracted by our discussion. “Right. Pictures of unicorns and sailors’ references to sea monsters does not make them true—but it does seem as though the Fangborn should have some better way of finding ourselves in our history. There’s never a precise correlation.”

			“So you’re going to have to look at it from the artifacts and work backward. See if the history gives you any clues once you learn about them. And the more you putter around in the lab, the more you’ll learn.”

			“I’m going to have to be bold with what I try in there.” It was a good solution, the only one available to me, and it scared the willies out of me.

			Danny glanced at the GPS. “In about another mile, it gets hilly.”

			“That sounds right.”

			“Why are there always hills?” Danny frowned. “Some kind of hero thing? Climb the hill, slay the dragon?”

			“Nah. Most likely a vantage-point and security thing. Easier to protect something where you can see enemies coming.”

			“Great. Can’t we have the thrilling heroics with mod cons? You sure we can’t take the scenic tramway?”

			I waved away the thought dismissively. “Trams are for tourists.”

			It turns out our destination was close to the tourist spot Pierre Loti Café, which had a beautiful view of Istanbul. Danny told me that, historically, the area had been part of a small village outside the city walls of Constantinople, and while it was a thriving area filled with markets, mosques, and throngs of people, the secondary road we parked on was nearly deserted. A small house, falling into ruin, was at the top, surrounded by other buildings, all in need of repairs. It was as if my destination had blighted the street, and it was unusually empty.

			“Look,” I said as Danny stretched, “I don’t think you should go in there.”

			“How about if I go as far as the outside? I don’t like the idea of you being alone for that long.”

			“Okay, but …”—I remembered the “earthquake” I’d experienced in Roskilde, and did not want something equally turbulent happening here—“just be ready to run.”

			As I climbed up the street, I felt a growing certainty I was in the right place. It didn’t match any of the visions I’d had in Ephesus, not the way the house in Roskilde did, but the idea of the place, the rightness of it, sort of settled into my mind as solidly as those had. Just as my Moorish friend had said, the artifact had been moved. The “rightness” intensified at that thought, letting me know I was on the right track.

			The front door looked ordinary, but as good a way to get in as any. “Right,” I said. “I’m going in. You hear anything, you get the hell out.”

			Danny nodded and touched my shoulder, taking a seat on an overturned crate.

			The door grated on its hinges, echoing in the empty space. The front room showed some footprints. Dust had been disturbed, a path leading to a staircase. That wasn’t my way. I moved as quietly as I could to the door opposite and opened it.

			The room was utterly empty. Not the sort of room I expected to find in a traditional town house, it was too shallow and too long. It looked as though a partition wall had been put up in the middle of the old room. The new wall was fresh white plaster and much more recent than the rest of the house. A door in the middle of that new wall beckoned.

			As soon as I touched the doorknob, the bracelet’s stones were blazing color, like they’d become alive, animated, eager, encouraging me to go on. I soon saw why.

			On the wall opposite the opened door was a mosaic. A geometric pattern of optical illusions, what appeared to be cubes expressed in two dimensions. Simple, elegant, mathematical. A classical design in black, red, and white.

			This had been moved, at least once. It appeared as though the entire floor had been taken, for the new plaster of the wall surrounded the mosaic like parts of its original floor.

			The stones of the bracelet were now lighting in a sequence too fast for me to follow. The tesserae of the mosaic were doing the same thing. Exactly the same thing. The geometric pattern was gone, and the individual tiles were echoing the pattern on my bracelet, down to the colors. No longer only black, red, and white, the stone tiles took on every shade of the rainbow.

			There were places that briefly went dead on the mosaic, parts that didn’t match the flashes and lights of the bracelet. All the remaining activity was an exact reproduction.

			They were trying to communicate. I wasn’t even touching the panel, yet I was on the edge of understanding. Something rippled deep in the base of my brain, and a chill went through my body. If only I had a way to record what was going on; if only I could feed the information into a supercomputer, with a team of—

			A rocket flare, fireworks in my brain. I didn’t need to look up—it hit me even before the scent reached my nose.

			Someone was about to attack—

			If I hadn’t been a werewolf, I would have been dead. A footstep, a metallic hateful snap of a bullet into the chamber, a whiff of something foul—I don’t know what it was. I was turning and ducking before anything registered in my consciousness.

			The first bullet missed by a foot; the second, by a little more.

			I kept moving around and toward him. He kept moving, too, but nothing can keep up with a pissed off werewolf unless it’s another werewolf.

			I swear I could hear the third shot whisper my name and brush my hair as it passed.

			I felt the Change overtake me as I leapt. I heard the whmp-whmp-whmp of a suppressor, more bullet whispers.

			A burning bite in my shoulder, bright pain, bitter blood, and black rage. The eighth bullet had caught me in my shoulder as I landed, knocking my attacker back. I followed, and with both hands, I twisted his wrist until I wrenched the pistol away from him. He snarled as his hands let go, and I belted him upside the head with the still-hot pistol. He managed to land a roundhouse to my temple, and I shot him in the leg. He screamed, clutching his leg. I smiled.

			My head still smarting, still in a daze from the communication with the mosaic, I brought the pistol to his chest. The blood spilling down my arm, narrowing to a trickle as I healed. I recognized my assailant by smell long before I could focus on his face.

			Zimmer. Clean-head assistant, occasional assassin, to Senator Knight. Every time I’d met him before, he’d meant nothing but violence for me and anyone near. He’d tortured a man to death in London, tried to take the key to Pandora’s Box from me in Paris. I had no idea why the senator—much older and stronger than me—could stand Zimmer near him. Every time I’d met him, I’d had the urge to Change, to beat the evil out of him.

			This would be my chance.

			I leaned into his ear, speaking very low. I could smell the blood and sweat on him, and, ever so faintly, so pleasingly, beneath his boiling hate, a whiff of fear. “Give me one good reason I shouldn’t finish this now.”

			Zimmer said nothing.

			“How did you get here? Was it Knight?”

			I didn’t even rate a smirk. “The senator is otherwise occupied,” he growled. “He said to stop you. He didn’t say how.”

			“Senator Knight wants to reveal the existence of the Fangborn, not have you wipe us out. I would believe capture, not kill.”

			I’m not big, but even he couldn’t actually shrug with my elbows under his arms, and he didn’t dare, with the pistol still aimed at his heart. “I have my own reasons. London, Paris, Ephesus, to name a few. You’ve been making me look bad.”

			I thought about it. “Those three scars on the back of your head—parallel, jagged?”

			No answer but a hatred in his eyes. I wasn’t the first Fangborn who’d tagged Zimmer.

			“How can you work for Knight?” I said. “Every fiber of me wants to make you go away, but he doesn’t? I need answers.”

			“Suck my dick.”

			I pistol-whipped him again, drawing blood. But if I wasn’t going to kill him immediately, I had to lose the gun. Before he knew what was happening, I’d removed the clip, checked and cleared the chamber, breaking it down and dropping the pieces just like Adam had taught me. I didn’t like guns, and I didn’t need anything that could be used against me.

			“Tell me what you know.”

			Zimmer never even blinked. “Get fucked, mutt.”

			I’d been called worse, but the pain in my shoulder turned to a throbbing ache. Every other part of me told me what I had to do. Zimmer was wrong. He’d done nothing but cause me trouble and pain. More than that, my Fangborn instincts said the world would be better without him.

			I raised a clawed hand. No way was I going to put my mouth on him—

			My nose twitched; his eyes flicked, to something behind me as my proximity sense went nutty. Someone hostile was nearby.

			Even before I moved, it registered that the smell was all wrong. It was Fangborn, yet with nothing of the rotten wrongness of the thing I’d found at Knight’s complex in Turkey. I rolled away from Zimmer, jumped up, turned, and raised my right hand. I noticed that the bracelet had gone dead while I fought Zimmer, but now it reestablished its synchronized communication with the mosaic.

			Zimmer began to drag himself away. I could—

			The vampire had hurled himself across the room at me, hissing with outrage. Dirt and indigo blood caked on his skin and hair, obscuring his features. Something was wrong with his throat; I could see the angry raw lines of a recent suture there, pale blue against darker scales. His fangs—

			The bracelet took over. I stepped forward and, without thinking, shoved him hard, in midflight.

			I knocked him away from me like a pillow thrown at me playfully. He flew into the wall to my left. I heard a sickening crunch of bone, smelled hot blood spilling.

			His leg was broken. The bone peeped through ripped skin.

			I held up my hands, this time in placation, the bracelet still mirroring the mosaic. “Hey, you okay? You surprised me—”

			Another harsh, broken hiss, followed by a noise like a quiet whip crack. I stepped away, an instant before the venom could hit me.

			“Hey! What’s the matter with you?”

			I thought about crossing the room, and suddenly, I was there. A wave of vertigo. Complicated, inhuman scents filling my nose. A buzzing in my head.

			He lashed out at me, barely able to lift himself from the ground. His broken leg wobbled the wrong way beneath him; I had no idea how long it might take a vampire to heal from a compound fracture. But whatever he was doing, it was too much, too soon.

			“I’m on your side!” I reached out to steady him. Was he after Zimmer—hang on; where had Zimmer got to? Was he after me, part of the TRG? Or was this some kind of test? Was he the guardian of the mosaic, the way Ariana and Ben had been in charge of the Beacon in Venice?

			Another slash with razorlike claws; I found myself out of the way and entirely too close. How he managed to stay upright was a mystery. How he managed to keep fighting, with such hatred, such disgust, was a miracle.

			Wait—the mosaic was trying to decide between us.

			We were competing for the power of this artifact.

			The mosaic was somehow giving him a boost, same as me.

			I didn’t want to hurt him; I had no reason to, apart from pure self-defense. But I had to have what the mosaic had to give me. Backing away from him, blocking each of his blows, I yelled in English, broken German, good Italian, and every word in every other language I could think of, trying to tell him I was no harm.

			He was bleeding like a stuck pig. His leg was a ghastly ruin. And still he kept pushing himself to attack me.

			There was only one thing I could do. I backed off hurriedly, putting more space between us, and then I dropped my guard completely.

			I braced myself for it and let him land one on me—a dissecting punch that would have sheared my arm off, if he hadn’t been off balance. If I’d been human. I turned away at the last moment to avoid the worst of it, but kept my hands down, hoping he’d get that I wasn’t the danger here.

			Vampire claws tore through my jacket and shirt easily, and then bit deep into the fur, muscle, and bone of my upper arm. I was being pulled apart, boned like a chicken. It hurt like a motherfucker. If I hadn’t moved, my arm would have been gone, and my ribs, and maybe my heart, too.

			Turning from his blow was smart another way, too. Seeing his chance, he had used all of his strength, and mostly missing his target, the momentum had carried him through. He landed on the floor in a tangled heap. I could smell his blood flowing even more rapidly from his body; his desperation; and finally, his tears.

			I stepped forward, stooping, as quietly as I could, not knowing what I was going to do—

			Suddenly, I felt the claws of my good hand tearing the fabric of my shirt, my bra, grazing the fur and skin of my breast before I figured out what was going on.

			The son of a bitch was trying to glamour me with pheromones. Trying to make me tear my own heart out.

			The sight of my blood ruining one of the few shirts I owned in the world was almost as bad as smelling that blood on my own hands. But it was the blood that did it.

			I lost my shit. Utterly.

			Every instinct I’d had to avoid harming the stranger vanished.

			Tear my own heart out—

			My temper or my blood triggered something in the mosaic. It was focusing only on me now.

			I stepped toward him, feeling the all-enfolding connection between the bracelet and the mosaic, a self-shattering immersion in their union.

			The last time I’d experienced this was when Pandora’s Box had opened the universe to me. An infinite number of possibilities revealed themselves.

			Without thinking, without a real plan, I reached out to him, through a space within and beyond our own, and found him. Thoughts raced in my head, the same broken unintelligible communication I’d felt before. Overwhelming power, like a river rushing through me, and I was stuck with this stupid human brain, little pile of gray oatmeal, so small, so lizard-rooted, so inflexible—

			“Fuck understanding,” I heard Sean say. “Just roll with it.”

			I nodded.

			The vampire’s heart. It was right there, inches, eternities away from me. With one squeeze, I could crush his heart. Death for him was mere seconds away with a certain kind of retributive poetry that I found amusing.

			I reached.

			Paused.

			Zoe, since when do you find death—killing—funny? Satisfying, occasionally, maybe necessary, but not funny. Never funny.

			Something was wrong.

			“He’s not going to stop, you know.” Sean’s voice was strained. “It’s you—us—or him.”

			I waved my hand. Sean was silent.

			I pulled my hand back from where in the universe I saw the vampire’s heart. I found the well of his being and nudged it.

			“Get better,” I said, willing it to be so. “No more trying to kill me. Understand me when I say I don’t mean you any harm. That I’m doing the best I can.”

			The vampire’s face froze in terror. His leg straightened, as if of its own will. The shattered bone pulled back through the flesh, fusing together, restoring itself.

			He screamed and passed out.

			If I’d been … me … human, without the thrall of the artifacts, I might have done the same. My stomach, somewhere in the distance, roiled. I saw a vision of another site, a sacred pool nearby, and the vision of the cave and a scorpion I’d seen in Ephesus—

			I watched as his skin contracted and melded, leaving no trace, no scar. A bruise dissolved, and I saw a finger, broken unnoticed, snap back into place with a sickening sound.

			I exhaled, elated. I’d won. We were both alive. The mosaic had given me another vision. And maybe healing him like that would let—

			Pain filled me, toenails to split ends. I’d never felt anything quite so horrible in my life, as if my organs were turning inside out and every cell in my body was on fire.

			Then blackness.

			Then a voice.

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			“You are very loud, you know.” In the dark, the voice rebuked me.

			“I don’t mean to be. I think … I’m in a lot of pain.” But here, in the dark, suspended in nowhere, I wasn’t. Not being able to see, not being able to feel, I should have been alarmed, but I wasn’t. “I apologize.”

			“Nice manners, that’s very good. You’re new, aren’t you? Never heard you before.”

			“Me? New? Maybe.”

			“You’re not as strong as the others, but you’re close by. You must come to see me. We have much to discuss.”

			“Okay. Thank you.” Didn’t my Arab trader mention someone of great wisdom? My thoughts were too remote to recall. Distantly, I could feel something—my hand. Something patting it rhythmically.

			Pain began to creep into the dark, and the voice faded as it said, “Visit soon.”
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			I woke in the abandoned house, to a warm wetness on my hand. I looked down to see blood dripping into my hand, pooling in my palm. My nose was bleeding.

			Zimmer was nowhere to be seen. The vampire was staring at me dully.

			He had Changed back at some point, then sat up, coughed harshly, and swallowed a couple of times. I glared at him, and when he only shrugged, I turned, dug into my bag, and handed him my bottle of water. He coughed again, and nodded, brushing at his eyes. The coughing was aggravating his other injuries.

			He drank. “Thank you,” was whispered, hoarse. There was a freshly healed scar across his throat, which had nothing to do with me, and another I’d given him across a high cheekbone. His face was haggard, pale, filthy, bruised. He needed a shower and about a week in the sun to recover his vampire strength.

			I didn’t know if his response was for the water or for not killing him, but I was too wretched to acknowledge it. I finished off the rest of my own water, leaned back, and let the waves of pain and illness wash over me. Now I knew what it was like for Vee when she overdid it. The thought of trying to heal myself any faster intensified the pain, so I let it have me for a while.

			Eventually, I could sit up without thinking I would vomit or that my ears would start bleeding. The vampire was half-sitting, half-lying against the mosaic wall, which had gone dark and dull again. It was only an ordinary artifact now. I’d sucked out all of its energy.

			He rubbed his previously broken leg and stared at me.

			“Who are you? What are you?” His voice was still hoarse but getting better.

			“Same as you.” I tried to raise myself and found I could sit. “What’s your name?”

			“Toshiharu Yamazaki-Campbell. Call me Toshi.”

			“Zoe Miller. You know what I am. I’m Family.”

			He went pale, his eyes widened, and he rubbed his arm as though he were cold. “They … they asked me about you. The ones who did this to me. They knew your name, wanted to know where you were.”

			“Wait, what do you mean, ‘did this to you?’ Left you here?” Suddenly eager to get away, I hauled myself up. I could stand without the room spinning. Mostly.

			“No. Cut my vocal chords, so I couldn’t glamour them vocally.”

			My throat nearly closed at the cruelty needed to do such a thing. “But … why? I mean, I get why, but …”

			“Basically? Vivisection. That was a real strength of mine, once upon a time. The lack of screaming was just a side benefit while they experimented on me. Somehow … you … or that thing over there … fixed that.”

			“Who?” But I already knew.

			He shuddered. “The Order of Nicomedia.”

			My flesh crawled.

			“Some long tall freak with a drawl and a bad attitude. Picked me up over here while I was working with some Cousins … some friends … on a project.” He sipped the water, swallowed a little more readily this time. “Wanted to see if they could isolate the compounds that make my venom heal, compel, wound, and the rest of it. For a month.”

			I thought about Buell in the bar in New York and tried not to think about being chained to a tree in New Jersey. “Yeah. We’ve met. He had me, too. For an hour or two.” Surely it couldn’t have been so short a time? “So … I’m familiar with their methods. How did you end up here?”

			“That’s the problem. We were looking for this.” He tilted his head at the now dull wall. “A number of us were in the area. I think that’s what drew them. When I escaped, I stumbled across this place, thinking I could hide. There’s a room higher up with a window. I think I slept for three days, maybe longer. Then … I lost my mind.”

			“You mean just now? In here?”

			He nodded. “At first, I thought it was another hallucination. There had been a lot of them, even after I escaped.” He closed his eyes against the memories. “Then, I felt good—then … I don’t know what. I sensed a whole lot of evil, and the more I was aware of where it was, the more frenzied I felt. The only thing I’ve been able to manage to come up with is that it was a reaction to having been …”

			“Tortured.”

			He swallowed and flushed. It hurt his pride—it had hurt mine—to admit it. “Yeah, tortured, all that time.”

			“I’m not so sure,” I said slowly. “I’ve been having this strange effect on people lately—some Fangborn seem to have it, some don’t.” I thought about what Gerry had said, how I smelled wrong, and shook my head. “You seem to have got it worse than most.”

			Toshi looked thoughtful. “Maybe it was that … thing?” He glanced at the wall.

			“The mosaic? Yeah, I think it sensed another Fangborn and gave you a push to see if you could beat me and claim it for yourself.”

			He swallowed. “Is that what it does?”

			I held out my wrist, showed him the bracelet. There was a new rank of stones closer to my wrist. “Apparently.”

			“That’s …” He made a face. “Well, whatever it is, it’s gone now. I mean, you still don’t smell right, but not bad.” He looked at me. “Not evil. How is it possible that you’re a werewolf, and I still … felt the Call to Change?”

			“The short version is: I think it’s the bracelet. But now … you have a plan for getting out of here? Someplace you need to be?”

			“I’d like to eat. I should find my team.” He paused. “I mostly want to find that lanky bastard and kill him hard. I’m worried he has more of my team or will find them soon.”

			I knew the guilt attendant on leaving friends in the lurch. Trying to stay alive was a complicated, ethical business.

			I thought about it for a moment and decided I couldn’t just leave him there. “Okay, come with me. I’ll hide you at my place, get you some food. I have a friend with me. I’m looking for … something myself. It’s possible our search will overlap the Order’s. If you’d like to stay with me, I could use—”

			“Zoe! Come now!” From the next room, Danny’s call was frantic.

			Even before we got to the front room, we heard the noise. Someone—I was willing to bet it was Toshi’s captors—had found us. They had come in the back way, through a courtyard, and started firing, the shots muffled by suppressors.

			We were going to die. I couldn’t rely on Toshi, not knowing how badly hurt he still might be. Anything we did was going to have to account for Danny’s human slowness and the city around us.

			“Okay,” I said to Toshi. “I’m going to draw their fire, running out back. You—you’re going to pick up Danny and run as fast as you can. Get off the hill and call the police. You might not be able to use your voice glamour, but you’re still plenty fast and strong.”

			“I can’t tell you how much I hate this idea,” he said, wincing.

			“Right there with you on that. You have a better plan?”

			A sensation came over me that was like a shiver that never resolved itself. Freaky, and a little unpleasant, to feel as if your body is made up of television static.

			Toshi opened his mouth, and I waited for his answer, attributing the shiver as a side effect of the bracelet.

			I waited. And kept waiting. And waiting …

			Toshi was frozen, I realized suddenly, his mouth open, eyes unblinking, one hand slightly raised as if he were about to gesture.

			What was wrong with him? I turned to Danny who stood in the doorway, looking at me expectantly. He’d been in the process of running toward me, his hand and opposite knee raised improbably; if he’d been in charge of himself, he never would have stopped like that—his balance simply wasn’t that good. His muscles would have been shaking.

			If physics had been behaving, he would have toppled over.

			I suddenly recognized the sensation of shivery static. I hadn’t been paying a lot of attention to it the first time I encountered it; I’d been too surprised, too busy trying to figure out how to save Sean’s life.

			Time had stopped, or at least slowed to beyond human comprehension. And I wasn’t responsible for it.

			I didn’t like it, but I was going to have to try and move, to see who was doing this and then decide if I dared try to do anything about it.

			Like what, Zoe?

			Move first, hard questions after.

			I felt very silly when I marshaled all my strength and found I could walk normally—no moving through molasses, no swimming through thickened air. The only thing different was how it felt to move and the way it felt to touch things. The way my feet hit the ground was like rubber, a bit springy and resistant. As long as I kept focusing, I could keep from being so disconcerted that I lost my balance.

			Toshi and Danny were safe in the front room; time to find out if it was the gunmen who were responsible for freezing time.

			I kept low but didn’t hear any more bullets. In fact, I’d passed one suspended in air. I briefly considered touching it, then realized that if someone had control over time, I’d better address that first.

			In the courtyard out back, one sniper was nearly obscured by a bloom of smoke and spark, a flower created when the escaping gases and explosion were captured by time. I walked around and, with a wrench—he was still hanging onto the gun with too tight a grip—pulled the rifle out of his hand. I took the rifle like a bat and walloped him upside the head. He didn’t move, but he’d have a hell of a headache when things snapped back or when he woke up, whichever came first.

			The second assailant was higher up the slope of the hill. I ran in a crouch—who knew when things would go back to normal? I’d only had a minute while I was in communion with the vessel of Pandora’s Box. I didn’t know if it was possible to sustain more.

			I readied myself for the last few steps, intending to do the same grab-bash-and-fling, when I stopped dead in my tracks.

			Vee Brooks was standing over the man, staring at me. A large cement brick was in her hands, big enough to cave in the guy’s skull.

			“How are you doing that?” she said, angry and disbelieving. “How are you able to move?”

			“How are you doing that?” I said, gesturing at the stilled life around me. “How did you get here? Where—I had no idea anyone else could—”

			She shook herself. “We don’t have time—well, we have …” She glanced at one of her two watches, and suddenly I knew what it was for. “We have two minutes and forty seconds left. You can help me, we can get out of here, and then we can compare notes on these things neither of us should be able to do.”

			I swallowed, nodded, and looked away when she smashed the rock over his head. I didn’t know why a werewolf should be squeamish, especially in matters of self-defense. That done, she took his gun but, instead of throwing it, tucked it into the back of her waistband, pulling her shirt over it.

			“Did you toss the other guy?”

			“Uh, toss?” I shook my head. “I was trying to figure out what was going on.”

			She rolled her eyes and said, “No time, now. Let’s get back to your boys and get out of here.”

			We didn’t quite walk fast enough and hadn’t made it all the way to the front room when the blood seemed to roar in my veins, the feeling of uncertain static vanished, and I stumbled as time snapped back into place.

			Vee cast a glance at me, but didn’t stumble and didn’t slow.

			“—No, I don’t have a better idea. On the count of—” Toshi broke off. “What the fuck? Where did she come from? Where am I?”

			Danny, so focused on making his way to where I had been before, took a minute to discover where I was now. He shook his head, as much in denial as to clear it.

			“No time,” I said. “We caught a break, and we’re getting out of here.”

			We’d made it to the car when suddenly Vee turned around and raised the gun she’d taken. “Get down!”

			A muted sound, then a bullet hit the car and ricocheted off. Danny jumped a mile, then hit the ground.

			She aimed and shot three times. A man—the one I’d only hit on the head—fell over.

			“Vee, how did you—?”

			She didn’t look at me, at any of us. She simply got into the car and slammed the door. “Another conversation for later. We need to move.”
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			We cleaned the dust and blood off ourselves as best we could, then stopped at the first restaurant we saw. We stopped at two more by the time we reached Danny’s neighborhood. Toshi looked better after each meal, but even then I was still hungry. At a teahouse, I finally began to unwind. It might have been the series of very close calls. It might have been the little walk outside time. It could have been lack of sleep, as well, or the length of time since my last good meal.

			The tea was very good, and the little sesame cookies tasty, not too sweet. I was tired and wished I could curl up inside this moment and savor it for a week or two. I could tell the others were reluctant to start talking, too: Danny, making wet patterns on the table with the bottom of his cup; Toshi chewing absently on a cookie, staring blankly into the rest of the room; Vee leaning back with her eyes closed, her face lined.

			Finally, we all sort of stretched, exchanged guilty looks, and admitted that we needed to get back to figuring out who had attacked us.

			I told them about Zimmer. “It’s possible he sent them. Did you see where he got to?”

			Toshi shook his head. “He made it out of the building, but I was focused on you. I recognized a few of the other ones. They were Order goons.”

			“Same guys hounding me in New York,” I explained to Vee.

			“So, Victoria—Vicki, is it?” Toshi started, trying to piece together what had happened.

			“Call me Victoria, Vee, Rory, Tory, or anything else you want,” she said, “but please, please, please, never Vicki.”

			Toshi was at least as worn out as she was. “Okay, sorry. Jeez.”

			Vee held up both hands. “Sorry, sorry. My bad. I’m wiped. I just misplaced my sense of humor, along with about five minutes of real-world time. It takes it out of a girl.”

			“Hey!” I looked around—no one was close enough to hear, and no one would have understood us anyway, even if they spoke English. “Um, euphemisms, please. Just to be on the safe side.”

			Vee nodded, clearly exhausted; I was worried about the bruising that had occurred around her fingernails. Toshi had recovered a lot of ground, and I wondered how effective my accidental healing of him had been. We’d all been through a lot.

			“Speaking of which,” Danny said to her. “Thank you for, um, helping me out back there.”

			“No problem.” Vee didn’t look at him, but reached over, shook the carafe, and emptied the last of the tea into her cup. “Dan.”

			“I was kinda surprised you went … old school, with the gun back there,” I said. “I mean, when you could have …” I looked around, then wiggled my nose like Samantha on Bewitched.

			She leaned back. “Like I said, it takes it out of a girl.”

			“Yeah, but—”

			“Yeah, but—that’s another conversation for the two of us to have on another occasion.”

			And that was the end of that.

			“For your information,” she said to Toshi, “I was out here, because I saw … I knew I was needed.”

			“I told you back in New York you were needed,” I said. “Didn’t seem to make much of an impression on you.”

			She frowned. “Yeah, well. Later on, I … got a good idea what might happen if I didn’t show up at the right moment.”

			We got up, paid, and left. We found a parking space near Danny’s place, went in, and collapsed. Toshi was in the shower. Having turned us loose with his first-aid kit and refrigerator, Danny was busy finding clothes and bedding for everyone.

			I turned to Vee. “Okay, so what did you see?”

			She opened her mouth, then shook her head. “I can’t … I’m not telling you that. It’s too personal; it’s too awful. I will say that the feeling I had was the worst I’ve ever had. Like seeing Alderaan blowing up. Like sensing a million Hiroshimas, Dresdens—pick your apocalypse.” She licked her lips and looked away. “I’m scared to death. I don’t do fieldwork. But even I’m not that selfish. I got on a plane, I came.”

			“So … now that you’ve told us, we’re good, right?” Toshi said. He was drying his hair with a towel, and now that it wasn’t matted with dirt and blood, I was surprised to see it was an aggressively modern razored cut. “I mean, you’re able to see what we’re supposed to do, and … we can just do it?”

			“No,” Vee said sadly. “It means that thing that happens is less likely to happen. I don’t know if it’s by ninety percent or one percent. My precog doesn’t come with a set of directions or a manual. It’s only a peek at one part of my future. Sometimes a more general future that I might be able to affect.”

			“My sister’s an oracle.” He shrugged. “I know how tight you oracles all are. She’s mentioned you—your split from the Family.”

			“Seers need to stick together in the face of the collective chauvinism of the Biters.” Vee crossed her arms. “When a significant percentage of your so-called Family think of you as something less, you tend to stick with those Cousins who don’t.”

			Vee’d brought this up before, in New York. Maybe it was listening to Gerry and his “We Are the Champions” rhetoric, but apart from the division of politics of Identification, I’d had no idea there might be disquiet or even discrimination within the ranks of the Family. But you get enough people into a group, cliques and divisions were bound to occur.

			Of course, I’d never spent personal time with an oracle before, either. The benefit of perspective.

			But Toshi still hadn’t let it go. “If your powers were more reliable—”

			“You’d still use the term ‘Fangborn,’ which seems exclusionary to me. Why not go with ‘Empowered,’ as many of us have suggested for so long?”

			“Because if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”

			“Look, we’re getting off track,” I said. “Vee, I know you’ve separated from the Family, because—”

			“Because I’m retired,” she said. “People found out about my other talent, and any interest in the accuracy of my predictions fell away. Didn’t care about me so much as my powers. I was done with being a tool.”

			“So … why not just use that other talent?” Toshi insisted.

			Danny had come in and was now staring at the floor; I knew he’d been thinking about the time when I’d manifested that same ability. Now he looked up. “We don’t know what it will do—to Vee, to time and space. It’s wise to be cautious.”

			Vee and I shared a look. We didn’t know what it would do to me, either.

			“Yeah, but isn’t it worth a hangover or a nosebleed or, I don’t know, cramps?”

			Vee’s eyes hardened at Toshi’s stubbornness. “That’s what everyone says. It’s easy to wave someone else’s pain aside when you have no skin in the game. When you stand to benefit. It’s easy to say, a little sacrifice to gain a lot, but there’s no way to tell that I’ll help, even if I do act. It’s not the only drawback, either.” She looked really ill, and if she felt anything like I had when I went after Toshi, I wouldn’t use it lightly, either. I might not want to use it at all.

			“Any other gifts we should know about?” Toshi asked. He chucked his towel on the table and sat. “Any other skills you won’t use?”

			She smiled sweetly. “I can kill you with my brain.”

			Toshi’s face went blank with horror, until he realized she was joking. Then I saw something I never imagined possible. Vee held out her fist, and even as he smothered a laugh, Danny bumped it. It was the most effortlessly cool I’d ever seen Danny be in his whole life.

			“Okay,” Vee said. “Enough about me. Zoe, what next?”

			“I have to go back on the hunt. Somewhere near, a pool, a grotto of some sort. That’s where the vision was sending me. Adam was right when he said the Order would be thick on the ground here; I think it’s because it’s been such an important area that the Fangborn had centers here, too. You’re coming?”

			Vee nodded. “I’m here now. In for a penny, in for a pound, right?” She was trying too hard to sound casual, but something had happened to Vee to change her mind.

			“Toshi?”

			He shook his head. “I need to find my team, tell them I’m okay. Warn them about the Order’s activities here.”

			I tried to put a little persuasion in my voice but wondered if it only worked when I was under attack. “I could really use the help. Another pair of hands—I wish you’d stay.”

			He rocked his head, frowning, undecided. “Okay, I’ll call them—”

			“Please don’t tell them about me, okay?”

			Finally, he exhaled. “Okay, nothing about you. Nothing about … how we met. I’ll give you a week or so. I owe you that much, but I get first dibs on the Order.”

			I cocked my head. “Only if I don’t find them first.”
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			It was easy enough to search for sacred pools in holy places in Istanbul. It was more difficult to narrow them down. Eventually, I found myself in the district of Fatih, an older part of Istanbul within the old walls of Constantinople on the Golden Horn. Once prosperous, the glory of the architecture had become run down: buildings with elaborate carved details now housed electronics shops and bakeries. The busy markets were covered by tarps, to keep the sun from wilting the customers—and the piles of stunning fruit and vegetables. The hilly streets were sometimes cobbled, sometimes paved, but always bustling, I watched as a young boy stopped his mother and sisters, waiting to check for traffic before letting them cross.

			In one Eastern Orthodox church, I found what I was looking for: a treasury of silver icons glittered on the walls, and paintings of saints against gold backgrounds covered the ceilings. And in one corner, an arched alcove housed an irregular cutout in the wall. Amid the hand-painted tile and icons, a large, shallow basin bubbled with water.

			Noting the heavy doors, the high walls with decorative glass set into the top, and what looked like a very modern alarm system set into the ancient walls, I pulled my scarf closer over my head, as much out of respect as a disguise, and returned to Danny’s.

			I explained what I’d seen when I got there.

			“And you didn’t get anything?” Danny said. “No response from …?”

			“Nothing. Not a peep from the bracelet, not a hair raised. No glowing, no humming—nada.”

			“Are you sure? Maybe it was … subtle?”

			I frowned. “Danny, since when has this thing ever been subtle?”

			“And it’s the right place?” Toshi said. “For sure?”

			“Yes! It’s the right place on the maps; it matches what I was told in my vision, and from what I got on the tour today, it’s one of the places everyone has been using for years. That’s the thing with holy sites: often there’s water, and water draws people to a place.” I chewed the inside of my lip. “It makes sense that I had the right church, but—nothing.”

			Vee shrugged. “Well, then we are SOL.”

			“Wait!” Danny said. “Didn’t you say you could hear dripping?”

			“Yes, yes, in a big basin. The wall was irregular there, probably to allow for the natural shape—aha! The site I was looking for wasn’t upstairs.” I slumped. “Okay, how to break into a church and get into the basement where the spring—and probably the artifact—was. I really don’t want to do that. Again.”

			“Well, we can help,” Vee said reluctantly.

			I know she was still fatigued from the last time she helped. It was good of her to offer in spite of her reluctance, so I tried to make light of it. I snorted. “Yeah, great. A tweaked werewolf, a broken vampire, and an oracle who doesn’t play well with others.”

			“Hey. Don’t be mean.” Danny had spoken up out of instinct, but when I turned around to smile at him, he was looking away and blushing.

			Oh, hell’s bells. He wasn’t talking about me, or at least not just about me. And I didn’t think he was coming to Toshi’s defense.

			Danny was avoiding Vee’s gaze so hard, I thought he’d sprain something. Maybe it was almost getting shot earlier, but he was showing distinct signs of being smitten.

			I was gonna have to have a talk with him. Vee didn’t want to be here in the first place, and she’d abandoned me in an awful hurry back in the bar in New York. I’d have a quiet word with him later, but as soon as I had the thought, I decided: no, I couldn’t. Not unless he asked me. He was a grown man, and he’d figure—

			No. Fuck that. He was my cousin, and if I thought he was going to get hurt with Vee, I was going to tell him. Later, and in private, but I was going to clue him into exactly how changeable she was. How dangerous.

			I pulled out the maps I’d borrowed from Danny. “What if … what if there is access another way? There are a number of buildings right up against the back of the church—what if the pool under that church extends outside the church bounds?”

			“It’s better to break into a house than a church?” Vee said uncertainly.

			“Not better—easier. Maybe we can sneak in another way, someplace not so heavily fortified.” I put the maps aside. “You guys still in?”

			They were. We waited until dark, then returned to the Ayvansaray neighborhood. The streets were still busy, but less than they’d been during the day.

			On the street behind the church, we stopped. “Okay,” I said. “How are we going to do this?”

			“You and Toshi are going to go down to the spring, of course,” Vee said. “There’s nothing I can do if I go down there.”

			“I don’t know,” Toshi said. “I’m worried that if I go down there, whatever the mosaic did will happen again. I really don’t want to fight you, Zoe.”

			We shared a look. I didn’t want that, either. I also knew I had to go anyway. I didn’t know what I might be when I came out.

			“Okay, how about this? You guys spread out behind me so that if I need help, I can holler.”

			“Oh, yeah, that’s fine! I want to help, I just …” Toshi hooked his bangs out of his eyes. He looked plain uncomfortable.

			The lights from the shops and teahouses were dim and gave us plenty of shadows to hide in. We found the buildings that abutted the church’s property, and lucked out when one dusty, unlit storefront had a cobwebby “For Sale” sign in it.

			The door was jammed shut, wedged closed with a shim of wood. It wasn’t even locked—there was no reason to. It looked like it was going to fall down any minute, the wood practically splintering in my hands when I was able to work the door open.

			The others were down the street, within hollering distance, and I had my phone in case of trouble. It didn’t seem like nearly enough.

			My hackles went up a few steps into the room, enough to get me into the shadows. I wished for a flashlight, not because I couldn’t see well enough in the dark, but because it would have made me less nervous to introduce some light into that place.

			“Zoe, you should get out of here ASAHP,” Sean whispered. “And by ‘HP,’ I mean ‘hypernaturally possible.’ Whatever it is that you were looking for here—it’s gone.”

			He was right. I wasn’t getting a glimmer of anything that might have meant I was in the right place, and between the bracelet and the other pieces that had glommed onto me, I knew how very sensitive I was becoming to the presence of such things. I should have realized earlier that if I hadn’t sensed it from one floor above, it was no longer here.

			But replacing the desire to find more of the artifacts was a growing compulsion to Change. A faint but growing scent of something foul was drawing me in farther. It was the same odor as at Princeville and in New York. The Order of Nicomedia had been here. I tried to resist and couldn’t; this time the thought hurt as well: there was another artifact calling, something down here I needed to see.

			I half-Changed and followed the trail to the back of the room, where there was a door in the farthest corner. Rather than a flight of steps, the floor gradually sloped around and down. The floor here was much more recent than the rest of the structure, and cleaner, except for the built-to-Order evil.

			Something was beyond wrong when evil seemed broken.

			I followed the ramp, ran down and around, faster and faster, until I was practically throwing myself haphazardly down the ramp. I slowed as much as I dared, but the urge to find the source of the wretched smell was overpowering. I tried my phone, but the walls around me blocked the signal. I cursed and stowed it back in my pocket.

			Maybe a story or two down, much deeper than I expected, I heard the trickle of water, the far reach of the spring that fed the well next door.

			I heard their breathing and pacing even before I opened or even reached the steel door, fastened from the outside with a thick sliding bolt. I threw it back and pulled the heavy door open.

			The room was dimly lit. Nothing supernatural in the room now; I knew instantly that the relic or whatever had been taken. There was nothing in the room but living beings.

			But not human beings. Not Fangborn.

			There were four of the things like the one I’d encountered in Senator Knight’s complex near Ephesus. Like the thing I still saw in Buell’s tablet. Something that wasn’t Fangborn or Normal, but a hellacious combination of the worst traits of both. They shambled forward in torn clothing at the sound of the door.

			Too late. Drawn by the desire to end them, and compelled by their scent, I was helpless to resist. I was sucked into the trap.

			They were on me before I got five steps inside the room. Humanoid, stench of unwashed and hairy bodies; blood; and open, festering wounds—

			They were hungry, starving, and had been fighting each other, trying to kill something to eat.

			They were slower than me, which was a blessing, but still faster than a human, so it took everything I had to keep up speed. To keep from being killed. To keep from being dinner.

			They were mindless, or at least speechless, and if there was any other kind of communication among them besides growls and snarls, I couldn’t detect it.

			The stink was unbelievable and almost knocked me down before they could get to me. And while they might have started off in full sets of clothing—ordinary street wear—now they were missing significant articles, or the pieces were ill-fastened, like that of a toddler who’s made it through the day by shedding clothes and staining and tearing at what was left. I realized that if these things were perverse interpretations of the Fangborn, they were being dressed as pale imitations of humans, the clothing hiding their slack skin and grayish hair. None of them wore shoes. Their elongated feet and claws would have made wearing such uncomfortable, even dangerous.

			Every effort to make them appear unremarkable only had the opposite effect. The rolling gait, the almost-human eyes so far apart over the whiskered muzzle increased their profoundly disturbing aspect. Ears on top of the head could be hidden with a hat, but it would take sunglasses and a twenty-gallon hat to cast those jaws and teeth into shadow.

			Even as I gathered myself for the onslaught, my face contorted with disgust. I shook myself, trying to focus, but understood a dreadful truth:

			That’s how I look to Normals. That’s what the girl in New York saw when she saw me. I’d put the idea of my only personal Beast so far from me, had gotten so used to my several selves that I’d forgotten what that revulsion had felt like once upon a time.

			This was the Order’s secret weapon.

			No time out for revelation, no extra credit for getting the clue. No time for horror, no time for reflection. It was on.

			It was not a coordinated attack, but that hardly mattered. They tripped and shoved each other to get at me, made no attempt to surround me, so there was no logic to the assault. I tried to remember everything I’d learned sparring with Gerry and watching boxing with my babysitter, Martin. I was uncertain being a werewolf would be nearly enough.

			Get the first move off. If you’re going to fight, don’t wait for them to come to you. Go with your strengths first—don’t save your best moves for later. And whenever possible, fight dirty.

			I ran to the one who was closest and on the outside edge of his fellows. I closed the last few steps between us and kicked him in the gut. It was like kicking a bag of cement, and maybe that added a little pepper to my follow-up punch to his throat. He hit the ground.

			I had a faint hope that with one of them down, the others would turn on him to sate their hunger. No such luck; they ignored their fallen fellow and concentrated on me. Which kinda confirmed for me the worst possible news.

			It wasn’t just hunger driving them. They were homing in on me because they were designed to go after Fangborn, just as they were designed to attract us.

			A side kick kept my momentum going, but one of the creatures grabbed my leg and pulled it out from under me. I hit the stony ground hard, knocking the air from my lungs.

			I rolled and tried to sweep the legs out from one of them. Contact, but just barely. He stumbled into another creature, buying me a moment.

			I was halfway to my knees when one of them kicked me square in my furry cheek. It hurt as bad as if I’d been smooth skinned. Claws ripped across my muzzle, missing my eye by a fraction. Whimpering, I scrambled away on my hands and knees. Another beast hauled me up and bit deep into my upper arm. I was aware of the smell of pig shit and formaldehyde even as I felt the pressure, like a vise, first, then the awful tearing of teeth through muscle.

			I felt strong, crooked teeth graze my bone and the horrible abrading reverberated throughout my body.

			Howling, I punched him in the head. Twisting away made it worse. He was hanging on for dear life.

			Another advanced. I could do something about that. Grabbing my attacker by his head, I turned with him and shoved him into the advancer.

			Bitey closed his mouth tighter, if that were possible, for a shocking instant, then let go, lunging for the attacker. He bowled him over and managed to sink his fangs into the other’s neck. Although drawn to Fangborn, they could be distracted by bloodlust. I took that opportunity to reach behind him with my good arm and rake my claws along his throat. He fell in a heap on the first.

			I turned and despaired. One was still alive. I was losing blood at a terrible rate, and the world swam before my eyes. My face was on fire, my left arm almost useless. I tried to raise my hands, but had no energy left for an attack. I was down to defense.

			One step away from me, his chest exploded.

			I heard the echoing roar of the shot an instant after, or so it seemed, and watched numbly as the body fell to the ground. I stepped back to avoid the pooling violet-black blood.

			I looked up dully. Vee stood there, a smoking pistol in her hand. Toshi and Danny had their hands over their ears, and their faces said they wished they could cover their eyes, too.

			I tried to move, I wanted to be away from that pile of death, but I tripped over my own feet, and fell down. I just wanted to be left alone with my misery and put my right arm over my head to block out the world.

			“Fuck a duck, Zoe!” Vee said. “This is—” She broke off, gagging.

			Toshi knelt over me so he could work on me.

			“Oh, shit, Zoe.” He shook his head, not knowing where to start.

			“Arm,” I croaked. “Bad.”

			His face was ashen; I’d made a point of not looking at the wound myself. My left sleeve was hanging on by a thread; he pulled it away and dropped it. It was so soaked with my blood, it made a wet squishy noise when it hit the floor.

			Another sloshing by my head; Vee had filled her hat with water from the spring.

			“We don’t know whether that’s clean or not,” Danny protested. “That could do her more harm than good if it’s full of microbes.”

			“It’s okay,” I said. “I drank some in the church yesterday.”

			“What?”

			“The priest offered me some, said it was good luck. He also said the water was regularly tested. I couldn’t not drink; it would have been rude.”

			“You could have said, ‘No, thank you,’” Danny said. “That was dumb.”

			It was. “I’m okay today—no puking, no ill effects.”

			“It’s the least unhealthy thing in this room right now.” Toshi sniffed the water and then poured some over my arm. “It’ll help irrigate the wound and get the larger pieces of dirt, anyway.”

			The water hit my arm; a thrill of pain, and then …

			It was cold almost all the time in Nebraska. Unless it was summer, during which the sun beat down, broiling us. Never anything in between. I never saw Will, except sometimes across the yard between the men’s and women’s camps, and never knew what was going on in the outside world unless someone smuggled in a phone or radio. The oracles were kept separately, outside information of any sort deemed likely to upset the resident alien “clients” of the camps. The best we hoped for was news that the lawyers had found another argument to try; the worst was when one of the Others got mixed up with the true Fangborn and their supporters—

			“Zoe? You okay, Zoe?”

			I opened my eyes. I was still in the basement. “Yeah, Toshi?”

			“Lost you there for a minute.” He glanced at me and made a face. “Hang on.”

			He raised my wrist to his mouth, and I felt strong lips, a brush of his hair against my hand. Then the tiny impression of sharp teeth, laughably gentle, a kitten’s kiss, compared to being torn apart by the Fellborn’s unclean fangs.

			A moment later, I was feeling better: the vampire’s anesthetic was taking the worst of the pain away. Toshi looked like he was going to gag, however, and spat. He wiped off his lips with a dampened shirt cuff. “That is the nastiest shit I’ve ever had in my mouth.”

			“Sorry.”

			“It’s not on you. Those things are purely foul, eh? And do I taste hellebore?”

			I sagged. “Probably, considering the way I feel. I don’t know how they stand it in their systems.”

			“Well, the faster I get you healing, the better you can fight off that crap yourself.” He took a deep breath, almost as if he were about to dive into a deep pool, and half-Changed.

			His straight nose shrank away to pinpoint nostrils, his pupils enlarged until there was no iris visible, and his skin went from alabaster to bluish scales. His severely modern haircut suited his scaleself and fangs.

			Transformed, Toshi attempted a reassuring smile and bent over my wrist. He bit me again.

			I’d never gotten use to watching a vampire healing someone, and it was worse watching his face become less and less human as he worked. I closed my eyes and tried to banish the thought of his skin rippling as he numbed my pain, sped my own natural healing, and neutralized the toxins.

			It was several minutes before the bleeding stopped and I could open my eyes and sit up on my own. Toshi sat back, Changed back to human form, depleted and sickened. Even his snake-man form hadn’t been as much protection as it should have been against the poison.

			“Zoe, we can’t stay here,” he said. “Do you think you can Change back and make it back to the hotel? We can’t afford to have you walking through Fatih as a wolf-woman.”

			I nodded glumly. “Better to go before it gets light and busy.” I removed the shirt and bundled it into a plastic bag to dump on the way home. Toshi wrapped up my arm in Vee’s headscarf and wiped most of the rest of the blood from me. My tank top was dark enough that it wouldn’t show the blood as long as we stayed out of the light.

			“I’m totally, unbelievably grateful, but how did you know to get here?” I asked.

			“Me,” Vee said. “I got impatient. Nothing specific, but—”

			Danny finished her sentence. “We’d just made it to the building when we heard that howl, so we knew it was bad.”

			I nodded. “I sure am glad you did. Those things are hard to kill.”

			“Good thing you’re harder. What were they?” Vee asked.

			“Zombies?”

			I shot Danny a hard look, but he wasn’t trying to be funny. It wasn’t a bad description of their mindlessness, their ferocity … their hunger. They seemed to be tangled up with the Order, but where had they come from? Were they born? Were they made?

			Wait—I’d been bitten. Was I going to turn into one of these things now? Were they really zombies?

			“I’ve never seen anything like this.” Toshi was squatting next to one of the dead things, trying not to touch it. “It looks … it looks a little like a werewolf.”

			“It looks like a shaved bear. It doesn’t look anything like a werewolf,” Danny retorted, sticking up for me. “Maybe … exotic pets that someone was—”

			“No. I’ve seen one before. Remember the last time we were in Turkey, Danny? I told you about that thing in Knight’s lockup?” I filled in the others. “I’ve seen a video, too, where a bunch of them tore a town apart. Think about what I looked like—those people never had a chance. The way they were acting toward me … they weren’t riled until they smelled me, but then they lost their shit. They elicited the Call to Change in me but it wasn’t like anything I’ve ever smelled before.”

			“Yeah, that’s what I got. The taste was all wrong, but it reminded me of …” Toshi couldn’t bring himself to say it.

			The others were lost, so I made myself say out loud, “Fangborn. Someone’s growing or making Fangborn. I’ve been calling them Fellborn, for lack of a better name.”

			The others looked shocked, but I held up a hand to keep the questions at bay. “Not, you know, real ones. But someone has been doing experiments or something—”

			And then it made sense to me, the vision I’d had on the site of the asylum. That’s what Porter and Knight had been discussing. “There’s a scientist named Thomas Porter; I suspect he was associated with the Order and Senator Knight. They were discussing research, a long time ago … er, in a vision I had. This is what they were talking about. At the place where my mother had been experimented on, so I kinda think they’re behind it.”

			I filled them in on the fragments I’d heard and then frowned. “Two problems: One, Knight would never hold with ‘making’ Fangborn, not with his views. And two, if what I saw happened in the forties, and Porter was in his fifties then—it’s unlikely he’d be alive now. Especially since he jumped out a window at Knight’s suggestion. I don’t think he would have survived.”

			“Could he have been one of us—sorry, Dan.” Vee turned to him. “A Fangborn?”

			I shook my head. “Definitely a human, though he resisted Knight, which made me wonder. But if he’s been building Fangborn, maybe he’s come up with a way to resist vampires, too. The emotion between him and Porter was very strong and antagonistic. There were more than scientific differences between them. Huge moral and ethical differences.”

			Danny said, “This can wait, Zoe. We need to get going.”

			“Yeah, but first …” I nodded at the disgusting corpses, even less appealing in death than they had been in life. “We gotta see if we can get a clue from these … guys.”

			“What, like ‘Property of Acme Villain Studios?’” Vee wasn’t convinced. It was a filthy mess.

			“If we don’t look, we won’t know,” I said.

			I Changed to human form. When the zombies fell, they hadn’t Changed. That was reassuring, in a weird way, because then I knew they weren’t truly Fangborn, but some hideous approximation. Fangborn assumed their human form when they were killed, which helped avoid detection by Normals. It made sense: accumulating burials of werewolves and vampires would have been a dead giveaway, eventually, over the years.

			It was harder than I thought, the wet blood making the twisted and torn clothing almost impossible to untangle. Nothing much in the pockets, and all the labels were from chain stores in the US and Europe. In fact, looking at the bodies all in a row, I realized that though the monsters weren’t in uniforms, they all wore exactly the same type of clothing: jeans or cargo pants, button-down shirt. All of different colors, but almost as if they’d been attempting to blend in. I had no doubt they’d all come from the same place of origin.

			“Nothing else here, Zoe.” Danny was looking gray about the gills, and I was sore and stiff and longed to be out of the damp. Walking might help, and it would relieve my sensitive nose of the smell of rotting blood, too.

			I almost stood up, but something caught my eye. One of the buttons on a shirt was dangling by a thread. It was the same color as the rest of the buttons but didn’t reflect light quite the same way. If I hadn’t been trained to look for these tiny differences, I never would have noticed it, and even now I assumed it was filth that made it look different.

			Sighing, I leaned over and brushed the button with my now-human thumb.

			It wasn’t a button, though it was meant to look like one. It was a camera.

			“Danny?” I held it up to him. He squinted, frowned, and nodded, holding up one finger.

			I nodded to Vee, and we silently looked through the other bodies. Found one on each, the rest of them destroyed either by my fight with them, or in their tearing at each other while locked up … for who knew how long.

			Danny made as if he was going to drop it, crush it under his heel.

			“No.” I held out my hand, took it back from him.

			“Zoe …”

			“I don’t care.” I held it up to my face, and nodded. “Right. If this is still working, you probably know who I am already. Whatever you’re planning on doing with these … monsters … don’t. They’re an abomination, a disgusting mockery of what you seek to copy. If you don’t know who I am, it doesn’t matter. Because I’m coming to stop you. Now I know what your freak toys can do, and I know they can be stopped. I saw what happened to Princeville Township when they were wiped out. An entire town’s population—gone. You left no witnesses to those murders, but you did leave evidence. So when I get done with your unnatural freaks, I’ll come for you.”

			I was handing the thing to Danny, thinking he might be able to find out more about the creatures and who sent them, when I heard a scratchy noise, coming from the “button.”

			I turned my head to hear better. Tinny laughter, like a bad wax recording, reached my ears. A sharp electronic squeak, and it was abruptly cut off.

			Danny’s mouth was set in a line of disapproval. He took the button back from me. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

			“Yeah, probably. But I don’t care. Is there some way we can find out more about them?”

			“What, here?” Danny snapped.

			He was filthy and tired, and looked like he’d give anything to be safely in front of his computers in a climate-controlled room. “Well, you could … I don’t know. Look at it.”

			He nodded wearily, raising his hand apologetically. “If I can get the battery out, I will. Otherwise, I’m not letting this thing follow us around.”

			“That’s all I ask.” I licked my lips again. “Does anyone have any more water? I feel like I’ve been baked in a kiln.”

			Shrugs and shaking heads all around. We’d all thought we’d be gone by now.

			“Okay, screw it.” I went over to the spring, knelt down, and cupped my hands.

			“Zoe, don’t,” Vee said, stepping forward.

			“Stuff’s already in my system, Vee. I’m feeling faint; I need more water.”

			As soon as the water touched my mouth, it was as though an electric shock ripped through my system. My head jerked up and to the left. I saw a little shelf, half submerged, and knew that’s where the vessel or fragment had been, now removed and replaced with the trap full of the zombie mutants. Broken images, like a channel that isn’t completely tuned in, forced their way into my consciousness. Instinctively, I reached out toward the little shelf, cut or worn into the rock, and brushed it with my fingers. That seemed to strengthen the signal, and I had an image of men in Hazmat suits with every kind of equipment filling the room, taking the artifact I’d been called to. It was so covered up, immediately, I couldn’t tell what I should be looking for, but there was a visceral … impression left on the water.

			Two other things broke the surface of the static. One was a man stripping off his head covering and saying something about “Boston.” A second one removed his mask, and I recognized his face. Jacob Buell. The black eye I’d given him was nowhere to be seen; what had happened here had occurred before I met him.

			I gasped, fell back, and the connection was broken. The others raced toward me, but I scrambled back to the spring and stuck my hands in again. Gone, all gone. Whatever connection had been made had been severed, or all the energy that had been left for me to gather this data had been expended.

			I’d failed.

			We found our way back to Danny’s. No one said anything the entire trip. We agreed we’d go straight to bed and make plans and phone calls in the morning. The others needed to know about the Fellborn; maybe they’d believe Danny or Toshi, if not me.

			Although I couldn’t help but mourn the loss of an artifact to the Order, I had gotten a clue in the spring. I had a date for something ominous happening on October 7; I had a terrible suspicion that it was a scaled-up version of what had happened in Princeville Township. Given Dr. Porter’s feelings about the Fangborn, it was either to rid the city of its Fangborn population or create a catastrophe and discredit the Fangborn.

			Now I knew it would happen in Boston, a city I loved dearly.

			I had to count it as progress, but none of it felt like winning.

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Dispirited by my failure, I’d gone to sleep and immediately found myself in my mind-lab. I was searching through the computer files to see if I could find anything on the Fellborn, when I began to wonder about the supposed infallibility of the Fangborn. Despite my best efforts, I could find nothing.

			“Hey, Sean?”

			“Yeah, Zo?” He was at the sink, washing out beakers, setting them out to dry.

			“You got anything squirreled away that mentions the history of the Fangborn? Anything to do with them ever messing up?”

			Sean ignored me, as he did when I asked him something he didn’t know or maybe wasn’t ready to tell me.

			“I mean, that’s a lot of ethical baggage to rationalize,” I mused, as if to myself. “The so-called instinct to track evil. Knowing if there is truly no way they can be wrong … that would help with finding out how to fight the Fellborn, you know?”

			He looked up and seemed about to speak, when he shrugged and went back to his washing. “I’m about to make tea,” he said, igniting a burner and then setting a filled flask on it. “You want any?”

			“Maybe later. All that violence,” I said, thinking about the encouragement Sean had given me to kill Adam, to kill Toshi. Certainly some of his advice had saved my life, and I was grateful to Sean. But the other stuff … was it me finding an excuse for myself? Was it something about Sean? “It’s worrying, sometimes, you know?”

			He shrugged again, then adjusted the flame. “Dunno. Probably some kind evolutionary adaptation, right?”

			I held my breath, certain he was going to say more—

			A fire alarm went off, a blaring Klaxon that nearly sent me out of my seat.

			I didn’t know we had a fire alarm, and I looked around for a way to turn it off. I didn’t see any smoke. “What the hell is that? Is that the burner?”

			“No, it’s not in here!” Sean yelled through cupped hands over the noise. He turned off the burner and the gas, just in case. “Something outside. Go, now!”

			I nodded and woke myself up. I found myself in a tangle of sheets in Danny’s guest room. Toshi was sharing Danny’s room, and Vee was on the convertible couch in the office, outside the guest room.

			Near total silence: no shouting, certainly no alarms. A murmur of traffic outside the window.

			Trouble …

			I pulled on my clothes and checked the bathroom. Under the covers, Vee was snoring gently on the couch.

			I looked out the peephole, the windows. Nothing. But the trouble was outside, I knew.

			I knocked gently on Danny’s door. I was about to try again, a little louder, when Danny opened it, looking equally awake.

			“Zoe, what is it?”

			“Everything okay over here?”

			“Uh … yeah. I’m … we’re fine. What’s up?”

			“Spidey sense is tingling. Something’s going down.”

			“Not over here.” He looked behind him. “All quiet here.”

			“Nothing in my room. But Vee’s snoring away in the office.”

			He glanced at me. “Well, sorry. It happens.”

			Danny was lying to me.

			“Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked.

			“Yeah, Zoe.” He looked away, too casually. “Maybe it was only a bad dream?”

			“No … You need me to … do any laundry for you tomorrow?” It was a code we’d occasionally used to get out of sticky social jams. The equivalent of asking a possible kidnap victim if he wanted you to feed his fictional dog, Fluffy.

			“No, I’m good.” He gave me another odd look. “Really.”

			“Okay.” I gave him his odd look back. “Sorry I bothered you.”

			“Good night.”

			He closed the door softly behind me. The feeling of danger had not diminished. If anything, it had gotten stronger. I reached out with the proximity sense.

			The balcony. Back in my room.

			Frowning, I slunk back into my room through the office. Vee was still snoring, only louder now.

			I’ll only wake her if I need help, I thought. No sense waking up everyone because I couldn’t figure out what was bugging me …

			Bedroom. A shadow on the French window—not much, but enough to let me know someone was out there.

			Someone I knew. Waiting for me.

			I had to make the most of surprise. It was the hardest thing in the world to crawl back into bed and pretend to sleep, but I did it. Sweat was pouring down, and the sheets stuck to me. Finally, I kicked them off—it was in character and easier to avoid getting tangled at the moment of action. I slowed my breathing.

			My heart was racing even as I forced myself to appear relaxed.

			The faintest click of the latch, barely perceptible even to Fangborn ears. It took another Fangborn to be that quiet.

			A pause, then the door opened, ever so slightly, so slowly. A familiar scent wafted in with a humid breeze.

			Danger, danger, danger …

			I swallowed. I might have evaded the others before, because they hadn’t been looking for me, hadn’t known where I would be. This attack had been considered and planned.

			Now we’d see what I could do with my amped-up skills.

			At the first soft step into the room, I rolled to my feet and threw myself forward, Changing.

			Claudia Steuben was dressed for business. Long, dark brown hair tied up and slicked back, she was in a black tee and leggings that only exaggerated the fine curves of her body. She, too, was half-Changed, her face reptilian, her skin violet scales, and her hair and nails purple-black. She came out swinging. And spitting—an acid burn began to spread on my arm. That pissed me off, and before I could think about it, I opened my mouth to scream. Muscles I didn’t know I had began to work in my mouth and throat. I felt a jet of … something … shoot out from behind my fangs. Tasted bitterness, like quinine, but it quickly evaporated on my tongue, replaced by an orange-peel flavor.

			Claudia screamed, her clawed hand slapping at the tough scales on her arm. A faint blackish smoke was rising up from where my venom hit her.

			That stopped us both. But only for an instant.

			She threw herself at me, all stealth cast aside, all control gone. Her face was a mask of anger.

			I’d never seen this side of Claudia before, at least not aimed at me. I backed up a few steps, but she followed intently.

			She was a much better fighter than I was—she’d been training all her life—but my speed was keeping me equal with her. I parried a couple of hard combinations but ate a follow-up kick to my side. Felt my ribs give, an ache in my abdomen.

			If I could now spit venom, maybe I had other tricks, too. I concentrated hard on what I wanted and then grabbed her arm and bit. Instinctively, I worked another fine set of muscles and was pleased to see a look of surprise cross Claudia’s face. She shook her head; I’d been trying to knock her out but had only slowed her down.

			“Claudia, stop it! Stop fighting!” I focused on that and that slowed her down even more.

			At that point, her scream had also worked for me. Toshi, Vee, and Danny filled the doorway, unsure of what to do.

			Apparently, my interaction with the Viking ship and the mosaic had tweaked some of the vampire skills I seemed to possess.

			She returned to her skinself, and so did I. Claudia mumbled, “How can you do that?”

			The others were as eager to know the answer as she was.

			I would have given a lot to know, myself. “I didn’t know I could, until now. The bracelet … seems to be amping up whatever vampire powers I used to have when I’m in danger.”

			Claudia could speak more clearly now. “Zoe, what have you become!”

			“I don’t know. Maybe if everyone would stop assaulting me every five minutes, we could all find out.”

			“I don’t know what’s going on,” Claudia said, her teeth gritted. “I wanted to attack you, in spite of the fact that I know you’re not … what the TRG has been saying.” She frowned. “Or maybe you are.”

			“Okay,” I said. No use letting her get herself tied up in a theoretical monologue. “We’re going to keep talking until we sort this out. What did the TRG tell you?”

			“What they told everyone. That you’d taken off, that the pressure was too much.”

			I nodded. “I think this was about two weeks before I actually escaped. They’d been drugging me, planning more tests for the bracelet,” I said. “After they’d told me that you’d all been sent on other missions. But I didn’t believe them.” I couldn’t keep the emphasis out of my statement that I’d been the only one to keep the faith.

			“Well, I didn’t believe them, either.” She managed to shrug, and I knew she was rapidly regaining control of herself.

			I tilted my head. “Oh, yeah. Because you always used to greet me by spitting venom?”

			“I didn’t believe them because (a) I know you, and (b) I know me.”

			“Claudia—”

			“No, I’m trying to explain.” She took a deep breath, frowned, and made a faint gesture of groping for the right words. “I obviously had my own opinion of you, as a psychiatrist, as well as a human being—Fangborn.”

			I gave her a sour look. “Great, thanks. I thought we were friends.”

			“No, it’s just a habit. I try to keep my professional assessments to myself in personal relationships, but asking me to stop parsing everyone I meet would, I suspect, be like asking you to stop looking at the ground and searching for pottery.”

			She had a point.

			Claudia continued. “So what I was told didn’t match what I’d already assessed. Yes, I believe you have trust issues, but the Zoe I knew after our time on the gulet and after Ephesus was not the same Zoe I first met in Cambridge. You’d built bonds, and I knew you would have tried to say something if you thought you had to run. To me, to Will, to Danny, to Gerry. Someone. You would have at least tried this time.”

			I blew out my cheeks; at last, a little credit for me. “Thank you.”

			“But I found myself questioning that, and I didn’t have a good reason why I should. That’s when I tested my own blood. I found traces of a chemical compound that didn’t normally exist in my system. I analyzed that and discovered it very crudely mimics the same chemicals we’ve been able to identify in vampire ‘forget-me juice.’”

			Toshi’s jaw dropped. “They’ve been able to isolate that? Use it on Fangborn?”

			Claudia nodded. “I’d heard whispers that they were close to identifying it, but not that they’d made so much progress. I can only assume that the TRG is preparing for I-Day, one way or the other.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Either the TRG will try to keep the Normal population unaware of our existence if someone starts the Identification, or they can make people think it’s always been this way—Fangborn living with humans. The TRG is crumbling, is split into factions, some for Senator Knight, some against.”

			“Adam Nichols said Knight’s after the Order,” I said. “But his thug Zimmer almost took a chunk out of me yesterday.”

			“Sounds right, if he’s sending this—wait. You’ve been talking with Adam Nichols? Wasn’t he the one who—?”

			“Yes, he stole the artifacts from me in Venice, but then he helped me escape Knight. And then he helped me get away from the TRG. We’re … we’ve gotten close.”

			At this point, Danny gasped. “Zoe, seriously?”

			“Danny, now is not the time.”

			“Okay … well, if you trust him this far …” Claudia struggled to keep her composure. “In any case, Knight must feel he can focus on the Order, then.”

			“Hey, anyone notice that he’s evil? Zimmer, I mean. It’s coming off him in waves and Knight doesn’t even notice? Doesn’t kill him?”

			“I’m not sure why,” Claudia said slowly. “It’s something that’s been observed in very old Fangborn, a kind of sluggishness to hear the Call, or a resistance to it. There aren’t many of them, so it’s hard to say why it happens.”

			“Okay, but nothing about Knight says ‘sluggish’ to me. Why did you attack me, Claudia? Forgive me, but that seems to contradict everything you’ve been saying about believing me.”

			“Well, I might not have believed that you had run off, but the truth is, Zoe, I’m reading you as evil. It’s not exactly right, but I thought I had my ideas about you straight, then I got close and everything in me said ‘attack.’” She shook her head. “I still have the urge; it’s the combination of my own questions and your … apparently new talent for suggesting that’s holding me back.”

			I digested this with difficulty. “Well, if Danny was able to … reprogram himself, why are you having such a hard time?”

			“It’s not the synthetic venom. That’s not perfect, and yes, I was able to think around it, until I actually encountered you.”

			“I think it’s the bracelet.”

			She nodded. “Me, too.”

			I got up the courage to ask the question that had been haunting me. “So … it’s making me evil?”

			“I don’t know. Are you evil, Zoe?”

			She was taking the piss; I was on the brink of angry tears. “Claudia, we don’t have time for jokes—!”

			“No, I’m entirely serious,” she said. “Do you have new impulses to hurt or kill? Do you find yourself being intentionally cruel?”

			“What? No, of course not,” I said immediately. Then all my doubts came rushing back. “Okay, I admit, I’m having some strange thoughts and … urges. But I’m not acting on them; I’m catching them before I do.”

			“Why don’t you tell me about them?”

			So I did. When we were settled in the kitchen, I told them about the mind-lab, the interactions I’d been having with the artifacts I found. I told them about the extended hunting I’d been doing on escaping the TRG, the fact that my ability to sense evil seemed to have expanded before I realized I could sometimes resist the Call to Change altogether. I told them about nearly braining the bartender in New York and then about going too far and hurting Gerry.

			I saw only a tightening of Claudia’s lips when she heard I’d wounded her brother.

			I told them about being so aggressively attacked by the mourning Fangborn on the Viking ship, and then I told them about Sean’s voice and his suggestion that I kill Adam Nichols. I told them about the humor I’d experienced in attacking Toshi, which got me a dark look from him. As hard as it was, it was a comfort, too. It was a relief to share these thoughts; I’d been carrying a lot of worry by myself. I’d been without friends too long. I’d learned that I needed them, whatever I might tell myself. Whatever the chance of losing them.

			“So now you all know exactly what kind of a freak I really am,” I finished.

			“That’s actually pretty cool if you think about it, Zoe,” Toshi said slowly. “These changes in your gifts, you can use—”

			“No.” I put my foot down. “Whatever this looks like, it’s not cool! It’s the complete opposite. Whatever is happening to me is overturning every last scrap of order in my life, and I was starting out with shreds to begin with. So yes, I have some weird new powers, but they’re what are keeping me alive and endangering me at the same time. Endangering everyone near me.”

			With a deep breath, I turned back to Claudia. “So how did you find me?”

			“I went looking,” she answered. “I needed to see for myself, so I volunteered, everyone still thinking that I bought the story. I found the trail in Virginia and then heard from Will and Gerry that you were in New York.”

			She sighed a little. “That was nasty; it looks like the Order was testing out something on us. We know they’re doing a lot of work on Fangborn body chemistry and have created one that smells to us like evil. It’s not quite right, but it’s close enough to make everyone crazy. And when we went to find it …”

			“Let me guess,” I said. “There was a thing that resembled a Changed werewolf.”

			She nodded. “This has us rocked. Gerry …”

			She didn’t even have to say it. Gerry, with his idealization of the Fangborn, would have been devastated by this news.

			“Even once we got to the place and found the one creature, the shifters in the bunch wouldn’t lay off it. Kept circling around and looking for the other bad guys that weren’t there. Whatever they were using lasted about thirty minutes. Plenty of time to wreak some havoc.”

			“I know they’re planning something, probably with those zombie creatures—I’ve been calling them Fellborn—I think in Boston, on October 7.”

			“That’s not even a week from now!” Claudia looked about a million years old. “As to how I found you, I’d heard some very crazy stories about time stopping in Istanbul. It occurred to me I’d heard about that before.”

			“In Ephesus,” I said.

			“Yes and also in New York. You’d never been able to replicate what you’d done in Turkey, Zoe, so I had to wonder if our other runaway—self-imposed exile—mightn’t have been involved.” She glanced at Vee. “You have quite the reputation, you know.”

			Vee leaned against the wall, her arms crossed. “Uh-huh.”

			“When I heard about it, I couldn’t rule out the idea you both might be near Istanbul. And that’s where I picked up the trail to here.”

			“So now what?” I didn’t like to think what the upright Claudia might choose as a solution to my “evil.”

			“The other reason I’m here was because I’d heard rumors of more monsters like the one we found in New York.”

			We all exchanged a glance. “Yeah, we found them.”

			She sat up straighter. “Tell me.”

			Danny summarized our trail to the church, and then from there I took it to the basement. Then Toshi picked up. He used the same kind of language to describe the taste of the blood to Claudia that could be used to describe wine or perfumes: rotten mushroom, tinny, the uric bite of blue cheese. I began to understand how vampires tasted blood. I seemed to be the only one who saw blood as something living, even outside the body, something I kept to myself.

			She frowned, shaking her head. “This is bad. I didn’t have the impression they were ready to roll out the Fellborn yet.” She worried her lip. “I agree, New York was a trial run for a bigger attack on the Fangborn. And we have less time than we thought.”

			“They’ve already been tested on a large scale.” I told her about the video Buell had shown me. A vicious thought struck me. “And it cleaned up the last of anyone still living who might have memories of the asylum, too.”

			“This is much worse than I expected,” Claudia said. “They’re much more advanced than we suspected. The TRG has been working on synthesizing vampire venoms since the Second World War, or thereabouts, with limited success. The Order seems to have had better luck with the genome.”

			I thought about what I’d seen in the vision of the asylum. Had someone working with Knight and Dr. Porter been part of the Order? I remembered what Adam and Danny had said about the antiquity of the Order, though. “The Order’s been around a long time. Who knows what else they’ve been working on.”

			“Well, then I suggest we go and look at the site I’m investigating tomorrow. If you’re all willing.”

			Everyone stole glances around, nodded.

			I cocked my head. “Only if you think you can keep your teeth off me.”

			She smiled. “Between the two of us, I think I can manage.”

			Uh-huh. I thought quickly. “Tonight, you can stay here, with us.”

			She smiled again, a little condescendingly. “Zoe, I’m not going to run away—or bring the TRG here. I have a room, I need to change.”

			“How about if you stay here, and we go over in the morning, together.”

			Claudia raised her eyebrows. “If that’s what it takes for you to trust me.”

			Danny made up a makeshift bed in the living room for Claudia. We all said goodnight; Vee went right to sleep, and she didn’t snore at all, which was a blessing.

			The next morning, we met at breakfast.

			“How are they doing this?” I asked, after I’d had my second cup of coffee. “I mean, the Fellborn. Is it genetics or mutations or what? Gamma rays?”

			“Psychological conditioning and drugs,” Toshi guessed.

			“Could be some kind of virus they’ve developed,” Danny said. “Or, I’ve been reading about these ants, they get a kind of fungus—”

			“Ophiocordyceps,” Vee and Danny said at the same time. They exchanged a delighted look.

			“Right,” Danny said. “The fungus takes them over, sort of drives them to a moist place, where it consumes the ant and then tries to reproduce.”

			“So, what are they trying to do—infect humans? Or infect captured Fangborn? Either way, it’s not good.” Toshi only pushed around his second egg. We’d all lost our appetites.

			I frowned. “These guys seem a little more driven than that. They pretty much homed in on me. They didn’t notice Danny.”

			“I’m hoping we can find out exactly how they’re made and what the Order intends them for. It could be they’re attempting to … derail the Fangborn, make them mindless, easier to kill.” Claudia shoved her plate back. “Look, it’s Sunday; that warehouse seems to be used only during the week. I was planning a little break-in party.”

			It was absurd to think of Claudia as breaking into some place—she was so strict, morally correct. Then again, a year or so ago, it had been hard to think of Claudia as a vampire, too. Or of myself as a werewolf.

			Vee asked, “Wait, do you have a way in, Claudia? Do you have any idea where it is?”

			“My information says that it’s a commercial zone near the port of Haydarpaşa. I got a tour of the facilities the other day, looking for office space for a shipping company.”

			We stopped by Claudia’s hotel while she changed out of her ninja outfit. Even with one of Vee’s shirts over it, she cut too striking a figure. We were going for as much anonymity as possible. Danny’s place was off Taksim; Claudia’s hotel was near the one I’d checked out of, only in a quieter location. We took Claudia’s car to her hotel and then took the road back toward the airport. Even along a busy, increasingly industrial landscape, there were small green spaces. People made the most of them, families sitting under the trees enjoying picnics, even early in the morning.

			Claudia charmed the guards into letting us in. Toshi looked a little sad when she used her vampire persuasion. The facility was largely empty, and she easily found the room with the keys. Offices were at the front, storage areas in back of the building. We jogged single file down the long corridor between secured bays; if I’d had time, I would have winced at how our feet crashed and echoed with every step against the suspended metal flooring along the wall of the installation. But Claudia was right, and the place was empty.

			Tension increased as we went deeper into the building. The vampires became restless without noticing it; I sensed a change in their body chemistry. Danny seemed unaffected himself, and Vee looked anxious, but unaware that something was bothering her. I found myself growling.

			I signaled the others to pull over. “Okay, what you are picking up? That’s the same thing I tracked down into the grotto. So I’m expecting a whole lot of those Fellborn. Be ready. They might be in cages or cells; they might not be. Fang up, guys.”

			Vee gave me a look, virtually mirrored by the one Danny gave me. “Um, sorry. Gear up. You seeing anything, Vee?”

			She shook her head. “I’m getting nothing specific. Generic bad feeling.”

			“Okay, you two hang back. Arm yourselves and be ready for anything, but be careful. We don’t want any attention.”

			Vee nodded. Danny checked the magazine of his pistol with an ease and familiarity that unnerved me.

			He learned to do that because of me dragging him into this, I thought.

			The door was locked; I tried it and it felt loose, a cheap interior door lock. That didn’t make any sense unless it was camouflage for a more secure door just beyond.

			I noticed a red light in the wall as I passed into a wide room.

			“Zoe, no!” Claudia and Danny said at once.

			Too late. I’d broken a beam. Somewhere up ahead, a door slid open.

			

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			The Call to Change set my blood rushing, and I could feel Claudia and Toshi Changing as well. We charged ahead to the open storage bay.

			A dozen Fellborn came boiling out of a doorway, snarling, bounding toward us. Two things were in our favor: the Fellborn were drawn to the shapeshifters first. That meant they weren’t interested in Vee and Danny, at least not until those two started shooting. And that was the other thing working for us: the Fellborn didn’t heal like Fangborn. Bullets killed them readily enough, quicker than us. The problem with that was that soon there were so many on me, Toshi, and Claudia that it was too close for Danny and Vee to shoot.

			Vee didn’t hesitate and got three fast shots off, knocking one down right away. Danny missed several times, then managed to wing one of the Fellborn. He used the rest of his clip to make it stop moving.

			That left four on me, three each on Toshi and Claudia.

			I tried what worked for me before, running to meet the first beast. It was as slow as the others in the basement had been and equally as implacable. Two punches, one upstairs, one down, and then I tried to grab it, shove it while it was stunned into the next creature. But it seized hold of my arm, its claws biting deep. I kicked up, then raked down with my claws, trying to keep my balance, trying to keep its jaws away from me.

			When the next one came, the lumbering gait didn’t seem to slow it down, but I was able to maneuver myself out of the way. I whipped the one on my arm like we were playing “crack the whip” on the playground. The collision bought me a moment when they tore at each other. I spat; they yelped as the venom ate down through their singeing, curling fur.

			Another two gunshots. I managed to give Vee a chance to shoot the third near me. She only wounded it, but that bought me time to snap its neck.

			I bit through the neck spinal cord of one fighting its associate. As bad as I remembered the blood tasted, it was better than letting one of them get hold of me again. My right arm was streaming blood through my fur and a torn sleeve. I noticed that Vee and Danny were helping Claudia and Toshi by distracting the ones nearest them, then shooting if they were able to draw them away. A good strategy, but I saw a lot of friendly blood flowing, and Vee was limping.

			As I slashed the throat of the third, the last reached me. Black blood was soaking into the patchy fur at its neck; Danny had found another clip. It charged me, head down and teeth bared, its jaws snapping shut on my leg. Its teeth sliced through cloth, fur, flesh, and I screamed. I grabbed its head, my claws extended, and shoved them into its eyes. My claws slid through the jelly, met the bone of its eye socket, but it didn’t let go. We were locked together in pain when I caught a glimpse of something that made me forget those terrible fangs too close to my femoral artery.

			Jacob Buell had followed the Fellborn into the warehouse.

			My blood ran cold. He was carrying a weapon like his goon in New York: combination Taser and hellebore. He saw me, tilted his head as if to wonder at his luck. He raised the gun up and aimed at me. He took his time, finding satisfaction in the effort.

			Struggling to dislodge my attacker, I shouted, “Toshi! It’s him! Buell!”

			Toshi let loose a terrible howl when he saw the man behind his kidnapping and torture. He threw the last Fellborn from him and bounded across the room. He hurled himself at Buell, who turned in time to shoot Toshi instead of me.

			“No!” I shouted.

			Toshi hit the floor hard and didn’t move.

			Danny fired two shots; one of them must have hit Buell, because I saw him flinch and grab his side, darkening with blood. As I dragged my one claw from the Fellborn’s eye to its mouth, hoping to tear the skin and break its hold, Buell backed away, hitting a button before he disappeared into the next room.

			“Don’t let him get away, Danny!” I screamed. Finally, the Fellborn on me stopped moving.

			Danny ran after Buell, but another door opened. I shoved the corpse from me and struggled to stand. “Vee! You got anything?”

			“I can maybe do a push, a small one—make it count!” Out of ammo and too pressed to reload, she was using a pry bar to beat one of the Fellborn that had been on Toshi.

			I felt a weak rush, a boost courtesy of Vee, and tried to heal myself at faster than Fangborn speed. It stopped the bleeding, and I could stand, but the pain was still incredible.

			I looked to the other door and one more Fellborn emerged. My ears went back, and the fur on the back of my neck stood up. It was taller and leaner than the others. It moved upright less awkwardly than the others and was faster. The grayish skin was taut and less hairy, and the muzzled face was smaller, less obvious. I could feel it sizing me up; then it made a decision and went for Claudia.

			It was planning its attack. Whatever it was, it was an upgrade from the original Fellborn.

			It could think. And that was trouble for us.

			I hobbled over to help; Toshi wasn’t moving, and Vee had collapsed with exhaustion, blood streaming from her nose and mouth. Claudia turned to the new thing and spat.

			The venom slowed it, but not enough to keep it from landing a terrible swipe across her face. Claudia’s hands flew up to her gashed cheek, and the creature took the opportunity to knock her over.

			It was a calculated attack. Maybe if it was smarter than the others, it could understand me.

			I put everything I could into one thought. “Freeze!”

			The thing went rigid for a moment, then tried to shake it off. That’s all I needed. I picked up the pry bar Vee had been using and smashed it across the head.

			It fell away, dead. Claudia nodded and pulled herself up. Toshi began to stir.

			“Oh, god,” he said, clutching his head. “Thanks. I hate that shit. Those fucking guns …”

			“I know. Catch your breath, and see if you can help Claudia.”

			Toshi went pale when he saw her. “Shit, her face …”

			“I know. I’m going after Danny. He ran after Buell.”

			Toshi looked stricken. “Get him!”

			I found Danny alone, hollow-eyed, and stunned. He was leaning against the wall of a hallway. Beyond him, a door was slightly open. “Danny? Are you hurt?”

			“Yes, no … it’s not that.” He looked up, finally recognizing me. “Zoe.”

			“Did you catch Buell?”

			“No. But I saw the truck he got into. A shipping container truck. Zoe … there were lots of them. But you need to see this.”

			“What?”

			“I can’t …” He shook his head, his face troubled. “You need to … back there.”

			The smell of burning meat and plastic hit me immediately, the heat not too long after that. Danny wouldn’t go back any farther, but I made myself peer through the next door.

			An utter ruin confronted me, a room burned to what looked like metal walls. Several bodies were scattered about. Some looked like the Fellborn.

			A couple appeared to be human. I sniffed hesitantly.

			Two human. Three Fangborn.

			Something beyond the obvious troubled me.

			“This place was rigged to burn as soon as they were ready to leave,” Danny muttered, almost to himself. “Something fast, very fast and hot, went through here. And there had to be a timer to extinguish it, so it wouldn’t take down the rest of the building, alert the outside before they could get away—”

			The Order’s facilities were rigged to be destroyed if necessary, Adam had told me.

			“—and we need to find out—” He’d kept talking, almost as if analysis would shield him from the horror we saw.

			“I did this,” I interrupted. Aghast at the implications, I started to shake. “When I broke the beam. Danny, oh my—”

			“No, it wasn’t you. They were cleaning up.” Danny looked up. “Remember? Buell was on his way out, closing shop.” He spoke more firmly now. “We made it just in time to see him leave. They wouldn’t have been able to move out so quickly; the trucks were packed. And it’s warm in here, not hot, not smoking.”

			The only thing his words did was reassure me that I wasn’t completely responsible for the deaths here. “They were doing experiments. Trying to build … those things.” I nodded, and then a terrible thought struck me. “Toshi.”

			Danny asked, “What about him?”

			“He said his team was in the area—”

			The blood rushed out of Danny’s face. “We should …”

			I went weak again. “Yeah.”

			“Maybe it’s not them …”

			Danny didn’t look convinced, though, and neither was I. I shrugged. “I’ll get him.”

			“Did you find him?” Toshi asked.

			My face told him otherwise. Toshi was slowly recovering from his wounds as I told him what we’d found.

			“Your team was spread across Istanbul, right?” I asked, hopeful. “It’s … it’s a really big city. The chance that—”

			Toshi shook his head and said nothing. He extended a hand. I helped him up, and we went to the lab. Even before we reached the door, he stiffened. “It’s them,” he whispered, his face going even paler.

			Before I could stop him, he broke away from me and rushed in, haltingly. Kneeling by one of the charred bodies, he leaned over and sniffed. His eyes filled with tears; he repeated the process for the next two Fangborn.

			With the third body, he lowered his head, his shoulders heaving. Then he started over the burn victim. The flesh had burnt back, revealing the anatomy beneath.

			“That one is still alive,” I whispered, almost to myself, horrified. “That’s what wasn’t right.”

			Toshi flung himself on the survivor, bit hard, trying to save the dying Fangborn.

			The survivor barked a harsh order. Toshi stopped, reluctantly, and I understood. He couldn’t afford to be distracted by that which couldn’t be undone. He needed to hear the last words of Buell’s experimental subject.

			At first, I thought another alarm sounded in the distance. As it grew louder, I realized Toshi was keening. The noise was not something that should have been coming from a person, it was something that built with his grief, the sound of a soul being shredded.

			I rushed to his side, Danny not far behind me. I barely knew Toshi, but I put my arm around him; he held onto my wrist, his fingernails digging into my flesh. It had been horrible to watch my mother slowly die, knowing it was coming. Toshi had a whole family ripped away from him instantly, maybe more—a friend, a lover?

			His nails drew blood on my arm. I stared at the blood, feeling myself drawn in, closer and closer, until it felt as though I was swimming through it, and eventually into darkness. I felt no urge to withdraw, but a certain dread of what I’d see.

			A cement wall, part of a towering parking lot in the middle of a city in flames. Smoke everywhere, bullets flying, screams. A hail of bullets, and more shouting. Gerry Steuben, his brown hair matted and darkened with blood, one arm amputated, shouted an indistinct order. Panic all around me when the bass thump-thump-thump of a large, black helicopter came into view. Adam shouted, “Grenade! Get down, get down!” and a canister of hellebore-based gas rolled into our midst …

			I came back to the here and now, dripping sweat and wondering what I’d just seen. Nobody else seemed to have noticed my absence.

			Toshi rocked a while longer, quieting until he simply stared at the ashes of his Family.

			“C’mon,” I said, swallowing. “We have to go. We’ll … we’ll get Buell, Toshi. I promise.”

			Toshi said nothing but let me lead him away from the wreck of his life.
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			We drove back to the hotel, stunned, silent, and bleeding. Toshi was spent and Claudia did the best she could, but we were still pretty beat up. Claudia covered up the worst of Danny’s injuries with a long shirt, and Vee draped her scarf loosely around her head and neck. The bloodstains were largely unnoticeable amid the floral pattern. Toshi’s leg was still giving him trouble—that was obvious—and he didn’t say anything the whole way back. Claudia’s face had stopped bleeding, but there were new ugly scars down her cheek, red and raw. We were healing, but not fast enough to erase the brutality of the attack.

			We reached Danny’s rooms. I washed my face, which almost took the last of my energy, but looking around at my friends, I volunteered to go shopping after I changed. None of us wanted to go out in public. I was, to my shame, the least visibly beat up, thanks to Vee’s push, but I felt like I was full of the wet sludge from the bottom of a dumpster.

			It was now clear to me that not only did Buell have a lot of those Fellborn and was planning on using them, he had newer, nastier models, too.

			We had several theories, all terrifying. One was that he was using them to destroy Fangborn, as they were built with a taste for us. Another was that he was looking for a way to attack the civilian population so that the Fangborn would be blamed for it.

			We ate like automatons. There was little discussion; Claudia and Toshi hit the terrace to get what they could of the sun before it went down. I hoped she would find out what he’d been told by the last survivor in the facility. Danny and Vee took showers. I followed.

			I finally thought of something constructive to do. It didn’t make me happy, but it was the best I could manage.

			I called Adam Nichols.

			He answered almost immediately. “Are you okay?”

			I nodded. “No. Barely. Adam …” I broke into tears at last; I’d kept it together this long, from hell and back, then down to the market and back. Focus on what you can solve, I kept thinking. But how did you solve for the end of the world? I wondered what Vee had seen and if it was anything like my last vision.

			I slowed and stopped, finally. Adam had been saying my name over and over. I would have given anything for him to be with me right now.

			That wasn’t going to happen, so again I focused on what I could solve.

			I could tell the world what was going on, starting with Adam.

			I took a deep breath, gathering myself. “You remember that thing I ran into in the complex near Ephesus? What do you know about it?”

			“The thing Knight’s errand boy Zimmer brought home? I wasn’t in on the meeting, but we think it’s something the Order is using.”

			“Yeah, only they have a lot more of them.” I described the way they fought and how the second creatures I’d seen seemed much more advanced. “Jacob Buell was there, too. He’s the one who’s deploying them.” I took another breath. It did help to focus on the immediate. “Why would he show me that video of the village, if he was responsible for it?”

			“Because he wanted to know what you knew about them,” Adam said promptly. “How secret they still were. What do the Fangborn know about them?”

			“As of a week ago, they know these things exist. And they now know there are a lot of them being shipped off somewhere.” I shuddered. Closed my fingers into fists, protectively, aggressively. “There’s more.” I told him about Toshi’s losses.

			Adam lowered his voice. “When are you coming back, Zoe?”

			Now, I thought. Right this fucking instant, I’ll be on the first thing smoking at the airport, if you’ll be there to pick me up. I took a couple of breaths. “A couple of days, at least. If you can get the word to the people who might need to know it, I think that would be good. Adam, if we’re right, this is going to happen on October 7. We need all hands on this. And there’s more bad news. Claudia Steuben says the TRG is splitting into factions.”

			“I know.” There was a long hesitation. “Zoe, I’m in Washington right now.”

			Ice water in my stomach. “Doing what, exactly?” I tried to keep my voice calm. He was on Senator Knight’s home turf, and I feared the worst.

			“Helping contain the wreckage of the TRG.” Another long hesitation. “My mother is a good friend of Senator Knight.”

			Oh, no, no, no … “Um, okay,” was the best I could do.

			“She’s … she’s … in the House, that’s how I ended up working for him in the first place.”

			That was his secret, that’s what he had been keeping from me.

			He rushed on. “I took a chance and told her about what’s going on. She’s technically not supposed to know about the Fangborn, but I was right to do so. For one thing, she agrees with me that Buell has to be stopped. For another, Knight—”

			I held my breath. A senior government official who wasn’t authorized to know about the Fangborn … who else had she told? Were we already too late? I tried to keep it together, think about how Adam might be trying to help, that he wasn’t exacerbating the situation. I said, “For another, we will almost certainly need help from someone with her connections if we stand any chance of stopping Knight or the Order and protecting civilians.”

			“Right.” Relief colored his voice. “It was taking a chance, but I had to do something.”

			“I think we’ll all be taking too many chances soon, but … she won’t go to Knight?”

			“Absolutely not. She’s devastated to learn what he plans. And Mom is not one to stand idly by when she’s angry.”

			“Okay.” That was something anyway. Exhaustion was about to sweep me off my feet. “Adam … I’m beat. I have to go. I …”

			“I … I miss you, Zoe.” Adam said it like he was defying himself.

			“Me, too,” I said in so small a voice, I must have been hoping for the truth of the statement. “Take good care of yourself.”

			“Zoe, I—”

			I hung up. There might be feelings we should discuss, but we didn’t have time for feelings.

			I went out to the kitchen, where everyone but Toshi had gathered. “Okay, I’ve let Adam Nichols know what’s happened and what might be about to happen. If he’s not still working with Knight, Adam may have the connections we need to help mitigate whatever the Order is making those things for.”

			No one said anything. There weren’t any “best” choices anymore; we could only work toward stopping the Order or minimizing their damage to the Fangborn, to the world. I remembered the face of the woman in New York: What would you do if you were faced with thousands of superhero vigilantes with an instinct to kill? Would the super-Fellborn look any different? Would Normals stop to make the distinction? The idea that we might have other allies was the only happy thought in the bunch.

			“I called Gerry and told him,” Claudia said. Her scars were puckering but still visible.

			This brought my head up in a panic. “Are you sure he—”

			“I told him my theories about you and about what happened. He didn’t like it but agreed it made sense.” She paused. “He did ask me if I needed him to walk Chewie for me.”

			“Is Chewie like asking about ‘Fluffy?’” Danny asked. “Or doing laundry?”

			“If you mean, was he asking if I was in trouble, yes. Gerry is Chewie. People in Salem think I have a very large, very wolflike dog named Chewie. I think I convinced him I was okay. He’s going to get in touch with those Cousins who are sympathetic to our politics, and they’ll bring it to the rest of the Family. Everyone needs to know, regardless of their position on Identity.”

			Toshi came in from the veranda. He still hadn’t eaten anything, and he was still in bloody rags. He sat down and shoved away a plate of food. Claudia put her hand on his back.

			We all waited to hear what he’d say.

			“I let my people know, and they’ll help spread the word.” His voice was gruff.

			“Toshi, what did the last … prisoner … tell you?” Danny asked.

			The vampire was silent for so long, I didn’t think he’d reply. “She said … she was a close Cousin of mine. Alexandra.” He took a deep breath. “There were two things. Buell and the Order are using hellebore to break down Fangborn DNA and then alter it to splice with human DNA to make those things. They’re hoping for another even faster, smarter ‘model’ before too long.”

			“Did she know anything about the Boston plan?” Vee asked.

			He shook his head. “The other thing … was personal.” And that’s all we were going to get from him on that. “My folks, they’ll mobilize Family on the West Coast and Pacific Asia.”

			Vee asked, “What are their politics about I-Day?”

			“It doesn’t matter,” he said dully. “Nothing like that matters now. It’s us versus them.”

			Which meant Toshi’s people were pro-Identity and for bringing us to public awareness sooner rather than later. I had a horrible thought that by “them” he was lumping all Normals together. I put the matter aside. Identity was second to stopping the coming carnage.

			“Anyone you know might be able to help, Vee?” I asked. “Are you in contact with any Family?”

			“My immediate family are all dead, killed in the line,” she said bluntly. “I cut off the rest of my ties with the Family years ago. So, unless you want me raising the Normals—various geekdoms, fandoms, and techies—you’re the only Fangborn connections I have.”

			She wasn’t looking at me. She was looking at Danny. He took her hand; she dropped her eyes but squeezed his hand back. My heart ached to see it.

			I suddenly realized why her snoring had been so awfully erratic. It had been Toshi, sleeping in the other room the last few nights. Vee had been with Danny.

			Holy shit—

			He hadn’t told me.

			Was I okay with this? Did I need to be? Was it my business? I hadn’t mentioned Adam …

			It would be so nice if he found someone—

			That was quick—

			Holy—

			Claudia broke into my thoughts. “I also started to get the word out to the European and African Cousins.” She looked out the window; I thought I saw her cheeks flush. “A friend of mine, Fergus O’Malley, will be joining us tonight. He’s already on his way from Ireland. If it’s okay with you, Danny, he’ll stay here?”

			“Sure.”

			“He’ll be in late, so I’ll do the introductions tomorrow—”

			Oh, jeez. Now, Claudia’s got a boyfriend, too? I thought. I tried to think about it in terms of her getting us backup, not in terms of her needing comforting. I didn’t like to think of Claudia as needing reassuring.

			Jealousy erupted after fear. I wanted a boyfriend. I wanted consolation. I wasn’t certain I was a good enough person at the moment to be glad my friends had love, not when Adam was asking me when I’d be back.

			“Tomorrow we—what?” I asked, ashamed of my envy. “Continue to work on raising the alarm, getting the word out, information to the Families. Trying to track down where that truck was going.”

			Danny looked around. “Anyone got any other ideas? Do we let the TRG know?”

			“Danny,” Claudia said. “The TRG was shut down. Officially, yesterday. Gerry just told me.”

			We exchanged hollow looks.

			“What does that mean?” I asked. “How, shut down?”

			“Because of the connection Knight had with Porter’s research long ago. They couldn’t be sure if the Order had any spies there. They closed the offices, and everyone else has been told to look elsewhere for work.”

			It was essentially the closing down of an embassy, the breakdown of formal relations between the United States and the Fangborn Families.

			“I wonder …” Danny said. “I may know some guys who will be useful.”

			I shook my head. “How do you know? You were there less time than I was.”

			“Trust me.”

			Vee smiled to herself, a smile no one else was meant to see.

			I said, “Okay. Let me know before you do anything, all right?”

			“No problem,” he said. He was the first one to look like he had a purpose since we’d returned.

			“We should try and get some sleep,” I said. “Maybe tomorrow we can determine whether the container ship is heading for Boston.”

			October 7 was less than a week away, but we had to sleep if we were going to heal, regroup, and fight.

			

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			I wouldn’t have bet I could sleep, but I was out as soon as my head hit the pillow. I remember a dream that seemed to do with trying to kill ants in a kitchen … and then …

			It wasn’t the lab, this time. That would have been familiar, reassuring. This was the same utter darkness I remembered from my first night in Istanbul. That accented voice resonated inside my head.

			“Hello again. You’re the one I’ve never met before.”

			It took me a minute to understand the voice, as though my brain were trying to tune in precisely to the right station. “I guess so.”

			“You have a curious voice. Where are you from, stranger?”

			“Massachusetts. The States.”

			“Which states?”

			“Um, the United States of America.” I felt silly, rolling out the whole name like that. Sounded pompous. “Why can’t I see you? Where are we?”

			“Ah, yes. I have heard of it. I have distant kin there, I believe.” A rustling, clinking. “Open your eyes. I’m over here.”

			I opened my eyes but didn’t see anyone. I didn’t see Danny’s place or my body, either. What I saw was a hilly piece of land, a mountaintop overlooking foothills. “Okay, but where is this?”

			“It’s near a place called Prusa. I think it may be called Bursa? I am far from my home, which was near Gobekli Tepe.”

			“Ah.” Which didn’t tell me a whole lot. “And what is your name?”

			“You may call me Quarrel.”

			An argument or a crossbow bolt—neither boded well for me. “What—forgive me for being impolite … Quarrel—what exactly are you?”

			“Nearly the same as you. I failed to become what you may yet be.”

			“I don’t understand—”

			“Come see me. It will be easier in person. Come very soon; there is great need for haste.”

			“But—how? Like this, in a dream?”

			“No dream, this. Visit me tomorrow, if possible. I can tell you much.”

			The voice was fading; our contact was ending. “Wait!”

			“And … you may be able to help me, too. Come soon.”
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			I woke up with a start, drenched in sweat. I scrabbled for a piece of paper and a pen to write down what I remembered from the dream before it slipped away—but it was a vision, not a dream. I remembered everything exactly as it had transpired the moment before.

			I finished jotting down my notes and then took out my phone, trying to find out where Prusa was. Turns out it was the old name for Bursa, so Quarrel was someplace to the south of that.

			A knock at the door. “Come in.”

			It was Claudia, wearing a man’s shirt. She looked like she hadn’t been sleeping much.

			“Fergus arrived then?” I asked. “Everything okay?”

			“Thanks, yes. I saw the light in here. I thought I’d see how you’re doing.”

			I was about to say “fine” again, but instead, the words came out in a rush. “I am fucked up, Claudia, to tell you the truth. I just had a—well, another vision.” I told her briefly about the voice, the visions.

			“You said ‘another.’ Were the other ones accurate?”

			“I don’t know. Some occurred in the past, and some were places that appeared to me only as they existed in the past. Some … told me to come here, which was either very important or very stupid or both.” Finally, I nodded. “Every time I’ve followed up on it, I’ve found more information. More artifacts, but more trouble. I should visit Bursa, even if it means delaying my return home.”

			She nodded thoughtfully. “I think so.” I followed her glance at the jewels on my shoulder, showing because my T-shirt had slipped. “May I?”

			I resisted the urge to cover it again. “Just don’t … poke it. It reacts poorly to perceived aggression.”

			“I won’t.”

			She probed delicately, no more pressure than if she was looking at a newly healed wound. She was a doctor after all, part of her psychiatry training. “Same as the bracelet. Feeling okay?”

			I couldn’t help it; I laughed. “Yes. No. You know, a little mystical armor, a few visions, powers I can’t manage entirely. But I’m hanging in there.”

			She indicated the foot of the bed. “You mind?”

			“Please,” I said.

			She sat. “What can I do?”

			I thought a moment. “I need to know more of what I am, both so I can put that part of my journey aside and so I can use some of these abilities to stop the Fellborn.”

			“Okay.”

			“So I need to talk to someone, and you’re the best option. Got an hour or two?”

			“Sure.”

			I hugged my knees. “I don’t want you to talk to me like a therapist—the time will come when I’ll need those skills, I’m sure. What I need now is to address what I think is going on in the world and what I should do about it.”

			Claudia opened her mouth, then closed it.

			I shook my head, almost smiling. “Okay, that sounds pretty much like I’m asking for therapy, but for now, unless I’m actually hallucinating, let’s say it’s actually mostly external, okay?”

			She nodded. “Okay. I’ll hear as a friend and a peer, until I think you show me you’re totally off your nut.”

			I was grateful for the laugh. It didn’t last long. I settled back, sighing.

			“I’m changing, Claudia, and I know it. Not only physically, but … the way I decide things. I’m not more bloodthirsty, but more … ruthless? And it’s not even a decision or a slow-learning process. Just an instinct that’s kicking in. I don’t know if this is what vampires and werewolves used to be, but I’m worried. It’s not Fangborn-feeling, not to me, not from what I understand it’s like for you and the others. I don’t like it. But right now … it’s serving me, I think, helping me get ready for what is coming down the pike. God help me, I believe it’s worse than one little stray with delusions of grandeur. I don’t like the way it’s making everyone react to me—”

			“Zoe—”

			I rushed on before I lost my nerve. “When we were in Greece, Ariana told me about prophesies that talked about the ‘unchaining’ of the Fangborn. And how I might be a part of that. You remember?”

			“I remember,” she said cautiously.

			“I don’t know how much credence I should put into those prophesies, but it seems like a lot of people believe them or at least are using them for an excuse. I’ve decided I’m going to set the prophesies aside and focus on what I know is real. So I need to know two things.”

			“What are they?”

			“Is there a way to get people to stop reacting to me … the way I am now? And if there is, am I going to make things better or worse by being what I am?”

			Claudia was quiet for a moment. I was asking a lot from her, and we both knew it.

			Finally she said, “I don’t know. I can’t know, unless …”

			I nodded. “Unless you bite me.”

			Claudia sighed. “I think that’s the most reliable way. I know my feelings—toward you, toward the bracelet and what it’s doing to you—are mixed and colored by whatever the TRG used to spike my punch. That’s been at war with what I know I knew of you before. So, yes. Blood is the answer.”

			I squeezed my arms, hugging my knees tighter. “There’s no way, really, to anticipate whether what you taste won’t make you, uh, you know …” I didn’t want to think the words, much less say them.

			“Tear you limb from limb? Nope.” She shrugged. “You’ll have to rely on my profound awareness and renowned self-restraint.”

			Anyone who hadn’t met Claudia in her sternest librarian-plus chignon, in “casual” clothes that were more severely tailored than anything I ever owned, would have doubted her now. Her hair was loosely knotted onto itself and she was wearing one of Fergus’s shirts instead of a robe.

			I really didn’t want to do this, but there was no choice. I nodded, and tried to make light of it. “Yeah, great. I need to rely on the word of a vampire. A vampire who killed a whole flock of monsters earlier today and who’s just called in a surgical strike booty call from a thousand miles away.”

			The look on Claudia’s face was amazing. She went from disapproving to properly offended to downright dangerous, and all the shades in between, in about a half second. Then she figured out I was joking. She smiled, but looked a little uncertain as she did so.

			Probably wasn’t a good idea to tease Claudia right before doing what I was going to ask her to do. But at least she knew it was still me, under all the fancy jeweled plates.

			“You want to wake up Toshi or Fergus or Vee?” she asked. “If I do … discover something I don’t like and react to it, maybe they could stop—”

			“No, let’s see how it goes.” I was already nervous enough without an audience. Letting a vampire do exploratory tasting on you, when neither of you knows what you are, is highly dangerous.

			Plus, I was gonna lie to Claudia.

			Not so much lie, because I knew what I was. I was going to try to improve her impression of me. Maybe not wise, but maybe it would save my life.

			“Where?” I asked, holding out my right wrist hopefully.

			She shook her head. “Closer to the heart is better.”

			I nodded, slid my T-shirt farther down my shoulder, and leaned toward her. Claudia rolled up the too-long sleeves of her shirt, then brushed my hair back. I saw her face becoming less human, more snakelike, with wide-apart eyes, pinpoint nostrils, and violet scales and purple-black hair, as she, without hesitation, sank her fangs into my neck.

			Being bitten is less painful than getting a shot, if the vampire wants it so. It was, however, very strange to have my friend Claudia’s lips close on my skin, feel her breath on my neck.

			I could almost follow her thought processes as she worked, both because of my vampiric empathy and because she was one of the most potent young vampires I’d ever met. So when I sensed her reacting to me—as I had in encountering the beast in Ephesus, in the grotto, in the warehouse—I tried something.

			The timing had to be just right, because if Claudia didn’t get derailed in a hurry, she was going to take a chunk out of me. She was already growling. Since panic or physical threat to me seemed to trigger and enhance the bracelet and other elements of the artifacts, I’d either have to do this just right, let her kill me, or I’d be forced to hurt or kill her.

			There, I thought with a shiver. Panic enough.

			I went back to the lab. Ever since I’d been tortured by Buell, I’d been able to go back to the lab whenever I wanted. I knew it was a metaphor. Good. I was fine with metaphors, and until I had a better understanding of what I was and what I could do, until I was “complete,” I’d use this.

			The archaeology lab. Modeled on the first place I’d learned to improvise, manipulate, and repair the materials of those long dead.

			I started looking in all the drawers, then the cupboards that weren’t locked, trying to find something that might help me change Claudia’s mind. A little glamour, a little believe-me venom, something. Anything.

			Claudia growled again, a whole lot louder. I actually felt her tear the flesh a little, felt myself respond, wanting to get aggressive. I also felt a kind of charge building in me, waiting to be released—the bracelet was gearing up. Interesting, now that I knew to look for it.

			The energy was building to a blast.

			Whoa, Zoe.

			I backed off, focused on calming myself outside, in Danny’s guest room. Tried to extend my outward calm to Claudia. Maybe it was my imagination, but she seemed to relax a whit. Just enough to make me think she wouldn’t bite clean through my neck, breaking my collarbone, spilling …

			Time to chill, Zoe.

			Trying not to worry about how much time I had, I found my way back to the lab.

			It calmed me to be here. I continued looking, on the lookout for something different now, something like …

			That.

			I knew as soon as I opened the cupboard, it was what I needed. I now knew, somehow, that the geometric-patterned mosaic I’d found in Istanbul had been taken from a villa somewhere in North Africa and dated to the early third century.

			I picked up one of the tesserae and knew immediately that I couldn’t change what Claudia thought about me, but I could manipulate what I found inside myself. And that might be the thing that convinced her.

			The mosaic tiles responded with a glow, as if they liked the way I was thinking. I wasn’t sure what to do with them—eat them, break them, stuff them up my nose—but then I reasoned: this is my mind. What would I do with an artifact?

			Label it, catalog it, analyze it with the other artifacts, write it up, put it into storage.

			I picked one cupboard at random. Inside, I found a collection of things already there—most of the Viking ship, gold from the disc I’d found in Venice, one of the figurines from Pandora’s Box. Some dust that I assumed had been in the water in the spring. Satisfied that’s where the mosaic tiles belonged, I made a quick list and shut the door. Found a piece of masking tape and wrote “Heal Me” on it. Slapped it onto the door with the makeshift inventory until I could find better, more attractive labels and a more complete cataloging system.

			For the first time inside the lab, the bracelet went crazy, colors flashing so fast, they seemed to blur white. A thrill ran up my arm, across my shoulders, a result of Claudia’s ministrations, or—

			The thought came even faster than the feeling: Oh. I get it. No, it’s me, what I made. When I find more, they’ll all go together—they’ll be more powerful—I’ll learn how to access the power directly …

			No time for a pat on my own back. I concentrated on what I was trying to do, to make myself seem less foul, less wrong. I found a broom I didn’t expect to see, in a corner that hadn’t been around before. Saw some bits of schmutz on the ground—dust, dirt, a few twigs, a bread twist tie, random shit that collects on floors—and a trash can on the other side of the room.

			“Really?” I said aloud. The noise of my own voice echoing in the lab surprised me. “Am I that literal?”

			“Zoe,” Sean said, suddenly appearing. “It’s your metaphor. You don’t have time for elegance— just do it!”

			I shook my head but started sweeping. It didn’t take long, but suddenly, a ray of sunshine broke through the window in the lab—since when did I have a window? I felt better.

			Far away, at Danny’s, on my bed, Claudia eased up as she became calmer, too.

			I was different, but not changed. More like my attitude had improved or something.

			Claudia’s response had changed, too. She ran her hand up my right arm, her biting became less analytical and a whole lot more … She moaned, and I felt myself becoming aroused—

			Whoa, Zoe, gotta pull back a little, I thought dizzily. Must have gone too far and turned on the vampire charm as well as the self-modification. I returned to the lab, and without thinking, ran over to a window by the desk. Pulled down a shade, and suddenly the light dimmed.

			Back in the here and now, Claudia hesitated, shook herself a little, and dialed back from “erotic” to “clinical.”

			She sat back suddenly, disengaged, and delicately licked a tiny droplet of blood from her fangs. They retracted, and she Changed back to skinself. “Zoe, what are you doing?” She jumped up, started pacing. “You did something, in the middle of—how did you—?”

			“Are you sure? Are you certain it was me?” Suddenly I was giddy with anxiety. What had I done to myself, to Claudia? “I had no business tampering—”

			But it’s all the business I had, right now, I thought.

			“Knock it off—” Shock made her unexpectedly brusque. She shook her head. “You changed your self. You changed … something fundamental in you. And then … you altered how I could perceive it, you went from three to eleven then back down to five …”

			I nodded as she paced. It didn’t matter how I’d done it; I’d kept her from attacking me. I’d kept myself alive. I may have permanently changed how other Fangborn would respond to me, and I was still pretty sure I was still one of the good guys. I’d made a choice; I didn’t know if it was the right one.

			Claudia flustered and freaked out was a disconcerting sight. “You can’t—no one can do that. Certainly, you shouldn’t be able to. That’s … not possible,” she insisted.

			Under other circumstances, it might have been funny to see her sputter, confront a fact, and not be able to digest it. Now it scared the shit out of me.

			“Okay,” I said. “I’ve done the impossible. So … what happens now?”

			It wasn’t an idle question. Claudia had no evidence that what I did wasn’t part of the evil that might be overtaking me. Doing something no one should be able to do wasn’t the best way to convince either of us, that I was still just Zoe.

			“Okay. Okay.” She sat down and reached over and pulled my blanket over her, and crossed her arms under it, suddenly shivering. “Tell me what we should … tell me what you want to have happen.”

			“I’d like to wake up in bed, with this a dream, but apart from that? I want to find the other artifacts, to keep them out of the hands of the Order. I want to stop whatever the Order is planning with the Fellborn, and then I’d like to find a way to keep the Fangborn from imploding into the public awareness. Because we need more time to make ourselves public.” I turned away. “If I can keep any of that from happening, I’ll be—”

			A ripple up my spine, Sean’s whisper in my ear, and if I’d been half-Changed, my ears would have gone back. “Claudia, please take your hands out from under the blanket. Slowly.”

			She looked at me, the first time I’d seen true fright in her eyes. She took her hands out. One of them held a gun we’d taken off a guard at the warehouse, which she’d brought into my room, hidden under Fergus’s shirt.

			“If you’re gonna shoot me, just do it now,” I said. “We can’t go around and around like this. Either you believe me and accept the impossible, or you shoot me.”

			A squeak of a floorboard. Claudia twisted suddenly, away from me. A flying blur, and she stumbled back, bleeding from the face.

			An instant too late, I understood what was going on. “Vee! Don’t do it! She’s not going to—!”

			A sandy-haired man had Vee in a headlock. “Uh—Fergus? No!” I jumped off my bed.

			There was too much violence about to happen. Fergus was a big guy, and Vee was outraged, no telling what she would do. Claudia was shaken—Vee had thrown a phone book at her forehead.

			We were an unstable triangle, one bad decision away from a blood bath.

			“Vee, it’s okay!” I repeated. “Fergus, take it easy! Put her down!”

			“You okay, Claudia?” Fergus held the struggling Vee with difficulty. Her feet left the floor and flailed.

			“Let me go!” she shouted.

			“I’m okay.” Claudia closed her eyes, ran her finger along the cut on her head. The wound stopped bleeding, and absently, she licked her finger. “Fergus, I’m okay,” she repeated, more strongly this time. “Vee—chill!”

			Vee calmed down, but not happily. “Claudia! You don’t want to go there with me! Fucking vampires. Don’t make me do what you know I can do!”

			“What’s going on?” Toshi asked at the doorway. He rubbed his eyes, looking haggard.

			“Jesus—where’s Danny?” That’s all we needed, for Danny to walk in and see Claudia drawing down on me, Fergus, wearing nothing but pajama bottoms, holding Vee under his arm.

			“He’s asleep—in his room,” Vee said through her teeth.

			“Okay. I’m trying to think of a way to—”

			“No, it’s alright,” Claudia said suddenly. She looked at the blood on her finger, sniffed, tasted gingerly. She nodded. “Zoe’s right. Whatever she did, it wasn’t to me.”

			“What?” Fergus looked ready to tear the skin off someone and tightened his hold on Vee. “Vee didn’t—”

			“Fergus, let Vee go! Whatever Zoe did, she did it only to herself. My blood is the same as ever.”

			A slight lessening of the tension. “How do you know she didn’t …?” Fergus said. His concern for Claudia was balancing the urge to violence. He set Vee down.

			Vee shoved him backward. “Don’t even know me, and you’re manhandling me …” she said. He held up his hands, showing surrender. She stomped into the kitchen, and I heard the refrigerator open and the rattle of the ice tray. I heard murmured voices, then an incensed “What?” Danny appeared in the doorway, all sleep banished, looking fit to kill someone.

			“What the hell is going on?” he asked me. He turned to Fergus. “Who are you, and why are you in my house?”

			“Danny, it’s okay,” I said hurriedly. “I promise you. He’s a friend, right?” I looked at Fergus. “Right?”

			Danny gave Fergus a look that would have turned a lesser man to stone. “Friends don’t grab—”

			Fergus took a deep breath, trying to keep his temper. “Claudia, you’d better start explaining how you know … Zoe … didn’t … alter your perception.”

			“Please.” Claudia’s disdain was huge. “I know myself. Zoe’s doing something vastly complicated, but she’s not doing it so well she could conceal tampering with my blood, my insides. She’s a kid playing with an atom bomb. Nothing she does with it is going to be subtle.”

			“Hey!” Despite the fact that she essentially agreed with my thoughts of just a moment ago, I still resented it.

			“Sorry, Zoe.” She smiled and the tension in the room evaporated. “Whatever the bracelet and artifacts are doing to Zoe, changing how we perceive her, it’s internal. She tweaked something inside her, so we don’t react the same way.”

			“But isn’t that dangerous?” Toshi said.

			“No more than accumulating these tiles, not so far. Does that make her evil?”

			“I don’t know if evil’s the right word,” I said. “What if I’m part of a larger subset? One we don’t understand?”

			“I’m not sure that makes it any better,” Toshi said.

			Danny shook his head. “I don’t know how we’d describe you, Zo. What counts as evil?”

			Claudia’s face had frozen. Blank, as if rote reciting, she said, “We hunt killers and rapists, who hunt weaker humans. It’s strong versus weak all the way down the chain.”

			“So Zoe hunts Fangborn, is what you’re saying,” Fergus said. He had less of a brogue now that he was calm.

			“No,” she said quickly. “No, Zoe is capable of hunting and … killing us. Or at least, so strong that we perceive her as a genuine threat.”

			“All this talk of hunting, of evil …” I looked at Claudia. “Forgive me, but I still have my doubts about the infallibility of the Fangborn. I mean, maybe it’s just because I lack the culture, and—I’m sorry again, but I’m gonna say it—the faith you all have. I’ve always been worried that we … I … don’t have the right to do what Fangborn do.”

			“I’m not sure how to reassure you beyond what you already know and have experienced with us,” Claudia said slowly. “We’ve talked before. All of us go through a period of questioning.”

			If Claudia had said, “We all go through a phase,” I might have slugged her. That response had nothing to do with Fangborn violence.

			“All I can tell you is that I’ve done as much research as a nonspecialist can do and have talked with those who’ve investigated this. We haven’t found anything in our past to contradict what I’m telling you. So we need you, Zoe, to keep doing what you’re doing and keep digging into our history. Maybe you’ll either find out you’re wrong, or you’ll …”—she shrugged—“be the first in millennia to find the evidence. Until then, I’m hoping you’ll keep fighting for what we all stand for.”

			I glanced at Toshi, who was staring at me. “You know that back in Eyup, I never meant to—”

			“Exactly!” Claudia pointed at me. “That’s the difference; Zoe is capable, in theory if not entirely in practice, of seeking out and destroying Fangborn. But she doesn’t. She chooses not to. And that’s significant.”

			“It means she’s not some weird variety of evil, probably,” Vee said.

			“No,” Claudia said.

			“So what does that make her?” Toshi said.

			“Will you please stop talking about me like I’m not here,” I said loudly. “I don’t like all of this.”

			“She’s Zoe, okay?” Danny stood up. Damned if my cousin wasn’t about to turn to force on my behalf. I stood up, too, just in case. Take all the shots at me you like, dissect my character, and call me a beast—I’d done it all myself before. You don’t go near Danny.

			“She’s Fangborn, of course,” Claudia said. “With additional … features, and that makes her …”

			“Different?” Toshi offered.

			“Special?” Danny asked.

			“A freak?” Vee asked.

			I shot Vee a look. “A predator.”

			Claudia nodded solemnly.
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			It had been a long day. We were all a mess, and I needed some time alone to sort this out, maybe even sleep a little. Without much discussion, we adjourned for the night, agreeing to meet at breakfast before starting out.

			I figured it could wait until then to tell them I wasn’t going with them. Short as time was, I had a date with Quarrel.

			

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			“So where is this mountain near Bursa?” Danny asked, staring at his cup of tea the next morning. I’d just broken the news that I was going on a vision quest. “I only ask because I’m going with you.”

			“It’s about three hours southeast from Istanbul. I think Quarrel’s home must be in the mountains near the national park there. And I don’t think you should come. I can go faster by myself.” I reached over and grabbed the cheese and honey. I’d become addicted to Turkish honey.

			“Unless you’re going to Change fully into your wolfself and run the whole way there, you’ll be relying on planes and cars like the rest of us,” he retorted, clearing his plates.

			“We’ll see,” I said.

			“Yeah, we will.” Danny’s uncharacteristic sarcasm rejected my soothing tone.

			I finished breakfast and discovered that I would have an entourage. Danny was coming with me because he’d decided that one way or the other, we weren’t going to be separated again. I actually agreed; I’d learned there was no protecting anyone by keeping myself away. But then Vee insisted on coming because Danny was, and she wasn’t going to let him out of her sight. Toshi had agreed to stick around for a week, until he could decide how he could best hurt the Order. Claudia had whispered to me that Toshi’s fiancé, Sergio, had sacrificed himself so that Alexandra could hide during the worst of the “close down” and hopefully pass along what had happened.

			His desire for vengeance made me uneasy.

			Claudia and Fergus were heading back to the States to help the Fangborn prepare for what was shortly to come.

			The drive was long and hot, the car cramped. The transition from the urban center was marked by steeper hills, fir trees, and rocky hills. Leaving the city seemed to help our fatigue and fraying tempers, though; Danny had a good-natured “Boston versus New York” argument with Vee about everything from food to sports. It started to get heated, so I turned to Toshi.

			“Where are you from?”

			He didn’t stop looking out the window and hadn’t joined in any of the conversation until now, so I was surprised when he answered. “I grew up in Vancouver. Been over here a couple of years now.”

			“Oh,” I said, hoping he’d keep talking, let us help him lessen his mournfulness, if he could. “Is there anything I can—”

			“Nope. Claudia offered me a vampire’s solace and forgetting, but I’m not ready. I want to feel this until I can do something about it.” He turned back to the scenery, and was silent the rest of the way there.

			We caught the ferry to Yalova, and several hours later, we arrived at the base of the hill, the image matching the one in the “invitation” Quarrel had planted in my head. “You guys pull up a rock, okay, and wait here? I have to go in. By myself. I don’t know what’s up there, but I didn’t think Quarrel’s invite included guests.”

			“Sure,” Vee said. Toshi sat down without a word.

			Danny looked around nervously. “What’s that noise?”

			“Bees,” Vee said.

			“The hills are covered with hives,” I said. It was just like my vision of Quarrel. “See those small white boxes everywhere?”

			“That’s bees? But … I can feel the vibrations—that’s an awful lot of bees.” Danny closed up his car and sat in the shade, gingerly, first checking to make sure he wouldn’t sit on anything flying.

			“I’ve got no signal on my phone,” I said. “So if you hear screams, run.”

			“Not funny,” Vee said.

			“Nope, it isn’t. Well. Back in a bit.” I raised a hand in farewell, and started to climb.

			The heat was worse as I climbed, but it enhanced the smell of herbs and pines that drew the bees. Despite the clouds, the bees kept up their rumble, a threatening heaviness on the air. It darkened, and I felt the first drops of rain on my head when I saw the entrance to the cave.

			There was a spring here, and the bees gracefully dipped down to drink for a moment before flying off. I couldn’t see much in front of me; the pencil flashlight I used was swallowed by the darkness, and even werewolf vision didn’t seem to help. I wondered if the lack of light was supernatural.

			The cave tunnel turned and turned again, and began sloping somewhat. I was going deeper into the cave, farther away from the world.

			Too far. I suddenly felt the weight of the mountain over me, threatening to crush me in every dimension.

			I lost my nerve.

			If I leave right now, I told myself, I can find my way back.

			I had no magic ball of thread, like Ariadne. I had no breadcrumbs like Gretel. I had no elf-light, like Frodo.

			If I hold my breath, I thought, I can make it back to the entrance without claustrophobia or geology killing me.

			I turned. I tripped. I hit the ground hard, feeling skin scuff off my knees and jagged ancient stone bite deep into my palms. A sharp crack; my penlight broke. I scrambled up and skidded. Throwing my hand out in front of me, I hit a rock surface I hadn’t known was there. Pain shrieked up my arm, and I felt cold air, not from an outside source—the air was as stale as ever—but because of the blood springing up on the skin of my palm.

			I’d gotten completely turned around, maybe even lost myself in a branching tunnel. I found another wall where I thought my way back should be should be. The ground tilted up under my feet, and my stomach dropped away, as panic overwhelmed me—

			Fool to go into a cave. Worse fool to continue without a light, a map, a team, a clue …

			A dead fool, if I didn’t keep it together.

			I stopped, closed my eyes, and tried to focus on my own trail. I could follow my own scent back to the surface. It should be easy, since I’d been the only thing living that had been this down this tunnel in who knew how long …

			Check that.

			There was something else.

			Not human, not animal. It lay ahead of me, not behind.

			Someone was living in the tunnels. Someone—something—I had to find. I reached out with my proximity sense, not really sure what I was looking for or even if I wanted to find him.

			I wanted to curse my nose, which might have gotten me out of there but was telling me to move on. There was no telling which filled me with more dread: finding Quarrel or failing to meet him.

			I took a few steps forward, my knees unsteady, my gait faltering, thinking of what Quarrel might have to be, to live underground like this. That brought unwelcome images of Grendel, Grendel’s mother, giants, trolls … a vague recollection of a Chilean myth that spoke of Cherufe, who lived in magma and ate sacrificial victims. And weren’t caves meant to be the entrance to the Mayan underworld, Xibalba? I had absolutely zero desire to meet the Mayan death gods. In fact, the more I thought about it, there were no underworld gods I wanted to meet, no subterranean beasts I could imagine that wouldn’t spell trouble for me—

			I saw light.

			I thought it was a trick of my eyes at first, phosphines created by my time in the darkness. It gave me something to focus on while I tried to find my way.

			The light didn’t move. It stayed to one side if I turned, and didn’t repeat itself as I blinked and looked away. Maybe it was a phosphorescent growth, but it was real and it was ahead of me.

			I found my track, and then I had a choice: forward, to who knew what; or back out, to safety and strife?

			I thought of the others waiting for me out there. Adam—wanting him now made me blush, but I longed to be enfolded in his arms. All the others at home, trying to contain an army of monsters created by the Order. Safety wasn’t even a relative term anymore. It was a myth. I’d been brought here for a reason.

			The desire of leaving the dark for the cliff side still tugged at me, every instinct screaming against continuing into the dark alone.

			I walked toward the pinpoint of light.

			It seemed to take a long time for the light to grow any bigger, and I wondered if there wasn’t some gas in the ground that was making me hallucinate. The bitter smell grew heavier, however, so if I was seeing things, I was smelling them as well. It didn’t reassure me much, but I tried to remember that my nose and eyes were not easily fooled.

			The light grew, and so did my sense of fear. I couldn’t—now that I’d come this far—believe it would be a patch of glowing fungus or some pool filled with pale and bug-eyed luminescent fish that I would find.

			The smell was … worrying. Faintly familiar.

			As I neared, the light blossomed to blinding. It hadn’t taken me long to miss sunlight. Eventually, I could see rock outlined by sun, a hard dark split in the sky, stone below clouds.

			More colors added suddenly to the blue and white of sky and the black and brown rock. Sparkling, too bright to distinguish at first, I wondered if the temporary light deprivation was playing tricks on my eyes again.

			Another flash, a glittering rainbow, as if an ocean wave broke under the sun, or a swarm of tropical birds or insects had suddenly wheeled around as one. The lights settled down, paused, and then rose up in a wave again.

			It wasn’t rock, and it wasn’t a wave. Something was alive, breathing, in that cave open to the sun.

			Ninety percent of me wanted to turn and run. The other ten percent made a compelling argument for curiosity killing the cat.

			I’m no good at math. Besides, I couldn’t take my eyes off the thing. I had to move closer.

			It took a moment for my eyes to adjust against the brightness of the light and the color. The odd curves, the repeating patterns were again eerily familiar and as alien as anything I could wrap my head around.

			At its thickest point, it was the size of a small elephant, and maybe ten meters long. It looked like a pile of jewels; the brilliant flashes of color I’d seen covered most of the surface of its body. That’s where the familiarity nudged me again, but my brain was shutting down at the possibilities of what I was seeing.

			Finally, I had to rely on good old primitive mammal pattern recognition to pick out things that might have led to arms, and lumps that suggested legs tucked under a massive body and tail. Whatever it was curled up on its shining self, asleep. It was a steely bluish-black; the other colors were reflections of the textured surface.

			Another heave of its massive body. My brain offered me a name, a word; logic rejected it before I got to the second syllable.

			I tried a few other words and came back to the first.

			The body shifted, a head emerged, defined itself, vaguely lizardlike, with a long ridge extending from the back of the head down the spine. The smooth waves of breathing became irregular; it was stirring awake.

			If I was going to run, it had to be happening now. Two minutes ago.

			My feet wouldn’t budge. I couldn’t move, literally, to save my own life. Fascination and horror and disbelief rooted me, dried my mouth, set my knees shaking.

			The air changed; the beast was awake, knew I was here. My Fangborn impulses put me on guard; I understood my body chemistry altered a little in response, preparing for both offense and defense.

			A snort, loud, echoing, sounded briefly like a small jet engine. The head and neck extended—I could see the patches of jewel-crust over the metal scales, eyes like black diamonds—and stretched, and the beast rolled over slowly, with a cascade of pebble clicks and rattles, so that it was facing me. I had a glimpse of a dark reddish gold underbelly covered with the same dense armor dotted with jeweled scales.

			Its head was much nearer now.

			I tried the word I’d rejected before.

			Dragon.

			Not an alligator or a platypus or a giant catfish or a trick of the light.

			Dragon.

			The dragon yawned, showing foot-long silvery fangs. Another ripple of lead-footed dread seized me, followed by another, stronger shift in my own body chemistry. However strange I must have looked to Normals, the dragon was one of my own kin, and I’d never encountered anything so alien, so human feeling, and yet so unrecognizable …

			Holy shit, hic draconis.

			I tried to think of what I knew of dragons. In Western culture, there was nothing good I could recall. They were generally considered to represent chaos and evil, generally defeated by a storm god-hero, like Gilgamesh or St. George or Thor or Zeus. In the East, it was a whole different point of view, and dragons represented the universe and were guardians, protecting continuity, wisdom, the seasons, and the crops.

			I wondered which tradition this one ascribed to?

			The dragon stopped yawning. Swung its head around and looked at me. Again, the click and clatter of jewels on stones.

			That got my mind back on track. An interested dragon is not something to ignore.

			Startlement was not a look I expected. It was nearly as freaked out as I was.

			Another roar, like a blast furnace. I threw my hands up against the inferno, too feeble and too late. I half-Changed.

			No blast of fire, no poison cloud. It was trying to communicate with me, using its actual voice. “Too loud!” I shouted. “Too loud!”

			“My apologies.” Suddenly the voice I recognized as Quarrel was in my head. The dragon had switched to telepathy. Its voice like ancient oak; perhaps a little weathered at the edges, but nearly stone at its core. If I’d been a Normal human, I would have peed myself and run blindly in front of a Mack truck to get away from that scrutiny. As it was, I had to use all my will to concentrate on his voice, and more importantly, keep my fangs from showing in response to a perceived threat.

			“I have not spoken to anyone in decades. I am very unused to it.”

			“Um … thank you, this is better. You are … Quarrel.”

			He—definitely a he—seemed to ponder. “Yes, sometimes. That is a name I’ve used, the one I gave you.”

			Well, that got me nothing. “You wanted me to come here?”

			Quarrel stretched his forelimbs, still groggy from sleep. I nervously watched his talons—gleaming and sharp as polished daggers—extend and retract has he settled back. “You woke me with your dreams and your fear.”

			I shifted, trying not to do the weasel dance. “Sorry.”

			“No, I recall my own early days. I understand much more now, but then it was beyond explanation. I felt the urge to find objects and knew there was great power in them. But what it was for, I didn’t know.”

			“Do you know now?”

			“More. Not enough. There’s more than me in the world,” Quarrel said. “Just a few of us, but we’re in contact occasionally. Some go dark, some brighten for a while. Mostly we sleep. Here: You can hear for yourself.”

			Bellowing voices sounded like they were right down in my gut. I put my hands over my ears, but the noise was coming from inside my head. It wasn’t until I actually fell to my knees that Quarrel seemed to notice he was liquefying me from inside again.

			“My apologies,” he said hastily. “I am overeager in my loneliness.”

			I was left with a vague sense of geography where these other things … dragons … were. Flashes of lives lived concealed near light, alive as long as they wanted … something.

			“Forgive me,” I stammered. “What … what are you, Quarrel?”

			“I am of your Family, of course. Surely you must see the similarities?”

			It was ridiculously obvious, all at once. The venom that confused and burned, and the healing and regeneration, the serpentine aspect. “You were a vampire once, weren’t you?”

			The dragon snorted. “I was once one of the healing warriors, born to the Fang. That word … ‘vampire’? It is very new, isn’t it? Only three or four centuries? But I have heard it. It is what I was.”

			I’d been told the oldest vampire in the world was three centuries old. How many centuries older was Quarrel? “And now you are a dragon? Vampires grow into dragons?”

			“No, no, only those of us who have acquired … tools, such as you have. In the old days, one of us would be sighted, and then some idiot king would chuck a load of virgins at us to keep us from leveling the village. Well, we didn’t want them and sent the youngsters on their way. Of course, this vexed the kings, who looked like right idiots, so they ended up killing the youngsters themselves. Then they’d do it every year, or every five or every seven, only to save face! Humans.”

			Quarrel snorted his distaste. “So then I’d have to end the kings, which reinforced the idea that we ate humans and required tribute.”

			Dragons can shrug. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.

			I shook my head. “I can’t believe the records, our own history, is so sparse. I’ve never heard any of this.”

			Quarrel sighed, and the difference in our ages was so immense that it was as if we were only shadows to each other, barely visible across a foggy chasm. “Although we can be long lived, so many of us are not: Most of us have fallen in our work, slaughtered by evil. We, for the most part, as a people, have little time for other than our duty as the better angels of ourselves direct us. We born to the Fang were not made for introspection or research.

			“Eventually, we grow weaker, and if we don’t die, we try to find a place where we won’t be tormented by the Call to Change. The chase of evil becomes … meaningless. Anyway, that’s me. So if you don’t mind—tell me about you.”

			I felt the great weight of Quarrel’s gaze and shifted from foot to foot. Something told me not to say more than necessary. “Oh, I’m just … Zoe. Zoe Miller.”

			“You’ve acquired many tools, I see, for one so young, Zoe Miller. You’ve been in many battles?”

			Tools? Quarrel was talking about the artifact jewels I’d had been harboring. “I don’t know what they are. I know they are Fangborn artifacts.” Quarrel’s jeweled scales were the same as covered parts of my own body.

			Was I turning into a dragon? I realized I was in the early stages of matching Quarrel’s thick plates of jeweled armor.

			“The air is suddenly filled with voices asking about these relics, most of which have been ignored or misunderstood for generations.” Quarrel shook his head. “Another rush to acquire the unknowable. They confer power—you must have guessed that. They enhance you and enslave you, make you both more and less. I am here, at my most mighty, less than useless. I starve but I do not die while the sun lives. I am in constant communication but alone, outcast and alone.”

			I thought, You are full of information, but beyond crackerdog batshit … 

			“I had been alone for centuries, but for a brief moment a few decades ago. Five or six? It no longer matters. I had been quietly dying and dreaming, when another younger … vampire … came to me. Said that cursed, confounded, contrary Order of Nicomedia was looking for me.”

			I started. “The Order? Looking for you?”

			“The Most Holy and Venerable Order of St. Michael and St. George of Nicomedia.” I could hear Quarrel’s distaste. “I personally find the name offensive on many levels, given our own understanding of the history of both saints. Nothing holy about the Order, though they do go back in history at least to the time of the crusades, and I think much earlier. They come from a variety of nations and classes—they’d have to, if they go back so far. The one thing that unites them is their hatred and fear of those born to the Fang.”

			“Yes! They have been on my trail, and after others of us!”

			A shiver of scales, a faint rattle and clatter. “I hate to think of it, for one so young. Their brutality is only equaled by their stupidity. The Order makes us out to be monsters and demons, when we are the ones guarding humans from the demons inside themselves. I would happily eradicate them, if I could. But of course, that is my age speaking.”

			He paused, digging through memory, his claws raking meditatively through discarded jewels. “The young one, who helped me move to escape them, is he still with us? His name was curious and arrogant. Edward … King? No. Edward Knight.”

			The blood drained from my face. “Senator Knight? Moved you? Why would he?”

			And I remembered the vision of Knight talking with Porter at the asylum, his reference to religion and discoveries in caves. That’s why he broke with Porter. He was protecting Quarrel and his kind. If the Order knew about dragons … “He once worked with someone who served the Order, I believe,” I said.

			Quarrel huffed. “I am sorry to hear it. He did me a service I have not been able to repay. There are too many who know about our kind now, thanks to the Order. I have sent more than one away, with false memories, in recent weeks. Or maybe longer. My memory …” He trailed off.

			“Well, both he and the Order have been eager to learn about this.” I held up my wrist. “Tell me about the tools. How do I access them? Control them?”

			Quarrel seemed to be tasting the air with a long, scarlet, forked tongue. Perhaps he was inspecting me. His eyes were half-lidded as in deep thought; he nodded. “When you have earned more, you will find it easier. They are all part of a plan. How you discover that depends on how worthy you are. How deadly you are. Scattered across the worlds, across time, impulses born in each mind to create … a part of a whole, yet to be completed. Some survive, some do not; yet all contain a spark. Accumulation makes them stronger, the intent clearer.”

			I hesitated. “Could you be a little clearer?”

			“The more you own, the more you are owned. Your will focused on the accumulation of tools. I failed to become what you might yet be. You will become the Fangborn, the Hellbender, and none will be able to curtail your power but your Makers.”

			I did have the urge to put all else aside to find the next artifact. It became easier to sense them. Large fragments, whole pieces … and that would explain the reason I smelled different to the others, that I could sometimes put off the Call to Change. And makers? My makers were dead, so far as I knew. My mother, just this past spring; and my father was practically a myth.

			“My own armor grows and sheds off—”

			Which explained the idea of dragons hoarding treasure, I thought giddily. The heaps of shed jewels and precious metals would accumulate.

			“—and is replaced. It keeps me alive, long past when I should have died. I sit and ponder the tools and what they might do. It is an empty sort of existence, a matter of theory and thought, occasionally communicating with the Makers. I miss the flesh.”

			Quarrel sat up with alarming and unexpected speed, with a scatter of stones that winked in the light. “You know, I haven’t had anything to eat, apart from the odd bird or rat, in quite some time. Not that I need much; the sun is what feeds me these days.”

			Eternal life, without eternal youth, I thought. This, combined with the notion that eventually the jewels would cover me, make me a slave to them, as they were driving me now, made me break into a cold sweat.

			Quarrel interrupted my thoughts. “But I imagine I could sustain myself a very long time by assuming your energy. Perhaps enough to stir my will to leave from here. Begin life again. It would not be unheard of. I might even take your place.”

			I felt a tug and a sudden urge to examine the treasure on which Quarrel sat. I stepped forward—

			I shook myself. Quarrel was trying to compel me to move to him. I gritted my teeth against the impulse, felt it snap.

			Quarrel was getting hungry. I could feel his interest growing.

			Time to go. Next time it might be dragon’s venom, not merely the suggestion of a seductive voice …

			I turned, tripped, and was up, fast as a cat. A werewolf scaredy-cat. A rattle, metallic tinkling; Quarrel was trying to heave himself up, his legs too atrophied to hold his bulk.

			He couldn’t get down the tube, but I had no idea how far his mental influence or his venom would go.

			I ran like a werewolf with her tail on fire, into the darkness.

			Picking up my old trail, I followed it with an eager nose. The faster I went, the farther behind the dragon fell.

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			At last the tunnel opened up to the glorious light of a clouded and rainy day. The heavy drops were falling fatter and faster now, and I only slowed to make sure I didn’t disturb the bees at the spring at the mouth of the cave. I was driven on now, not by fear, but by desire for fresh air, the sound of wind and rain and hive, the temporary respite from the overwhelming ideas that Quarrel had presented me.

			The moment after I had held out against the hungry predations of a dragon, it wouldn’t do to break my neck on the loose stones, made less stable by the rain. I slowed, savoring the ordinary noises and smells: wild herbs, rain on dusty rock, pine pitch.

			The wind changed, and my world turned upside down. One scent rose above all the others, or maybe it was that I’d made it my goal in life to seek it out. All that mattered now was that I follow that scent back to its source.

			The scent I’d picked up belonged to Dmitri Parshin.

			Enough of riddles; the intangible questions Quarrel raised in me paled beside solid vengeance. There was only one thing on my mind.

			He has it coming.

			My footsteps had grown faster, nearly silent. Rain fell in a heavy curtain, and the first bolt of lightning threatened to tear open the sky. The thunder did not silence the buzzing blanket of bees.

			Around a clump of pines, I saw him. Dmitri Parshin stood up. Still the same air of arrogance and intimidation coming off him, still the same chemically jacked muscles. He should have been running or pulling out a bazooka or calling in an air strike when he recognized me. Instead, he stood there, arms crossed, black hair plastered down by the rain, nodding like this was all as he’d expected.

			Good. He should be expecting this. But I knew he couldn’t have thought about it as much as I had in the past few months.

			I vaulted over a boulder. He stood his ground. When I landed, I took two steps, splashed into a puddle, then hurled myself at him.

			I landed, knocking Dmitri downhill. I skidded on his chest, riding him like a sled. That rocky ground had to hurt. I scrambled up into his guard, lowering my muzzle so he could see my eyes, a low growl obliterated by the rumble of thunder. My ears flattened back with anger and the noise of the heavens splitting.

			It was like the weather elements were following my lead.

			“Did you see it?” he asked in heavily accented English, his gray eyes wide, not with fear but obsession. “Did you find it?”

			Of all the things he could have asked, that was not even on my top ten. “What?”

			“The dragon! I’d heard rumors through the Order that it’s near here.”

			“I’m here to kill you.” I wiped the water from my eyes. “Never mind the dragon.”

			“You must not do this, Zoe,” he shouted over the rain. It had drenched him, plastering his black hair down against his head and making a muddy wreck of his clothing.

			“You’re right,” I said. “I should save you for Danny. But I’ll take the slightly safer route of doing it right now myself.”

			He had the gall to appear frustrated with me. “You can’t do this; it’s too dangerous—”

			I laughed. “I’m not going to spend as much time making you die as you deserve.”

			Dmitri’s face was all wrong: I saw frantic worry, not fear or resistance. “You little fool! I don’t matter. You can’t risk yourself!”

			“I have no intention of letting you hurt me.” He couldn’t move, not with my knees jammed up under his armpits, my feet pinning his thighs. I had one clawed hand pulling his head back and one poised to rip out his throat.

			“You can’t indulge in this childish vendetta—”

			“Childish? Give me one good reason, Parshin.” I leaned in close to his face; one false move, and I could easily tear it off. I wanted to smell his fear, I wanted him to know something of what he’d forced on me, and, more importantly, on Danny. I snapped—too close—and caught his ear. He made no noise, didn’t even flinch.

			The blood welled up, and something didn’t quite capture my attention. I had bigger things to worry about.

			“What do you know about the Order? There’s about two hundred of their creatures massing, ready to attack Boston. As if that weren’t enough, I’m not at all certain that Will and the Steubens will be able to stop them, and I’m pretty sure this fucking alien bracelet is sucking my soul away, one bad habit at a time. And yes, I did run into a vision straight out of every mythology going, and it wanted to eat me. So give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill you. I could use a laugh today.”

			“You have me. And I’m a changed man.”

			I laughed again; a werewolf laughing is no joking matter. I managed to keep myself from a full-on howl, but grinning only exposed both rows of teeth, and my wolfish chuckle should have had him filling his shorts.

			I leaned down to his face, sunburnt, scarred, rough features. “I’ll believe you’re a changed man when pigs fly. Even if you were, what possible use could you be to me? You’re a wanted man, a criminal, a murderer, a thief.”

			“And yet, I’m changed. You changed me.”

			It’s harder to snort, fangself, but I did a good job of it. “Okay, say I let you live. What can you do for me? I’m all about the practicalities, at the moment.”

			“You said there was an attack massing? I can give you an army. Four hundred men, fully trained, fully equipped.”

			I gaped.

			Dmitri might claim to have changed, but he was still Dmitri. His eyes showed smirking satisfaction. “Yes. An army, at your command. Is that practical enough for you, Zoe Miller?”
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			There was no sense in trying to restrain him. Dmitri Parshin wanted to be here. I followed him down the path; small rocks tumbling down heralded our approach. He limped slightly, and I suspected that the wound I’d given him in the spring was troubling him. A sharpened trowel driven through your thigh and into your femur would probably require surgery, I thought, pleased with the idea.

			Vee and Toshi looked up curiously—was this the person I’d come all this way to see? Was this the figure of my visions?

			Danny sprang to his feet when he recognized Parshin. Bees were forgotten now. “Zoe! What the fuck?”

			It’s not that I’d forgotten Danny or his potential reaction to seeing Dmitri again. I rather optimistically imagined I’d have more time to frame my arguments.

			“It’s not what you think” is what I came up with.

			Danny got in my face in the most aggressive, unfamiliar way possible. His cheeks burned red, his hand clutched his head in disbelief. “I think I see the man who kidnapped—and beat me in front of you—unharmed! I think he’s failing to bleed out in a puddle of his own body fluids. Tell me how it’s not how I think!”

			I could have stood almost anything else but the look Danny was giving me. I’d never been on the receiving end of his pure contempt before, and it took me aback. It scared me, worrying about what this might do to us. And it made me second-guess myself.

			Surprisingly, that made me happy. Second-guessing myself was reassuring, reminded me that I cared what other people thought of me. That I was willing to risk an argument with Danny to try to do what was right.

			“Look, I know I’ve said the Fangborn claim to never be wrong couldn’t possibly be true, but in this case …” I shook my head. “Danny, I’ve tasted his blood.” The recent memory clarified. “And I’ve seen it. Back on Delos and at Ephesus and just now when I accidentally on purpose bit his ear. It’s different. It … tastes and looks different.”

			The lack of emotion on Danny’s face frightened me; I’d never seen anything like it. I began to seriously doubt anything I could say was going to change his feelings.

			Vee stood up and stepped beside Danny, her face grave. I saw her fingers twitch, and knew she was thinking of her gun.

			Dmitri didn’t look particularly changed. He looked not quite bored, but unimpressed with Danny’s ire. “I did what I did. I am a different person now. I will not apologize for my actions, but I will say I am sorry that you were hurt.” He cleared his throat, looked as uncomfortable as a man with a galactic sense of his own machismo can: “I no longer have the … urge, the instinct, to behave quite the same way as I did before.”

			“Good.” Danny hauled off and landed a punch on Dmitri’s nose that made my eyes water and took my breath away. I heard a crunch of cartilage and a grunt—nothing more—from Dmitri. Danny was going to follow up, but Dmitri’s fist closed around Danny’s. Vee and I moved in, ready to come to Danny’s defense. Toshi stood, still uncertain about what was happening.

			“Stop this!” I said, holding onto Dmitri and Danny by the wrists. “I’ll be the one to finish this, if you two—”

			“The first, I give you,” Dmitri said to my cousin, ignoring me. “Your right, as a man. Anything after that, and …” He shook his head, tching in a way that sent renewed rage through Danny’s features. I gave him a little jerk. “No,” Dmitri Parshin continued. “I said I no longer have the urge. I didn’t say I didn’t have the will or the ability for violence.”

			Their eyes still locked. “Danny!” I shook him again. “Please.”

			For a disastrous moment, I thought he wasn’t going to listen, that I’d have to go wolfy and take a chunk out of both of them.

			“Zoe,” Danny said finally, never taking his eyes off Parshin. “Make it good.”

			I held up my hands slowly, eying them warily, ready to jump in if one of them tried anything. Dmitri let go, which surprised me, and stepped back. A cease-fire as fragile as spun sugar.

			I spread my hands. “Look, it’s not like I’m a vampire or anything, but the bracelet … back at Ephesus, when Dmitri was—” I didn’t want to say, “trying to kill me,” afraid that would set Danny off again. “During the battle at Ephesus, Pandora’s Box … showed me things. I didn’t get it all because, well, we didn’t exactly speak the same language. Plus, there were all these bullets and people screaming. But in trying to protect myself from Dmitri, I reached out through the vessel and … repaired him.”

			Danny had heard all this before. Dmitri, on the other hand, never knew my side of that moment. I was so used to his outright aggression or poker face that seeing him struggle with emotion—disbelief, confusion, recognition, awe—might have been funny if I hadn’t been trying to keep him and Danny from killing each other.

			“Keep talking, Zo,” Danny said in a monotone.

			I nodded. “When I found him a half hour ago, my first reaction was to kill him.”

			“See?” Danny said. “So why is my reaction wrong?”

			“No, Danny, my first reaction. Human reaction, human emotion. Not ‘I felt the Call to Change,’ not ‘Fangborn instinct.’ Zoe emotion, Zoe response.” I shook my head again. “I changed him. Nothing in him drives me to eradicate him. He’s not … evil.”

			“Your … cousin is right; the first thing she did was to draw blood.” He gestured to his ear, where the blood was crusted now. Then he ruined the moment by smirking again. “But how … binary you are. Good and bad, black and white, one thing or another. So unsophisticated.”

			Danny made an “I told you so” face: Dmitri had just disproved my point about him being a new man.

			“I didn’t say he wasn’t still an asshole.” I turned on Dmitri and poked my finger into his chest. “To quote: I don’t have the urge to kill you on sight. But like you, I still have the ability, and don’t you ever, ever forget that. You are still on probation, pending …”

			“Pending my convincing you I can give you what you want. I give you my parole—you understand the true meaning of that word?”

			Danny, whose knowledge of languages was vast, spat out a flurry of furious Russian. Dmitri turned nearly purple, and obviously cursing him back, lunged for him.

			I shoved Danny aside, stepped between them, and drove my fist into Dmitri’s gut. It didn’t so much stop as distract him.

			“Dan!” Vee shouted, truly alarmed now. Even Toshi got ready to jump in.

			“Knock it off, you two!” I said. “I’m warning you …”

			Danny finally looked at me. “You couldn’t have taken the ‘asshole’ out while you were fixing him, Zoe? Ordinarily, I’d leave neutering animals to a professional, but I will happily take a crack at it if you don’t—”

			“Danny, stow it. Dmitri Parshin, I understand parole. You’re giving me your word,” I said. “Whether I decide to rely solely on that is yet to be determined. For now, you’re sticking with us. You’re doing exactly what I tell you. And you’re going to help me, not solely with this promised show of force but with anything else I want, until I say otherwise.”

			“Or else?” The rain eased up and finally stopped. The others slowly calmed.

			I chose, rather hopefully, to call it a good sign. “Or else, deal’s off. You’re no longer under my protection from any authorities looking for you, any crooks you might have double-crossed—I expect that’s a long list. Cross me, and I no longer go against my better judgment. Think of it as penance, or if you’re not feeling apologetic, say I’m exacting retribution. You have information I want.”

			He nodded. “So you know I’ve had an association with the Order of Nicomedia?”

			“I suspected. Sit. Talk.”

			Dmitri took a seat on a chunk of broken wall. “Since our … last meeting, I determined I had to find out what they know about you. I was a member, had been accepted into their ranks. I always found their fear and hatred of your people laughable. I, however, used their resources to find what I wanted for myself.”

			I held up a hand. “Wait, what do they know about your recent … movements? Activities? Have you been in contact with them recently—are they coming here?”

			He shook his head. “They always knew better than to try and put a leash on me. In return for occasionally giving them good information, they ‘allowed’ me to come and go as I pleased. They do not know I am here.”

			“But you had to tell them something in exchange for access for their records?”

			“Yes, of course. I told them about you and everyone with you.”

			He said it without shame, without fear, without hesitation. If he had been anyone else, confessing to a pissed-off werewolf that he’d betrayed everyone she loved, repeatedly, Dmitri should have been wetting himself. I could hear Danny gasp; the implications of what Parshin had just said had struck him. I held up a hand. Danny kicked a rock and stalked off, but not so far he couldn’t hear.

			It occurred to me: Dmitri’s life was altogether different. “What did you tell them?”

			Dmitri hesitated for the first time, glanced at Danny. “There is much. Perhaps you could record this?”

			I looked at my cousin. “Danny? Your phone charged up?”

			Danny came back, pulled out his phone, pulled up an app. “Only because you asked, Zo.”

			I had to hand it to Dmitri—giving Danny something to occupy himself was not a bad idea.

			Parshin began. “So. They know you are a werewolf. They know you are investigating your origins, your parents. And they know why I went to Ephesus, what you were looking for. They probably know that you found it, though I do not believe they know exactly what happened.” He reached into his bag, and even though I had checked it, we all tensed. He pulled out a bottle of water and took a sip. “There were many dead men, much confusion. And few of them remember what happen. None of them, I believe, had so … personal … an experience as I did.”

			I blew out my cheeks impatiently. Enough with his fascination; I wanted information.

			Dmitri got it. And he spilled his guts.

			The Steubens, Danny, and Will. Sean’s death—but nothing of his continued presence with me. The Order’s history and the TRG—

			That brought me up short. “Wait a minute!” I said, a terrible idea striking me. “They’re not working together now? What’s left of the TRG and the Order—they haven’t joined forces, have they?”

			“No, no. This is ancient history. A long time ago, your Senator Edward Knight brought a young man into his confidence. A brilliant scientist, most of his work was the backbone of the TRG’s research. But there was some dispute, and they parted ways.”

			“Parted ways?” I snorted. “Yeah, I’ll say. Didn’t end up well for Porter; Knight talked him into committing suicide.”

			Dmitri caught his breath. This was the kind of power he wanted, I understood. Problem was, he could never have it. “Porter’s work lives on, through his son. Sebastian Porter is the driving force behind the Order now. He is the Order’s most prized possession, most heavily guarded. ”

			“But if we find Sebastian Porter … we find the Fellborn,” I said. “We eliminate him and his research. We stop whatever they’re planning in Boston. Wins all around.”

			“Yes, but …” Dmitri permitted himself a humorless smile. “He is the Order’s most heavily guarded secret.”

			“Do you know where he is?” I asked.

			“I know where he was most recently, yes.”

			“Then.” I shrugged. “Not so secret.”

			“Perhaps I could still get in. Perhaps we could get to Porter without raising the alarm. But that would be as far as it goes. The sites are rigged, you know. We could never escape after.”

			“I think you’re underestimating our resources.” I nodded to Vee and Danny and to Toshi, who showed real interest now that he was hearing about an attack on the Order. “And I think you’re underestimating my determination. We’re in bad shape, Dmitri Parshin. We need to do something, and in the next three days. It’s not going to be anything short of drastic.”

			He raised an eyebrow.

			I shrugged back at him. The time for cool and stoic was past. “So. You’re going to help me?”

			“No threats?” Again, he was amused.

			“Don’t need ‘em.” I cocked my head toward the still armed and very angry Vee, who was the least of his problems. “But no promises, either, if you don’t give me what I want.”

			“I should think the liberal use of my funds as you traipsed across Europe would have been repayment enough.”

			I scoffed. “You gave me that card to use. To commit your crimes. But you still owe me for making me do your dirty work, and God knows you owe Danny a lot. I’d like to think he’d contribute that to the cause.”

			“I’d like to think I’d take it out of his hide,” Danny muttered.

			Dmitri paused, and I thought I saw a little admiration on his face. “You always wanted to leave a way for me to find you.”

			I said nothing. Just smiled.

			“What is it that you do want, Parshin?” Danny was impatient now. “What are you after?”

			“What I have always been after. The power of the Fangborn.”

			I put my hands on my hips. “Dude, you know by now—I’ve told you: we’re born, not bitten. It ain’t gonna happen.”

			He looked pained. “‘Dude?’ You call me ‘dude?’” He flicked his fingers, presumably to disperse the odious term on the winds. “We do not know yet what is possible. I know the Order has worked hard to simulate the strength of werewolves—”

			“Have you seen those things?” I said, aghast. “The Fellborn? They’re mindless, brutes without volition. There’s no comparison, and you’re a fool if you believe that’s what you want. You’d be better off injecting yourself with a syringe full of steroids and PCP, if you want to be that crazy and strong.”

			“They are also the ones making advances in synthetic Fangborn scent and in its opposite. That peculiar odor you say you detect in the presence of evil.”

			“Yes, I know,” I said. “It’s a very good way of luring a lot of Fangborn to one place. They tried it out in New York, and now they have bigger plans.”

			“So there may yet be a way to give me what I want,” Dmitri said. “We know your artifacts give you considerable power—”

			I broke in. “Over which I have very little control and less knowledge.”

			“And yet, we will see.” He thought a moment. “Ephesus, our bond. It did affect me profoundly—I will not deny it. And there is something to the notion that I want to … make amends. It is still an alien sensation, feeling guilty. I’m not sure I like it, never having known such a thing before. I wish to be rid of it.”

			“And?” I said. I knew it wasn’t just this. Maybe I’d stripped the devil from Dmitri, or maybe I’d grown him a conscience—that couldn’t be comfortable after the life he’d lived. That didn’t mean he wasn’t still a schemer and out for only himself. There was no telling what he’d do.

			“And, whether you like it or not, Identification Day is coming. Whether the Order succeeds in alerting humanity to your existence—and casting you as a threat to be eradicated—or whether your political factions and Senator Knight decide it’s time—it’s coming. The Fangborn are going to change the world, and I want that kind of power. If I can’t have it myself, I can buy myself a place near it with what I know. I also have a Fangborn artifact. And I’m offering that to you.”

			I thought about it. It was dangerous, of course; but I knew he was telling the truth. And before I could worry about what the artifacts would do to me, I needed their strength to stop what was coming.

			I’d be ready for him. I wasn’t the same person I’d been at Ephesus, either.

			“Okay, you have an artifact,” I said. “Sold. I want it. I want to know the locations of the Order’s repositories, and I want to know how to find Porter and his lab. Where to?”

			“Which first?” A rare glimpse of sour humor, a chuckle from deep inside his barrel chest. “You don’t ask for much, merely all I have.”

			“You also mentioned an army. The time for that will be soon. What is closest?”

			He shook his head. “Nothing is close. You are an optimist, so American.”

			I rolled my eyes. Well, duh.

			“No, nothing is close, nothing is easy,” Parshin continued. “Only possible, maybe, with the two of us.”

			“Okay, so how hard? How far?”

			Dmitri smiled, and I knew enough to understand it had nothing to do with humor or happiness. “You will like it. We’re going home, Zoe Miller. Back to the scene of the crime.”

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			When we finally got back to Istanbul, we had only enough energy to eat and make plane reservations. I called Adam Nichols.

			“Hey, I’ve finished my business here,” he said. “Where are you? I’ll meet you.”

			“No, I’m leaving for Boston.” I filled him in on everything. “Meet me there, if you can. But I have a stop to make first.”

			When he heard what I was going to do, he said, “I don’t like it. Let me meet you there instead.”

			“No, I’ll see you in Boston. I’ll have Claudia call you and give you directions.” I had no idea what the Fangborn would make of Adam, who’d worked for Senator Knight. I’d leave it to Claudia to sort out. “Just … just be there. I … I’d like to know I’d be coming home to … I don’t know.”

			“A friendly face?” he said, not without humor.

			“At least that,” I admitted. “A little warmth.”

			“I can do that.”

			And my heart lightened.

			“Hey, Zoe, I got you something—”

			“Oh, jeez, I didn’t have time to shop for souvenirs.” But I did like surprises. “What is it?”

			“It’s nothing big, but I think you’ll like it. Do you want me to tell you?”

			“Yes! No! No, keep it a surprise.”

			“Okay, I’ll keep it a surprise, and I’ll give it to you in Boston.”

			“Okay,” I said, surprised at how thirty seconds of silliness could make me feel so good. “I’ll see you then, Adam.”

			“Yeah, you will.” He hung up before I could say anything else, which was okay, because I wasn’t sure what else I should say. Having a surprise, a nice one, however small, was a treat these days. It made a change from anger and dread and kept me, for a moment at a time, from remembering that the Fellborn would attack Boston in four days.
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			Danny got his place closed up, and we restocked what we needed from the local market and from Dmitri’s supplies. No surprise, Parshin had a very posh set of rooms on the Bosphorus. Vee and Danny reluctantly ditched their pistols in his safe. Even as organized as we all were, we barely made the flight; the traffic from Beşiktaş to Ataturk was miserable.

			
			We changed planes in Munich, with about an hour until we needed to board. I ran to the ladies’ room and came out of the stall to find Vee staring at the mirror. Her eyes were bloodshot with exhaustion, and her dark skin was slack on her face. She’d been overextending herself on this trip and wasn’t rebounding.

			To be fair, I didn’t look any better.

			“What am I doing here?” she muttered to her reflection. She pulled her curls back into a knot at the back of her head. “I would give anything if it could be some other way.”

			“Isn’t there?”

			“No. It’s what I saw. And as soon as I saw him, I knew it was right.”

			“You saw …?” But I already knew the answer.

			She nodded miserably. “I had a vision of Dan right after I met you. And that’s when I knew I had to find you again. I knew the two of you were connected.”

			“You did show up at exactly the right time,” I said slowly. “We’re all alive because of you.”

			“Mission accomplished,” she said with a tired giggle. She leaned against the white tile. “None of it makes any sense, Zoe. I don’t believe in love at first sight: I know at some level, I’m taking in everything I see when I look at him, and analyzing it and knowing he’s a good fit for me. Maybe the only fit. I especially don’t believe in love at first sight with the second sight. It’s not just an oracle thing. I know it doesn’t make sense, but it’s absolutely right. I don’t want this.”

			She burst into tears.

			I wasn’t sure what to do. “He seems to, um, like you, too.”

			“He does, I know. It’s …” She looked up at me. “There’s a big fucking question mark over your head. If you don’t succeed at … whatever it is you’re doing, it’s going to be very bad. If you do, I don’t see a happy ending, either. I only see more trouble.”

			“Well, that sucks.” I made a face. “I kinda wish you hadn’t said anything.”

			She smiled back. “Welcome to my world. It’s worse if you do nothing at all. But either way, me being here, being with Dan, makes it better somehow. It’s helping, but …”

			“But you’re scared,” I said. “I know I am. I hate not knowing what effect my actions will have.” Or whether I’m going to turn into a crazy old dragon if I keep on this path.

			She nodded. “I went to a lot of trouble to separate myself from the Family. It was a big deal. So I hate this. I hate being back in, tangled up with all this shit. I hate being in the field. I hate the danger, the things we have to do. The only mayhem I’m interested in is in online gaming, right? And I hate that I get mad at Dan about it. I think, ‘What’s a guy got to do with my happiness? Why should he have that kind of control over my life?’ My next thought is ‘He doesn’t get to.’ I mean, I hate that.”

			I nodded, and sighed. “I’ve been there.”

			But she must have seen the look on my face, the one that said she didn’t talk about hate and Danny in the same breath. “But then I see him, and I get these stupid, happy, dangerous, romantic, crazy thoughts. My world goes upside-down and over the moon. He gets me, I get him, and I know I have to be here, no matter what.”

			Then that was it. That was my goal. I’d keep doing the best I could to save my friends. Maybe my future wasn’t so bright, but theirs might be. That, I could believe in. That, I could trust and work for.

			She rubbed at her face. “I would rather wake up with only work deadlines to worry about, you know? Feature freeze, code freeze.”

			“Oh God, yeah.” I leaned against the wall opposite her. “I mean, this is some seriously crazy shit, and I am the last person on the face of the earth to be equipped to deal with it. Why not Claudia?”

			“I know.” She nodded. “Right?”

			“She’s tough, she’s strong,” I said, getting into the swing of it now that I’d said it out loud. “And she’s a fucking grown up. Why not Gerry or Fergus—or almost anyone else? Why me? I’ve got no training, I barely know how to use what I have, much less this … new stuff. And suddenly, these people are treating me like I’m giving the orders, like I know what I’m doing. It makes zero sense. But you said the alternatives are worse?”

			“The alternatives are worse. What are you gonna do.” Vee wasn’t asking so much as commiserating.

			“Yeah.”

			She hesitated, then said, “I don’t think he would dump me if you said so, but I know your opinion means a lot to Dan. I don’t think we need to be friends, but …”

			“No, I get it.” I thought about it. “We want the same things, right? But you mess with Danny, hurt him in any way, I will blast you into a thousand million little pieces, then jump all over them.”

			A crowd of women, recently disgorged from a flight, flooded in and queued for the vacant stalls.

			“Absolutely,” Vee agreed. “And if you and your weird-ass jewelry get him into any trouble, I’ll freeze time and cut your throat in your sleep.” She stuck out her hand. In other cases, these would be idle threats, made only to underscore our sincerity. The fact that they weren’t idle threats made us both freaks. Gave us a bond.

			We giggled hysterically, drawing stares from the newcomers as we shook on it.
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			On the last leg of the flight, I sat next to Dmitri, keeping him next to the window. Toshi was beside me, sleeping soundly, snoring gently. I was glad for him; it was the first time I’d seen his face relax since Istanbul. I couldn’t sleep, so while I had him, Dmitri Parshin was going to give me some answers.

			“You once had a fragment of a figurine. You wore it around your neck,” I said.

			He glared at me. “You took it from me. Berlin.” As the cabin attendant passed, the bastard’s face changed to charming geniality in an instant as he asked for, and received, a drink.

			“Yes. It fit perfectly with a larger piece that had belonged to my father. What do you know about him?”

			“What was his name? What makes you think I should know anything?”

			“I don’t know what it was, only that it wasn’t Miller. Let’s simplify it: Did you ever encounter the person who had the figurine your fragment matched?”

			He looked thoughtful. “Yes, I met someone. He and I fought.”

			“Tell me about it. Tell me about him.” Was he really going to tell me about the father I’d never met? My excitement rose, along with dread and anticipation. My mother had kept her mouth firmly closed on the subject, saying only that my father was a good man, but she was terrified of his vigilante family. That’s what kept us on the run my whole childhood, my unknown Fangborn family.

			Dmitri glanced at me, up and down. “I suppose it could have been he. Your pale coloring, dark hair, green eyes. Slight build. He was not a … noticeable presence. He fought fiercely, though, and well.”

			My hands gripped the arms of the seat. “Did you kill him?”

			He shook his head. “No, no.”

			“When was this?”

			“Hmmm, late 1987, in New York City—”

			That jibed with what my mother had said, that she’d left him when she discovered she was pregnant. She’d been afraid of his kin, thinking them gangsters and killers, not understanding she and they both were Fangborn. She once said that figurine was the only thing besides me she took from him.

			Dmitri interrupted my thoughts. “Then we met again, briefly, about two years ago.”

			I couldn’t have heard him correctly. “What?”

			“In Alaska. Another attempt on my part to find his figurine. I didn’t know that you had it at that point.”

			“But he was …” Adrenaline raced through me. “I was told he was already dead by then …”

			“No, it was the same man. And he remembered me. The fight was a closer thing for me at that time.” Dmitri cocked his head and drained his whiskey, acknowledging a simple truth. “A little less luck, and I might have died that day.”

			“But, wait …” How could my mother have known? She said that she left my father and then tried to hide from his family rather than let me get tangled up with them. She had loved my father but didn’t trust the business he seemed to be involved in. Perhaps she’d seen a picture of him in the paper and found out about his death that way. Maybe a mutual friend had told her? Unlikely. Perhaps it was more likely Parshin hadn’t met my father at all, but someone else who’d had possession of the figurine—no. My mother had had it all my life. “Was the figurine whole when you were looking for it? Or did you already have the arm?”

			He frowned. “The arm snapped off that first day as he grabbed it away from me.”

			I pulled out the last letter my mother had ever left me, one of the few treasures I carried with me, and read hurriedly. She’d written “gone,” not “dead.” So perhaps she hadn’t known, perhaps she meant only that he was dead to her. Maybe Dmitri had fought my father.

			“Tell me everything,” I said again. “What his name was, where you saw him, and when.”

			“The first time, I told you, was very quick. If we had more time, perhaps one of us would have taken the figurine intact. I had heard the thing was stolen from a collection, and I found the thief’s home. Unfortunately, your father—if that’s who it was—grabbed the piece at the same time I did. The police came, and the thief’s thugs. We broke away, each going our separate ways.”

			“Okay, not a lot of detail.”

			Dmitri snorted. “It was very dark, it was illegal, and I had no time or desire to exchange cards with the gentleman. But when I found the Order’s account of where that piece might be, years later, I offered to take that job. I went to Anchorage, found a flight to the small town, out in the middle of nowhere.” He looked as though he wanted to spit. “I might as well have been in Siberia. I found the house, I found the man—Richard Klein—was on the address. The name was probably fake. He was waiting for me. A good fighter, he eventually took his moment to escape with the figurine.”

			“Were you able to track him from there? You don’t have any idea where he is now?”

			“No. And now, I am done.” He stretched. “If I must be wedged into this cattle car, I will sleep. Perhaps when I have the moment, I will find the name of the town in my records.”

			“I know you will, Dmitri Alexandrovich,” I said softly.
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			A long flight later, I stared at the exterior of another of the Order’s repositories: The Museum of Salem. I was shocked when Dmitri told me, but it made a kind of strange sense.

			The museum had been, for a brief interlude in my life, a place where I’d learned a lot. I was only familiar with my little corner behind the scenes, and the galleries that were open to the public, of course. So there was a lot of it that I didn’t know at all. It was possible, of course, that it was the Order’s. Just so terribly improbable.

			All of a sudden, a lot of questions were being answered. More were being raised.

			As we waited for Danny’s luggage, Dmitri said, “How else would I have known you had that first figurine? It should have been removed long before the box reached you in the accessions office. It was a small matter for my informant to figure out where it had gone missing and to connect it to you.”

			“So, the Order at the Museum—they didn’t know I was Fangborn?”

			“Not then. That was pure bad luck, or good luck, or fate.” He tilted his head. “They do now, of course.”

			“Great.” My shoulders sagged. “Is everyone there a member of the Order?”

			“No, no, only a select few. Senior curators, a few board members.” He named a few names I recognized, one I didn’t. I had actually met a couple of them once or twice, when they were speaking to my supervisor.

			“Okay. How do I get in?”

			“It’s difficult.”

			I tried to stifle my frustration. “Do I have to be there during gallery hours?”

			“No, there is another entrance. By the loading docks, so there is no suspicion if a truck is there at odd hours. I do not know, however, if my ID card will still work.”

			“Okay, we’ll chance that. Tell me about the layout. What will I find where?”

			He ran down the description of the secret part of the installation with me. Two Family cars arrived for us. After a lot of debate, we had decided that Dmitri would stay with Danny and Toshi, who would rendezvous with Adam, Will, and the Steubens in Boston. Vee and I would go to Salem.

			An hour later, we were there. It was odd, seeing some place so familiar, after so much travel. The air tasted cold and salty as an autumn fog settled down over the buildings.

			As I jogged around to the side of the museum, I wondered if I’d unknowingly been looking for the Fangborn origins all my life. Maybe they were stalking me. Maybe I’d been chasing my own tail. Maybe I’d been driven.

			I had to wonder about the oracles and their scrambled messages. Was it possible this was preordained? If I was meant to find these artifacts, if I’d been made to find them, maybe the rest of what I’d do was already written out for me.

			It was a hateful idea. It scared the hell out of me and depressed and angered me all at once. But it would certainly make things easier.

			It made me question everything. If I looked harder, to find answers, was I doing what I was meant to? If I ran away, as I’d tried, I’d be driven back.

			Well, fuck that.

			I put off philosophy for later. I had to focus on getting in, getting Dmitri’s object, and getting out again, alive.

			One thing I knew: There were caches of artifacts scattered around the world. If they were there to be disguised, lost among Normal artifacts, they were also scattered for two other reasons.

			They were stockpiled, should they ever be needed. Artifacts of this potential dangerousness couldn’t be casually discarded. They had to be studied safely, by the Order higher-ups. I had to hope the last person to ever see these things was the guy who ran the forklift, leaving the crates stacked up and untouched.

			The artifacts were stockpiled, but they were also scattered to keep them from the Fangborn, lest we ever revolt.

			Had I only studied archaeology because I was drawn to seek out these objects in a less obvious way than I was doing now? Had this calling colored my whole life? I thought my mother and I had visited museums because they were warm, safe, and occasionally free. I thought my interest in the past was a way of separating myself from my troubles, but in fact it had brought me more trouble than I’d ever thought possible.

			Realization upon realization washed over me.

			I’d picked up that dirty little figurine the day my mother died because it was Fangborn and because I was, and someone put something in the wrong box or didn’t recognize it.

			Maybe I’d been at the museum in the first place because something in me was drawn to the Call of the Fangborn artifacts.

			And that’s how Dmitri Parshin had found out I had the figurine. The figurine was intended for the secret Fangborn collection the whole time, and mistakenly got into the Normal accessions. The frantic donor who’d camouflaged it in the TRS 80 box discovered the loss, and connected it with my leaving the museum. Someone called in a favor, and Parshin had kidnapped Danny to force me to get that artifact to him.

			Shoving aside this barrage of ideas, I lurked in the shadows, trying to get up the guts to go into the building. There were a few lights on still, which was unusual at this time of night, especially on a Saturday. I didn’t see any activity that indicated a function, but still I hesitated. An anonymous pickup truck was backed up to the loading bay. It wasn’t marked with the museum logo.

			It didn’t feel like heightened Fangborn senses warning me off, but just as if I were putting off going somewhere I didn’t belong. So I shook myself and aimed for the door off the loading dock. Interestingly, it was outside the range of the security camera by the loading bay. Maybe if I looped around to the side, I could get there without showing up at all. I started across the street.

			The back door opened. A man emerged.

			Instantly, I knew who it was. One of the curators, Dr. Basile, had been very kind about fostering my interest in classical archaeology. Even though I hadn’t worked in his department, he’d saved me articles and suggested books to read.

			My heart sank. His wasn’t one of the names that Dmitri had given me, but I had to wonder. Was he one of the Order?

			He had an acid-free box in his hand. He was taking something from the museum.

			My gut knotted up. If it held the artifact that Dmitri had described, I had to take it from him.

			I liked Dr. Basile. I didn’t want to attack him. But I also couldn’t let Vee and the others down.

			My reluctance was my undoing: he saw me. He cocked his head. “Zoe? Zoe Miller?”

			Okay, maybe violence wasn’t the only way to get what I needed. “Uh, hi, Dr. Joe. You’re working late.”

			I approached, waiting with dread for the bracelet to respond to whatever was in the cardboard box. Still nothing. A few steps closer …

			“Well, not anymore. Today was my last day, I’m the last one out.” He put the box into the back of the pickup with three others. “Packed up, heading over to the Pig for a good-bye beer with some of the curators. Hey, you should come with us.”

			I still needed to get closer to the boxes. “I can’t, I’m, uh, meeting some friends at the Rathskeller. Thanks anyways.” A thought struck me. “Where will you be working next?”

			“Moving to Baltimore, a teaching position. You still doing archaeology?”

			“Trying,” seemed the simplest way to tell the truth. “Still haven’t given up on it, but I’m still sorting out some stuff after my mother’s death. Family stuff.”

			“Oh, well. Here, why don’t you—” He took the top off the box he’d held; there was nothing but books in it. “Nope, not that one.”

			He opened the next box, which was full of office supplies, several dictionaries, top-of-the-desk things. “One more. This time for sure.” From the last box, he pulled out a book on Greek pottery forms.

			No tingle, no call, no vision. There were no Fangborn artifacts in the boxes. I was filled with relief, but hating myself a little for suspecting him.

			Suspecting was still better than attacking first and asking later.

			He held it out to me. “This is a duplicate; they’re all going to the library sale—unless you want it?”

			I didn’t really want to tell him how light I was traveling these days—it would raise too many questions. “Oh, wow, thank you. I don’t know this one.” An unlooked-for act of kindness in the middle of the maelstrom; I had to look away before I teared up. “I should get going. Gonna be late. Thanks again—it was good to see you.”

			“You, too, Zoe. Take care.” He got in the truck and took off.

			I nodded, hurried around to the far side of the building, and then looped around again.

			I cut through the alley and found myself just outside the back door and bay. I slid Dmitri’s card through the reader.

			A pause, a click, a green light. I was in.

			I slipped in and closed the door behind me. I texted Vee.

			
			Door @ alley off Crown St. Knock 4x.

		
			I tried to count to calm myself down while I waited, but I kept losing track after seven. Finally, after an eternity, I heard the four knocks.

			I pushed the door open. Vee entered. “I am not one of those middle-class girls who like to go to bad neighborhoods for cheap thrills, FYI.”

			“What bad neighborhood?” I was puzzled.

			She shuddered. “Dark alley, B&E? So not my scene.”

			Vee really had no idea about bad neighborhoods if she thought this was one. “You said you wanted to help. We’re in the middle of town, lots of nice houses.”

			“Well, it was dark out there. And there was something in the dumpster.” She shivered. “Something alive. I don’t like rats.”

			“There won’t be any in here.” Wimp, I thought.

			“Good. Promise?”

			I shrugged. “Probably not, not if it’s storage. But I’ve never been in this part of the museum. It might be where they keep all the rats.”

			“Asshole.”

			“Shut the door.” I grinned in the dark. Vee was smart and had a lot of guts; it never would have occurred to me that rats bothered her.

			A click behind me, and Vee’s flashlight beam flooded the floor. “I’m assuming you can see in the dark. And that you’d prefer we don’t switch on the overheads.”

			“You’re pretty good at this, for a girl who doesn’t do bad neighborhoods.”

			“I went to Fangborn Academy,” she sniffed. “And I don’t forget what I’ve learned.”

			“Okay, okay.” The hallway abruptly stopped at a door. It was unlocked.

			It was unlocked because it was a storage closet. Cleaning supplies, rolls of toilet paper, stacks of paper towels lined the walls.

			“Oh, bingo. These look pretty occult to me,” Vee said.

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I knew what I was looking for as soon as my eyes lit on it. “That mop bucket with the broken wheel? Why would they keep that when they have two perfectly good ones over there? More importantly—”

			“Why a card reader for a broom closet?”

			“Right.” I reached over and pulled on the handle. It fell off in my hand.

			“Very smooth.”

			“Shut up.”

			I saw smudges in the dust on the floor and nudged the broken bucket along them. It squeaked, fingernails on slate, as it dragged its broken wheel along the floor. Vee put her hands over her ears and grimaced.

			I pointed to the noticeably clean trap door hidden beneath the bucket.

			Vee took her hands away. “Very smooth,” she conceded.

			I pushed it, tried to pry it up, but no luck. It wasn’t until I leaned on it and shoved it to the side at the same time that I felt rather than heard a “click,” and the door revealed itself, standing proud from the floor by a few centimeters. I felt a groove in one edge and was able to lift it easily; once the catch had been released, it was hydraulically assisted. I opened the trap door and found a switch and a ladder.

			“I think we can risk the interior light now,” I said, clicking it on.

			“No way I’m going down there without it,” she agreed.

			A very modern steel ladder, like something from submarine movies, was set into a reinforced steel wall just beneath the rim. Soon, I was climbing very cautiously down what had been an old well.

			I tried not to get claustrophobic as I descended, but I was sweating by the time I made it to the bottom, grateful that opening the door had caused a series of lights to flicker on. It revealed walls of the well, opening to a wider tunnel, and finally a series of small rooms. I hated to think about the guys who did the renovation work in this small space. Dmitri had said there was another, bigger entrance somewhere in back. Although he didn’t know where it was, it probably connected with a second tunnel entrance. I wouldn’t build a place like this with only one way out.

			Vee came down beside me, sweating. She didn’t like the confined space any more than I had. She wiped off her face on her sleeve.

			That the space had the semblance of a regular-sized room, with squared walls and a vaulted ceiling, calmed me. I could pretend I wasn’t a story beneath the ground.

			“Holy shit,” Vee said, staring.

			The first room was all books, most of them modern. A large bank of them had nineteenth- or maybe eighteenth-century covers, leather covers—the kind of things you see in old reference sections or town records. A desk with an outlet and an unconnected power supply suggested that a computer, probably locked up somewhere, was used for more modern material.

			“Could you look around for a computer? There might be a safe, or something, where they store it—”

			“No problem.” She found a hammer near the remains of an old crate. She shoved the claw end into the locked drawer and levered it up with a hideous screech of resisting metal. That worked, prying the door out a bit, but not enough. I put my hands over my ears, praying no one would hear us. She took a pair of scissors from the desk, laid them over the lock that was still caught on the frame of the desk, and bashed that with the hammer until she was able to wrench the drawer free.

			“Got it.” She held up a notebook computer she’d pulled out from the drawer.

			“Okay, uh, good. If you can get into it, see if you can’t find a catalog, an index, or something. I’m going to start looking through the storage for the artifact.”

			She started it up and began typing immediately. “How long you think we got here?”

			“Curators might not show up until an hour before opening, at nine. The guards arrive a half hour before that.” I glanced at my watch. It was nine o’clock now. “I’d like to be gone long, long before then, because—”

			“Because the day after tomorrow.”

			We shared a look. Even if we found everything we needed here, the attack on Boston loomed.

			“Right. So let’s say we’ll spend no more than three hours.” It would have taken me months to go through the archive, doing it properly, but this wasn’t about process and methodology. It was about survival.

			I needed to find the artifact Dmitri promised was here. We might get lucky and find something of the plans about the coming attack. A bonus would be to find my history or something more complete about the Fangborn. I’d take what I could get.

			I started by moving down the connected rooms, noting where everything was. I tried to figure out which volumes were in languages I couldn’t read or were one-off volumes, so I could avoid those. Three chambers back, I hit my first pay dirt.

			Storage cabinets, locked up, quite unlike the shelving for books. This is what I wanted.

			The Fangborn artifacts collected by the Order of Nicomedia.

			Excitement began to build in me, even overwhelming the nerves that accompanied breaking into a museum at night. Didn’t matter that I had a key card; I didn’t belong here. But I also began to get a sense that if Dmitri’s promised artifact wasn’t here, something else of value—and power—would be.

			Something on the periphery of awareness nudged me to the last cabinet. The bracelet radiated; I saw light flashing from my shoulder through my shirt, Christmas lights dimly reflected on the surface of the white cabinets.

			Taking a cue from Vee, I skipped trying to pick the lock. I summoned the half-Change and pulled the handle and locking mechanism out entirely. Fireproof, perhaps, but not werewolf-proof. A rushing in my ears, and it was as though I could see through into the contents of the boxes. I identified a small pile of copper beads; a fragment of clockwork gear without a case; an exquisite headpiece of silver, turquoise, and carnelians; a chunk of quartz core for making stone blades. All of these glowed with various colors of light, but they weren’t what Dmitri had told me to look for …

			There it was.

			By any standards, it was an exquisite piece. A lidded bowl, both halves together. Nearly intact, the carving was deep and fine, a buff brown, darker where the patina had built up. There were images of crowned creatures with human heads and torsos and bodies of fish. On one side, a giant snake consumed another figure.

			A talent to move between worlds, I thought, a leader who has earthly and supernatural powers, perhaps control over the elements. I thought it was Central American, at first sight, but Dmitri had said it was from Nigeria, from the Yoruba kingdoms, maybe seventeenth century. Beautifully made, full of meaning and—

			I reached in and … called it. Offered myself, as if I were a falconer raising my arm to lure a hawk in to perch. Energy began to build, a haze of static surrounded the objects and me, creating a distance from the world. I know we needed isolation for communion. I heard a rush of stars …

			Distantly, I heard noises from down the hallway. Vee.

			Powerless to investigate, I reached for the bowl. It jumped into my fingers, began to dissolve, and found its way to my other wrist, where it started to settle in and the pain began.

			The problem was that as the bowl found its way, others began to come as well, unbidden. Suddenly, the pain vanished, but the intensity of the information I was being bombarded with did not. The pieces rushed over my body, slamming into place, bringing a new anguish of their own. Adaptation wasn’t easy.

			It wasn’t physical, but mental. Rather than being given one particular experience, I got them all at once. It was like being in a maze of mirrors, where I didn’t know where to turn or what to look at. A thousand images blurred past me, tens of millions of numbers, letters, characters.

			There was no focusing. I just let it happen, let it wash over me. If I were lucky, it would be a permanent part of me. Maybe I even could sort it out, given several thousand lifetimes.

			And again distantly, a scream, not mine.

			A part of me reached out, and I sensed Vee struggling with someone.

			Jacob Buell. He owed me for two hours of torture and two fingertips. He owed Toshi a fiancé and a team. He was worth the interruption.

			But maybe I didn’t have to break my mind from the artifacts. Fury fed my power.

			I raised a hand—my hand raised itself. The remaining artifacts, the ones I hadn’t expected to find, flew faster and faster to join me before I moved too far away. All the power shifted to my right hand; all the power shifted to my intent until I thought I would burst.

			Then I let Buell have it.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			I wasn’t sure what it would be until I saw an explosion down the hall, a blast of blue light. Vee fell to the ground. Buell smashed against the ladder behind him.

			I had aimed too high. He’d only been caught by the edge of the blast and was still moving.

			I raised my hand again, but the increasing rush of information distracted me. I began walking back to the first room, artifacts and fragments trailing in my wake like a comet’s tail as they hurtled into my flesh.

			A burst of alien pain, the noise of gunfire. The pain repeated four more times. The noise echoed in the small cavern, mixing with the torrent of data I was absorbing.

			Buell had shot me.

			Like a bad dream, I tried to grasp onto the memories of what I’d seen, only to have them slip away like minnows through my fingers.

			Worse, he’d damaged some of the artifacts, even as they’d protected me. The bracelet reacted, arcing lightning over him. I heard an impact as he fell, screams and sizzling as it hit him.

			But it still wasn’t enough to kill him; I had no control over how to marshal the energy I’d found. After absorbing the blow of the bullets and deflecting them, I now felt myself running low.

			Too bad he fell, I thought sluggishly. If only he’d held onto the ladder, he might have been electrocuted.

			A mental slap in the head as the stream of information and artifacts cut itself off. I collapsed face forward as the last materials swam across the floor and over my skin and took their places, melding, interlocking across my back. I stared at the dusty floor, feeling triumph at having found the artifacts but wild anger and misery as I waited for my body to heal itself and my limbs to find a connection to my brain. I had to kill Buell.

			Once I could move again, I crawled back down to Vee. She was breathing—out cold, but I saw no blood. The pistol Buell had been using was on the floor, glowing red-hot. The smell of burning paper hung in the air, and I saw that there were small, smoldering fires around us.

			I turned to Buell and snarled. He was panting, weak, and blue smoke curled from his jacket. He’d backed away from the ladder and was limping toward the back of the storage area, heading to where I had been. I got up, wobbly and unsure what abilities, if any, I had left after he’d so disastrously disrupted my interactions with the artifacts. My right leg was dragging; something had happened to my knee when I fell.

			“Wow, you don’t stop, do you?” Blood streamed from his nose, and one of his ears was hanging raggedly. I could smell his breath, feel how much it cost him to breathe. A broken rib, perhaps. A good start, but not enough to satisfy me. “You’re going to be so much help to our cause, once I get you strapped down to the examination table …” he said.

			I lunged.

			He twisted out of my hands, stabbing a knife at me. I jumped to the side, deflecting the blow, feeling the blade slash the air inches from me. I put more distance between us.

			Which was exactly what he wanted. He took the opportunity to get past me, heading to the back.

			When I followed, he reached into his pocket and pulled out something small and matte black. He held up the detonator so I could see it.

			I backed away, my hands raised.

			“We’re always prepared for your kind.” He continued to back away, speaking louder as he moved toward the back of the storage area. “Your tricks, your treachery, your violence. The only good Fangborn is a smear of cells on a slide.”

			He opened one of the cabinet doors I hadn’t investigated. It concealed the other exit. Instead of trays of artifacts, there was a heavy, locked door with a small window. He opened it, backed in. He kept his eyes on me even as he shut it, the detonator held up like a talisman.

			We were going to be okay. He wasn’t going to blow us up—

			Through the window, Buell smiled, blood running down the side of his head. He hit the switch on the detonator.

			He hesitated.

			I threw my hands over my head.

			No explosion. It must have been a dud, out of batteries.

			I heard a moan behind me. Recognized a peculiar sponginess to my movements, and I knew.

			I turned. Vee had raised herself up, one hand outstretched. She was bleeding now, steady streams from both nostrils and from under her fingernails. I looked back at where Buell had been fiddling, and saw a brilliant flash of light. Constant, contained, controlled.

			Vee had frozen time the instant he hit the detonator.

			“Did you get it?” she gasped. “What you came here for?”

			I nodded, though I didn’t know for sure what had happened, there was a major success: I got Dmitri’s Yoruba (Owo court, a voice clarified) bowl and a number of fragments. I’d been able to defend myself while the pieces found their way onto me. “You said it was too soon to—”

			“It is,” she whispered hoarsely. Sucking in a ragged breath, she said, “I can handle bruises and blood and exhaustion and anemia. I’m not sure I can handle death.” She held up a hand, and I took it, lifting her up, hauling her arm over my shoulder.

			“How long do we have?” I asked. “Before the blast?”

			“Maybe a minute, maybe less.”

			No time to ransack the archives then. “Can you climb?”

			“Gotta try.”

			I hauled her up; I could feel the fever temperature of her skin, feel her shaking under me. She said, “No, wait!”

			“Vee, we don’t have time!”

			She reached down toward the computer where she’d been working, for … I didn’t know how long. “The flash drive! Get it, we can—”

			“I’m on it.” I gave her a shove up the ladder and then ducked back to the desk.

			It wasn’t done loading the files. Still at 75 percent, frozen there.

			“It’s not done yet!” I called up the ladder.

			“Just grab it and get up here!” Vee’s voice echoed faintly.

			I snatched the flash drive from the computer and buttoned it into my pocket.

			I scurried up the ladder, like a rat up a pipe, until I came to Vee, who had regained her purchase but had wrapped her arms around the rungs, unable to go on. Panic or adrenaline or hidden reserves had moved Vee up the ladder, but not far enough. The narrow space was working for us now: Her hand slipped, and instead of falling, she leaned to one side, the wall propping her up.

			“Vee!”

			“Can’t do it,” she muttered. She was shaking even harder now, a feverish sweat soaking her.

			We had maybe thirty seconds left. I didn’t think that if Buell was going to threaten to blow up a priceless collection of artifacts—and the museum over them—he’d take half measures. We had to get clear.

			I put my hand on her leg.

			“You’re gonna haul ass. Plenty of time to bleed later.”

			The vampire imperative got Vee started moving again, faster than before. I scrambled to keep up with her.

			She cleared the top of the ladder and rolled away from the opening, more from fatigue than tactics. I paused; Buell was still down there, frozen in the act of running away.

			I didn’t have time to save him and Vee.

			I barely wasted time on the thought.

			I scooped Vee up over my shoulder, in a fireman’s carry I’d never before been capable of mastering. I ran for all I was worth. Fear + werewolf = very fast.

			The ground shook, and I stumbled. I caught myself and put Vee down before I dropped her. She was coming around, a serious bruise developing on her cheek. “If you’ve got anything left, use it to move,” I said.

			She nodded, and gasped. “The driver’s waiting on the other side of the Common.”

			We ran as fast as we could, but were pursued by a louder volcanic roar. The ground heaved and split.

			A manhole cover shot up in front of us, flames seeming to propel it. Several more followed suit, and I knew we were seeing the effects of the explosion of the gas lines under the city.

			We were cut off from the Common.

			The car found us, pulling up with a screech. We tumbled in and no sooner shut the doors than we were off. We pulled past the Museum in time to see flames shooting out of it, and with another seismic rumble, watch the roof collapse into the inferno. The flames were beautiful as long as I could pretend I was watching a movie and deny what was really happening. The heat, the racket, told me otherwise. The fire leapt like a salamander from the Museum to several old houses. Guilt settled over me like a heavy cloak.

			Buell did that, I thought, furiously, defiantly. Not me. I did nothing but survive.

			But it seemed too much like another convenient rationalization.

			“Stop moving,” the vampire in back said to Vee. “I can’t work on you if you keep wiggling. And we need everyone now.”

			Vee’s face was stricken. She’d twisted to watch the conflagration. “That’s … all those books, those things … that’s …”

			I nodded. “Just like we saw the Library of Alexandria being destroyed.”

			And that’s what was coming, I realized. This was the start of me ending the world as we knew it.

			We heard the wail of sirens and more explosions as we left chaos in our wake.

			

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			I Changed back and waited until Vee was asleep and the driver was occupied with navigating our way back to Boston.

			“Excuse me a moment,” I said to the driver and the other vampire. “I’ll … just be a moment.”

			I closed my eyes and found myself in the lab. Every surface was crowded, as if several field crews had returned at once with the season’s results. Acid-free boxes, wooden crates with exotic shipping labels, and bundles of notebooks and memory sticks were being sorted by a crowd of what appeared to be undergraduate assistants I’d never seen before.

			“Sean, what have we got?” I stepped out of the way of a particularly overeager young woman carrying bags of soil collected for analysis.

			Sean clapped his hands together hard and began to rub them together, Mr. Miyagi style. He held them out like he was going to heal me, or testify. “First things first. You understand what I am, right?”

			“Yeah, you’re an epistemological device,” I said without thinking. “You’re here to educate me about what I am, or what I’m becoming. The problem has been, I can’t bend my mind around some of the stuff you’re trying to impart.”

			As soon as I said it, I felt like an idiot. The blast and the superabundance of artifacts hitting me had filled in the blanks, nudging me toward the truth. I’d known for ages, it seemed, but it hadn’t trickled down to my conscious self. Or I hadn’t wanted it to; I wanted a friend, and had stubbornly insisted Sean was just … Sean. I swallowed, admitting to myself for the first time that Sean wasn’t truly alive, that this was only my memory of him used in the service of the bracelet.

			“At least, I know now, it’s not you driving me to those excessive thoughts of violence, Sean,” I whispered. “I need that memory of you, at least.”

			“Hey, Zo!” His hand on my back was a comfort. That was an illusion I could live with. “Well, you know I’ve always been about the self-preservation, but yeah, I’m only interpreting. And your survival is paramount.” He shrugged. “Pretty much at any cost.”

			At any cost? I hoped I still had some say in that. I nodded and swallowed. “And whatever these artifacts do, the thing I called Pandora’s Box and the other vessels are using you as an interface to try and teach me. Guide me to more artifacts.”

			He gave me the thumbs-up. “A-plus.”

			“But the problem is, now I have the artifact Dmitri wanted to have, the Yoruba bowl, but it came with a lot of other incomplete artifacts, and I need to know how I’m going to get them to …”

			I couldn’t think of a word that didn’t sound stupid or horrifying.

			“Integrate. With you, with the other …” Sean said a word that I didn’t understand. “Tools, is what Quarrel called them. What you’ve been calling the bracelet.”

			I didn’t like the sound of the word “integrate,” not one bit. But it would have to do for now. If I didn’t learn about them, I couldn’t use them. “Right. So how am I supposed to do that? I have ninety percent of the lidded bowl, but not the whole thing, and the rest of the things I saw, the beads, the clockwork …”

			I could feel them but couldn’t control them, not the way I was learning to use the others. “I need to know what gives me control of them—or lets me access them?” A thought struck me. “Like the disc, from Venice? That was the part that … activated the portal in Pandora’s Box.”

			Sean shook his head, smoothing his mustache with a finger, something I’d seen him do thousands of times before. “You know as well as anyone, Zoe. Not every artifact lasts, and even if they do, not every artifact remains intact. There’s no difference with these artifacts. It’s the same thing.”

			“Yeah, but … I need them,” I said, feeling stupid. “I mean … it’s important for me to have them. The day after tomorrow—”

			Sean shrugged. “What can I say? You gotta fake it until you make it.”

			“You can’t be more helpful than that?” My frustration boiled into anger. “I mean, a direct answer would kill you?”

			He opened his mouth, and I held up a hand to stop him. “Yeah, yeah, got it, dead already. But why not more forthcoming if I’m asking the right questions?”

			He shook his head, clucking. “You only get what you can understand. Maybe you’ll understand more of them when you … level up. Because part of it … it’s a test. You gotta show the work if you want the grade.”

			I didn’t think slapping Sean would do any good—smacking him in real life had never stopped his wiseass teasing—but I was giving it serious consideration purely for its cathartic effect. I took a deep breath. “What else you got?”

			“What else you got?”

			I opened my mouth to swear, but somewhere between parting my lips and moving my tongue, a light blinded me. If I’d been in the real world and not this video game of my mind, I’d have thought a supernova or an atom bomb was going off. In my lab, my ego abounded, and I got to throw myself a parade when I got a big idea.

			Then I stopped dead because I wasn’t sure what to do with it. I needed to get back to the outside here and now, but then another thought stopped me. One idea led to an avalanche, and I wasn’t sure I could keep up with it.

			One thing at a time.

			I ran to a cupboard. No more locks. I pulled the door open, and there it was: the lidded bowl, as real as it had been in the museum. I flung open more cabinets until I found what I wanted. Until I found the artifact that said the right thing to me.

			Two of the copper beads were glowing faintly, oh so faintly white. Of Native American origin, from the Upper Peninsula of Michigan, I suddenly knew …

			No, the beads didn’t match the bowl, not in material, shape, or cultural origin—and didn’t fit the broken part—yet. But I was betting that I could make them.

			Okay, this was the opposite of what I’d had drummed into my head in college: you absolutely do not force a fit between two artifacts. One professor had confessed that, as a young man, he’d been caught filing down the edge of an unrelated potsherd to make it fit a nearly complete pot. Back in those days, corporal punishment was considered a valid pedagogical tool: his instructor had slapped him upside the head. Even if you’re trying to make a full reconstruction, you don’t use another artifact. You use a slightly different color in your replacement material—whether it’s part of a reconstructed pot, necklace, or sword. This let people know the pot had mostly survived, and this is what we thought was correct … because in the end, even if we’d repaired thousands exactly like it, we still were making only a very educated guess.

			This wasn’t archaeology I was doing in the lab—not really. I’d used the techniques I’d learned to try and learn about these objects, but it was, for all intents and purposes, magic. My magic. Until I figured out the real rules, I got to make them up myself.

			I prayed they’d work.

			I found an empty space on the lab bench, and stared at the beads. There was more light now that they were closer together. As I examined the lidded bowl, I saw that there was a vacant space where another piece of carving had been. If I’d been lucky, maybe I would have found that or the Order would have found it, and they’d be all in a nice big pile, some assembly required.

			But that’s not how it worked, and whoever—whatever—had designed this had known this might happen, that the artifacts might not be preserved intact, so they’d scattered pieces to a hundred, to a thousand vessels across the world, perhaps inspiring tens of thousands of Fangborn … artificers to make objects with certain powers or connections. Redundancies built in, so that at some point, down the line, someone could put the pieces together, and by doing so, demonstrate he—or she—should get the prize. Get the power.

			So maybe there were spare parts, too.

			I took the bowl and placed the rest of the copper beads next to it. So far, so good. Their pale golden glow intensified ever so slightly. I took the turquoise and carnelian headdress—a girl’s sinsile, Central Asian, probably from the twentieth century, I knew all of a sudden—and put that next to them.

			I had no idea what to do next. They simply did not fit. They were from all over the world, all different time periods, nothing to do with each other. And I couldn’t see how to make them fit.

			“Make” was the word. I was in my head. None of this was real—not real as in the real world. So I had to make want to fit.

			I emptied my mind as far as I could, closed my eyes, and let my hands rest over the artifacts. I could see how they wanted to go—with other artifacts. Like a dog pulling on its leash, or a child dragging his heels, the artifacts clearly wanted to be elsewhere. The resistance reminded me of magnets repelling, but I coaxed them, just a little. Suggesting how they might go together, thinking of a new form that would complement both. I was changing both artifacts to what they needed to be. What I needed them to be.

			But they weren’t there yet. I had the pieces; I didn’t have the knowledge.

			I found myself back in the car, weeping with frustration.

			“Anything I can do?” the vampire asked.

			“I’m sorry, I can’t  … ” I took a breath. “What’s your name?”

			“Keenan.”

			“Keenan, thank you, no. There’s nothing you can do.” The terrible thing was I was the only one who could do anything, and I still didn’t know how.
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			I dozed until we reached a Family house in the South End of Boston, to join the rest of the team. Two adjoining buildings had been made into one massive house, fitted out to support and protect the Fangborn in any emergency. There was barely time to clean up and enjoy a two-hour-long debrief with an older Cousin in a plaid shirt, before I fell asleep in my clothes.

			When I woke, it was late afternoon the next day. I wanted a shower badly, but I hesitated. Naked, I’d be forced to see how the artifacts in Salem had transformed me. I sat for a long five minutes before I decided: it was done, and there was nothing I could do about it. I smelled of smoke, blood, and sweat. I needed a shower.

			Slowly, I stripped off my shirt. My left shoulder now matched my right. I craned around, but that was all I could see on my torso. Time to shuck off my cargo pants—time to wash or, better, burn them. They were filthy. Nothing on my thighs, but I noticed my right ankle now had a set of jeweled tiles similar to the bracelet. None of the gold metallic mesh on my legs. Not so bad, but …

			A deep breath. I peeked in my panties. Nothing new. Still Zoe.

			I sighed with enormous relief and got into the shower.

			Having slept, banished dread, and showered, I was now ravenous. It suddenly occurred to me that this was certainly one reason Fangborn shifters ate so much. The energy we expended in the course of a day, never mind with shifting, required an equally massive replenishment. As soon as I finished cleaning, I went to the kitchen. Unless someone came looking for me, I was pretty sure I’d find someone there.

			Will MacFarlane walked in from one side of the big industrial kitchen. He was preoccupied, tired, and clearly not eating enough. He stopped when he saw me making a sandwich.

			I put down the knife on the island and took a few steps forward just as he did. Then I stopped. We both flushed at the same time. I don’t know what he was feeling, but I was at least uncertain and definitely angry. Will had left me in the lurch in a very bad place, and even his pummeling the snot out of Buell didn’t make him my friend—much less my boyfriend—if his next move was to try to turn me into the very people I’d escaped from.

			I had absolutely no idea what I was supposed to do. As glad as I was to see Will was safe, what I really wanted was a little peace and quiet and some food.

			“Zoe? Are you okay?” He walked over to the sink, got a glass of water, trying to figure out what to do. He kept his distance, too. Maybe a little embarrassed by his actions. Maybe still a little wary of me. “Claudia told me what you were after with Vee Brooks. Did you find it?”

			“I got what I was after, but I’m still struggling.” I thought of the burning museum. “I’m a little beat up. How are you?”

			“Same. Beat up. Struggling.”

			I believe apologies go better with food. I wasn’t sure yet who needed to apologize to whom, but we all needed to pull together now.

			“Want one? I found meatloaf.” I’d never felt betrayed by a long-term boyfriend before, but I knew something had to be done. Our last meeting, the last few weeks of my life … we needed to talk, probably, but we were having a hard time even looking at each other. “You should see the pantry. Awe-inspiring. Should I make you—?”

			“Zoe … this is weird,” he said slowly. “Awkward. We have so much to talk about.”

			“Wicked awkward, and yes, we do. And we have zero time to do it.” The sounds of Fangborn bustle, with the occasional squawk of a radio, could be heard. “I can still make you a sandwich, Will. Let me do that. We have time for that.”

			He hesitated. “Okay.”

			I handed him one of mine and got to work on a replacement. Before he ate, he said, “Zoe, I’m sorry. About New York—”

			My heart swelled: He knew he was wrong and was going to apologize; maybe I could—

			There was a noise to one side, and Adam Nichols hurried across to the island from the other door. He looked great, and it was damn good to see him, but his timing was always the absolute best or the absolute worst.

			“Hey, Zoe! When did you get in? Look, I got something—”

			His happy smile froze when he saw Will there.

			Mine froze, too. What was I supposed to do—I had missed Adam, badly. I’d missed Will, too, until he chucked me over for a lie. Maybe I was being harsh on Will, but I’d slept with Adam and meant it. We had become something more than his reassuring me of my humanity—

			None of the artifacts had any answers for how to deal with this problem.

			“Uh, it’s good to see you, Adam.” I looked around. Will’s face was stony. Adam hadn’t come any closer, either, hadn’t tried to embrace me. “I’m making sandwiches—you want one?”

			Not fast enough. “Adam?” Will looked from Adam to me and back again. “Adam Nichols? You’re the one who gave Zoe so much trouble in Venice, right? And Turkey? And I believe I heard your name mentioned after the Berlin debacle, too.”

			“I helped Zoe out a week ago,” Adam replied. “When she was long on trouble and short on friends.”

			Everyone was tired, everyone was looking for a fight; if it couldn’t be the Fellborn, these guys had marked out each other for the moment. Whether Will got that Adam and I had slept together, or he took Adam’s barb about abandoning me, or both, it didn’t matter. I could feel the testosterone building up around me in a cloud of aggression. I could feel myself wanting to knock a few heads together, too, but we couldn’t afford any more active fronts at the moment.

			I had to be the one to cool this off. “Look, we can’t do this now,” I said. “We need to think about tomorrow, right? When we will try to stop a war or a couple of genocides?”

			Neither one of them said anything. Will was pale, his lips compressed, and Adam’s fists were clenched by his side, his chest out. It might as well have been an exhibit labeled “Primate Aggression Signals.”

			I wasn’t any happier about the situation. “I’m calling a truce, for the next forty-eight hours, okay? But for now … meatloaf?”

			“Zoe—” Adam started.

			“I’m not—” Will said.

			“Look!” I interrupted them. “I cannot—can … not—do any more tonight. I personally tried to blast someone to bits, and then I saw a museum and several city blocks exploding because he survived to detonate it. I’m tired, I’m hungry, and more is coming tomorrow. So I’m leaving. If you guys want to talk, you can. You’ll have to get back to me after the apocalypse.”

			Both of them looked away. I finished making the extra sandwiches and shoved a plate toward Adam.

			Adam nodded and took it, whether because he was being reasonable, territorial, or hungry, I didn’t know. He cleared his throat. “I came to tell you, Zoe. Meeting in an hour. Top floor. Thanks for the sandwich.” He took the plate and turned to leave, and stopped. “Wait. Remember I said I got something for you?” He paused, put down the plate, and pulled a plastic bag from his messenger bag. “I got this for you. You said you missed your old one.”

			He carefully unwrapped a small mason’s trowel and put it on the counter. It was a replacement for the one I’d left in Dmitri’s leg on Delos.

			“Wow, uh, thank you,” I said, picking it up. I could feel my face warm with pleasure. I had missed having one. “That was really lovely of you, Adam. Thank you.”

			He looked me in the eye. “You’re welcome.” Then he picked up his sandwich and left.

			I hooked the trowel through the back of my belt.

			“So,” Will said, “that was nice of him.”

			Yep, Will understood every one of Adam’s meanings.

			“Will, I thought you trying to return me to the TRG was probably as good as a breakup. Besides—”

			“Got to know you pretty well, did he?” Will’s temper was starting to show—unusual, for him. “I’m just sayin’.”

			I slapped the table. “I said not now.”

			“Zoe, I was under a vampiric compulsion, lied to.”

			“All I knew was you were trying to trick me until you could get backup. You believed them when they told you I took off.” I took a deep breath; both of us explaining, complaining, would get us nowhere. Time for brutal honesty. I hated revealing that the artifacts were taking over. I didn’t want to do this now … but it was Will. I couldn’t help it. “Maybe it feels worse about you because of what we were.”

			“What we are.”

			I sighed. “The bracelet … there’s even more, now. And when I got that, it was a bad time, Will. I needed to feel like something besides a monster. You weren’t there. Being with Adam … you know I don’t do that casually, and he had my back. Look, we can do whatever—talk, fight, scream—after tomorrow. We need to get to that meeting now.”

			Will didn’t say anything, but he nodded. “Finish up. I’ll show you where.”

			I exhaled; we were okay for the moment.

			The past was past. For the moment.

			I wolfed down the two sandwiches I had left, and took an apple for later. I followed Will to an elevator, and we rode in silence to the top floor.

			When the door opened, I froze. I recognized one of the guys from the TRG. Then another and another.

			I looked at Will, horror filling me. “What have you done?”

			It took him a second to figure out my concern. “Oh, no! No, it’s okay! The Virginia facility has been shut down, along with all the rest of the TRG. Some joined us. Some of them quit. Some of them are being held for questioning.”

			I wasn’t reassured until I saw a familiar gangly redhead: Rob Watson, the guy who’d helped me escape the TRG just weeks ago. He was checking a clipboard, giving answers to someone on a phone tucked under his ear, when he saw me. He held up a finger. “I’ll call you back.” He put his phone away. “It’s you?” he said, holding out a hand.

			“And it’s you,” I said, taking it. His freckles still stood out vividly against his pale skin.

			“Well, things have gotten very complicated since we last saw each other, haven’t they?”

			I glanced at Will. “Yes, they have. Will, Rob helped me escape the TRG.”

			“And I was one of the people to raise the alarm about the synthetic vampire venom,” Rob said. “And now I’m out of a job. So I hope I’ve at least done what’s right. We’re in here.” He nodded to a conference room.

			I passed a room filled with a tangle of technology and saw a familiar face among those hastily stringing cables and placing routers and ran back. “Danny!”

			He looked around, jumped up, and gave me a hug. “God, am I glad to see you back! Vee told me what happened.” He nodded at Vee, who held up a hand in greeting, never taking her eyes from a scrolling screen. She looked better for a solid night’s sleep, but still wrung out. She was much happier to be in front of a screen, though.

			Danny lowered his voice. “Thank you for getting Vee out.”

			He was wearing his favorite T-shirt, which I figured was either because he was dressing up for Vee or because he was pulling an all-nighter and needed Superman’s “S” for moral support. “Yeah. Well, she was mostly responsible for saving us,” I said. “I was just the muscle. But … what is all this stuff? Where did all this come from?” I asked, looking around at the monitors, servers, and what looked like dangerously jury-rigged electronics stacked everywhere.

			“I called some people when we left Turkey. Remember I said I could do something, maybe? Some of the TRG were sympathetic to us, and they liberated some stuff from the labs as they left. We’ve got communications with the Fangborn, and the … er … people Parshin is bringing in. I’m coordinating the Family and getting the oracles on deck.”

			This was good, this was positive. I was responsible for this, I thought. I didn’t bring only chaos to everyone. I’d brought these folks together, too. There were good things among the bad.

			“I’ll be liaising with them and Adam Nichols.” Claudia Steuben had joined us. “He’s working with our connections in Washington at the moment.” Her face was healed now, and she had a businesslike air. “C’mon, meeting’s getting started.”

			I was secretly pleased at the redundancy and definitely wary of Parshin, despite his good faith so far: Buell had shown up at nearly the same moment we had. On the other hand, it made sense to have Normal, Fangborn, and government interests working in concert.

			The room was bustling, lots of maps, some uniforms, and a lot of talking all at once.

			“What’s going on?” I asked Claudia.

			“We found the container ship,” she said. “And better than that, we found the containers. The problem is, they’ve been moved from the container terminal on the waterfront to a big place on Dorchester Avenue. They’re even closer to downtown Boston. We don’t know what Porter’s plan is, whether he’s going to move them again by water, down the Pike or down I-95, or if he’s going to turn them out in Boston, but—”

			“It happens tomorrow,” I said. “Right?” I looked at my watch to double-check the date. I’d been through so many time zones, I still wasn’t sure.

			“Yes, but we have a plan. We’re gonna let them find us.” Her words were resolute and confident. Her eyes, less so. “We know they’re tuned into Fangborn scent and can’t resist us. We’re hoping they’ll come busting out of their hiding places, and we can lure them to a safe place. We’re thinking down in the Seaport District, if we can get the civilians out of there.”

			I shivered. “Claudia, you were there, in Istanbul. You know what they can do.”

			Her hand reached to her cheek as Fergus joined us, squeezing Claudia briefly. “And that’s why we have to draw them away from the general population,” he said, “Cull them from the herd, round ‘em up, ship ‘em out.”

			Claudia looked pained. “I adore you, you know that. But cowboy slang?”

			“I’m trying to fit in, while I’m in America,” he said.

			“Oh, please don’t.” She turned back to me. “One group of us will be busting in on them and leading them out, I hope, down to the waterfront. Another group, my group, will be waiting for them, there.”

			I thought about the combination of Dmitri’s “army,” the Fangborn, and the Fellborn. “But that’s … there are too many people down there. We can’t do that!”

			“We’re evacuating the area. Representative Nichols has been helping us with that.” Claudia said it calmly, without any inflection.

			“Adam Nichols’ mother,” I said. “She doesn’t want a Normal population slaughtered. She knows we aren’t ready for I-Day yet.”

			“She’s bought us time and resources, but you’re right. Too many people know about us, and even if we can delay it tomorrow, I-Day is coming sooner than we’d like. The best we can do now is containment.” She turned around. “Gerry, where are we at?”

			Gerry was a mess. His clothing was disheveled, and his shirt was incorrectly buttoned and untucked. His running shoes weren’t laced, and he had no socks. He hadn’t shaved in days. It didn’t look as though he’d slept much, either. I’d never seen him look so depressed, so spiritless, so discouraged, especially among his own kind, doing what they did best.

			If I was responsible for the concerted effort of the Fangborn against the Order, then I was responsible for Gerry’s state, too. I’d been a stray, Vee had opted out, and Toshi just had lost his family, but with the dissolution of the TRG, we were all orphans now. Being unanchored or unsure didn’t sit well with Gerry.

			“We’re moving the Fangborn kids under age eighteen and anyone too hurt or too old to fight to the retreat houses.” His voice was gruff from overuse and too much emotion. “We’ll shift a quarter of the new graduates from Parkhurst, St. Cuthbert’s, and Edgewood to protect them.”

			“Those are the Fangborn Academies east of the Mississippi,” Claudia whispered to me. “They spend their last three or four years in a local high school while they prepare for their exit exams.”

			Gerry continued without looking at me. “The next half of them … we’ll move to the bigger centers and high-priority targets. The rest, who have the highest marks in ‘Simulations,’ will join us.”

			“And where will I be?”

			Gerry turned toward me but still didn’t make eye contact. “You’ll be with those by the bridges, to make sure none get through.”

			I nodded. Even though he couldn’t see me, he didn’t look for acknowledgment, either.

			He continued. “The Family we have in the first responder units and military—the ones who were on active duty—know what’s up and will be helping us undercover. Representative Nichols is doing what she can to try to clear out as much civilian traffic as possible. We’re hoping we can close down South Station—say it’s flooding or electrical problems or the orders of Homeland Security.”

			The short middle-aged Cousin in a plaid shirt who’d spoken with me last night appeared. Herrick Murphey spoke up as he checked something on his phone. “Gerry, we’ll want to balance it so that there are a good percentage of the vampires nearest the populace, to color as much of what they see as possible. Ideally, that won’t be needed, but—”

			“We’ll get it done, Heck,” Gerry replied grimly. “For all the good it will do.”

			“But we’ve got to hope,” Fergus said. “We’re going to hope that we can contain this without the Normals finding out about us and with minimum casualties to the Family.”

			“It’s a huge risk,” Gerry said. “There’s two hundred Fellborn, maybe more, based on the size of the cargo on the shipping information Danny found us.”

			I thought about what five of them had done to the village in Buell’s tablet. What the handful had done to three prepared Fangborn fighters in Istanbul.

			“And there are a couple hundred of us, plus the Normals with Dmitri and the TRG,” I said. “We need as many Fangborn as we can get, especially if he’s got some of those super-sized models with him.”

			“I’ve been saying, it’s too large a concentration of Family,” Gerry said. He began to pace, running his hand through his hair, his nerves strung like piano wire. “We risk a drastic loss in our numbers or exposure to the Normal world. We have to find another—”

			“Gerry, may I have a word?” Fergus said. They went to one side. I could feel the tension growing between the two men. You didn’t need to be an oracle to know that Fergus was telling Gerry to get his head and his attitude in line, and that Gerry was telling him to fuck off.

			“We’re starting at seven o’clock,” Claudia said deliberately, turning her back on her brother and her lover arguing. “Dinner’s in an hour, and then you should get some sleep while you can, Zoe.”

			I nodded. Food and sleep and try not to think about what was coming.
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			I was still awake an hour after dinner, in my little dormitory-style room. I couldn’t bear to be out with the others, who were watching movies, calling their kids, or working on final preparations. I’d done all I could, and now I just had to do what I was told.

			There was a knock at my door. I knew before opening it that it was Will.

			My heart missed a couple of beats when I called out, “Come in.” If I stuttered, it was because I didn’t know what he might want or whether I should care.

			He raised a hand in greeting and tipped his head at the chair by the door. I nodded, put down the file I’d been using. He shut the door and collapsed, looking like something the dog dragged home.

			“What’s up?” I asked. It seemed the least accusatory, least freighted, most helpful thing to say. I thought it worked rather nicely as an opening. I would have offered him a beer if I’d had one. “You look like you’ve been to the dentist and the gynecologist all in one day.”

			He smiled grimly; it was an old superlative we’d used. “Can’t sleep.”

			“Me, neither.” We were doing well so far. Will and I were used to small talk only in the field or at home. Anywhere else, we were no good at it.

			“Been thinking.”

			“Oh?” I could use fewer words than he could.

			“I’m confused. I’m mad at you.” He tried to keep himself at a level tone. “And … I’m mad at me. But tomorrow …”

			I shrugged. “Things are going to be bad.”

			“Right. I realized something. I don’t want to think about that. I’d give anything not to feel like the world’s going to end tomorrow. Think about how bad it could be. Even for a few measly hours, I’d like to feel something else.” He looked at me, seeing me finally. “That’s what it was like for you, wasn’t it? What you said earlier? About being … alone.”

			I nodded.

			“So, maybe we could not feel that way for a while—together? We don’t have to do anything. I’d just like to be here, with you, for a couple of hours. And if we survive tomorrow, we’ll sort it out from there.”

			I sagged a little; it was such a relief. He understood. He got it. But … did I want him here? What about Adam? Claudia had said he was working out in the field. And why didn’t Will want to do anything? He should want to …

			But being companionable, maybe sorting out a few things between us, would be far better than being alone. Mending fences, giving us both a chance to feel the old familiar comfort of each other, wasn’t a bad way to spend the night before the battle.

			“Sounds good.” I turned around and patted the bed next to me, so we could sit together on the twin bed, our backs to the wall.

			I handed him my bottle. He took it, swigged, made a face. “What the hell is this?”

			“Aquavit. From the Duty Free. I figured it was a deal.”

			“Whatever you saved, it wasn’t enough.”

			“It gets better as it goes down. You know the old saying: ‘If you’re gonna eat a shit sandwich—’”

			“‘Don’t take small bites.’” He took another hit, grimaced again, handed it back to me. “Your taste in liquor has always been questionable.”

			I pointed the bottle neck at him. “Expedient. You learn not to be picky when you’re broke.”

			“Still. This is awful. Give me another hit.”

			I laughed, and the tension evaporated.

			“You want some cheese?” I said. “I brought a chunk and a piece of salami from the pantry.”

			“Did you bring a knife?”

			“Um, no. I was going to use this.” I held up the new trowel I’d been sharpening with the file. It had calmed my nerves.

			Will had never approved of sharpened trowels—said sharpening made it too easy to cut through a soil layer when you didn’t mean to, a loss of control. And I knew he certainly didn’t approve of this particular trowel.

			“You could have gone back to the kitchen, but as you seem reluctant …” He pulled out something I guessed was a hunting knife, with an eight-inch blade.

			“Isn’t that a little overkill?”

			“Not these days,” he said, handing me a slice of cheese. “Not when strange men are giving you trowels.”

			“Damn it, Will! Okay, I think you should leave—” I felt my jaw ache as I clenched my teeth.

			“No, no, please. I’m sorry. Please. I was trying to be funny, make light of it, and it fell flat. I’m sorry for that. And I’m sorry that … I didn’t automatically believe you when I saw you. I thought I was acting for your own good, in New York. A vampire had reinforced the lie.”

			“Yeah, well, you could have thought it through a little more,” I said, taking a swig from my bottle. It was pleasantly warm in my stomach and was much nicer sipped rather than drunk by the tumbler-full.

			He made a face. “How? Remember: vampires?”

			“Danny did it,” I said. “He’d had a plan in place in case someone tried to screw up his memory. It took him a while, but he was at least open to trying to trust me. And Claudia did, when she recognized that what she knew about me professionally and personally didn’t line up with her story, that none of it jibed. She came to check it out.”

			“Well, Danny thinks like a squirrel, and Claudia’s a Fangborn. They probably screwed up the synthetic vampire serum they had to use on her.”

			I felt the discussion getting heated. “Will, the point is, you were the first person I trusted who wasn’t family. You were the first person I loved, and I worked like an animal to learn how to deserve that love. And I know you worked hard at it, too.”

			He nodded. “I did. And then you took off on me. Zoe, that did a number on me.”

			“I know. I know. And it wasn’t easy for me. I only did it because I was afraid I’d kill you. I didn’t know what I was.”

			“And then when people said you’d left again, I … I don’t know what. Something went off in me.”

			I passed him the bottle, took a swig, then passed it back. “Okay, I get this, I ‘hear’ you—whatever you want. I really do understand. But I’m tired. And I’m scared. And if you want to hang, that’s good, but we’re not going to sort out whose trust issues were more compromised, who’s to blame tonight. So … time to table this.”

			“Okay.” He held up the bottle; I shook my head and he put it on the desk. “Inside or outside?”

			Meaning: his arms around me, or mine around him. “Inside.”

			So Will scrunched up against the wall, and I nestled my back into his chest. It was an old memory, long cherished and comforting, and I found myself relaxing into sleep.

			“What if Adam shows up?” I said drowsily.

			“I’m not spooning him,” Will said into the back of my head. “Zoe, go to sleep. Don’t worry about Adam. We’re not doing anything.” He pulled back abruptly. “Are we?”

			“No,” I said firmly, pulling the blanket up in a determined way. “If he does show up, I’m leaving. You two can have the bed, sort things out, whatever. I need sleep.”

			Will sighed, resigned. “Just leave me the bottle.”

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Trust the Fangborn: if we were leaving at six o’clock, someone would be up making breakfast at five. The smell of coffee was the only thing that might have lured me out from under my covers. Will had gotten up earlier to take a shower and confer with Heck. Nothing had happened between us but a clearing of the air, and that was a better result than I could have hoped for.

			If there was any question whether Fangborn could eat what might be their last meal, it had been answered now. Flocks of sausage, an army of eggs, mounds of pancakes, crates of fruit. There were three lines in front of coffee urns.

			Finally, a woman said, “Ten minutes, everyone. The oracles don’t have any change in forecast, but there are a few personnel rearrangements; group leaders will redirect you when you form up. Take your corners, if you want. Good luck.”

			I didn’t have to wait long to find out what she meant by “corners.” Groups of Fangborn broke off into groups for prayer in every denomination, every faith. There weren’t enough corners, but the groups arranged themselves around the periphery of the room.

			A couple of us went back for more coffee.

			After a few moments, the same woman said, “Five minutes: have a pee, gear up. Then I’ll see you downstairs at the buses and vans.”

			Well, that’s frank, I thought. But it was practical advice, so I followed it.

			I joined the others, and we took different routes to buses and trucks waiting to transport us down to the waterfront. No sense in all of us going in one big clump.

			The bus was quiet on the way from the South End to the waterfront: everyone had too much to think about. Whatever happened today would have gigantic repercussions for everyone on the buses, possibly everyone on the planet. I tried not to recall the two visions I’d had in the basement near the spring and in the torched Istanbul warehouse. There weren’t any good choices: If I got used to being around people, trusting them, I ran the risk of messiness, betrayal, and hurt. It also meant I was human. But if I took the safe road, tried to isolate myself, tried to do what was right, it happened anyway. You don’t get away from the messiness and the potential for hurt, you just make the best of it by doing what you can.

			When I got off the bus, it was still early. Very few cars were around, and I remembered that they were going to try for an electrical outage, so people would stay home. The evacuation of civilians was underway.

			Someone nudged my arm. “Hey, you.”

			It was Will.

			“Hey. You’re going to be here?”

			“Yep.” Neither one of us had gotten a lot of sleep, but he looked a lot better. “Not fast enough or vampy enough for the front line at Congress and Summer Streets, but I can help here.”

			“Good. I’m glad.” I smiled. “Will, what if—?”

			A knitting needle went through my gut, and I doubled over. A flash of an artifact, a mask. Scarlet, black, and white.

			“Oh, not now!” I cried.

			I’d drawn attention to myself, and Will’s wasn’t the only alarmed face. “Zoe, what is it?”

			I need to stay here, I want to fight—

			I suddenly knew where Sebastian Porter was. He was nearby. He had just taken the artifact from a safe. I tried to resist the pain, to see if I could make it lessen, as I had been able to resist the Call to Change.

			No dice. It felt as if my bones were shrinking inside my skin.

			“I have to go,” I gasped. “I know where Porter is!”

			“He’s actually here?” Will asked.

			“Yes.” Another flash of fiery pain. “Will, I have to go now.”

			My phone rang.

			“I’ll come with you,” Will said, looking around in a panic.

			“No, Will—” I answered the phone. “Hey, Vee? Yeah, me, too. No, good. Will is going to bring you over, okay? I don’t want you out there on your own. See you in ten.”

			I hung up. “Will, you can come with me, but you need to pick up Vee, first. She saw I needed her, and she’s going to help me. So you go back to the Family house, and get her to the Schuyler Building safely. Got that? I’m gonna need her if she’s seeing me, too.”

			“Zoe, look, let me help—”

			“This is helping. I need you to get Vee, so I can get to Porter. Please.”

			He hesitated. “I’ll go, but first, let me get you an escort.”

			“We have no time, and there are no bodies to spare,” I said. “Everyone we have here, we need here. If you can talk to Heck Murphey, let him know what I’m doing. But get Vee, and please, please let me go now!”

			He nodded and gave me a quick kiss. “Be careful.”

			“You, too.”

			“Wait!” He reached under his windbreaker. “Take this.”

			He handed me the knife he’d used to cut the snacks last night, its long black handle first. “You said you weren’t comfortable with guns, and I know you have claws. But I’d feel better if you had this.”

			I kissed him on the cheek as I took it. “Thank you.”
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			The Schuyler Building was an old building in a small park by the edge of the pier near Seaport Street. Once upon a time, it had been a counting house, or a warehouse, but now it was being fitted out for a restaurant and trendy offices. The electricity was off—which had been a good thing in making our evacuation stories ring true—but it meant I had to climb up the gorgeous new stairwell encased in glass. The autumn sun made a furnace of the stairwell, and with no AC, I was sweating. Poached Zoe under glass.

			Three stories up the stairwell, I could see the battle starting.

			Flashing lights of emergency vehicles in ranks across Atlantic Avenue, and more than that, there were military vehicles rolling toward Summer and Congress Streets and Seaport Boulevard. Representative Nichols had managed to get forces on the ground, and the streets were strangely emptied. No trains moved, no boats sailed, and there was no traffic but officialdom. Blocks away, I saw news vans …

			In front of the flashing lights, what I thought was a cloud of dust resolved into figures moving to the waterfront. The Family had been successful in luring out the Fellborn. The idea was that the emergency and military vehicles would follow closely, looking for stray Fellborn and keep them herding across Fort Point Channel to where the rest of the Fangborn were waiting.

			I was able to differentiate them by a simple, ingenious solution: The Fangborn were all wearing neon reflective vests, the sorts of things runners wear at night. The Fellborn were disguised, as much as they could be, in human clothing. The Fangborn needed a way to distinguish their own in the heat of battle, among the confusing scents.

			The Fangborn made it to where the reinforcements were waiting to relieve them. They attacked with unimaginable ferocity. I couldn’t hear the screams and growls; it was like watching a violent silent movie from a distance.

			And then it wasn’t. I found myself out of the glass tower, observing from overhead, as with my vision at the asylum—but in the here and now. A cacophony of growls and screams. The Fellborn weren’t alone; the upgraded Mark Twos were with them, and members of the Order. The smell of hellebore was heavy in the air; the Fangborn had taken the precaution of masks.

			I started to recognize people I knew.

			Toshi clung to the back of an enormous Mark Two, his claws sunk into the creature’s neck until black blood ran. Toshi’s fangs were bared in anger, and when that Fellborn dropped, he bounded after another. He got more than he wanted; two of the smaller Fellborn glommed onto him, but Toshi’s snakelike face showed vengeful joy at the chance. He was in over his head … in danger of being overwhelmed …

			Adam saw Toshi go down, then waded over. Put a bullet in the head of one of the Fellborn and dragged Toshi out from under it.

			Both men were bloodied, and I strained to see where the Steubens were. I had a terrible thought that this was like one of my visions of what the future held—

			A blade through my gut. The smell of burning wood in my nose. Time to go—

			I slammed back into my own body abruptly. I expected to feel the distress that drove me to the artifacts, but only found my proximity sense going bananas. I looked up just in time.

			The Mark Two and I surprised each other. I’d been intent on bloody thoughts, and because I smelled so little like a regular Fangborn, I wasn’t showing up on its radar. It was in the bloody rags of what had been a track suit.

			I half-Changed. This I could do something about.

			It came for me, and I feinted left before dodging right and throwing a kick. It was quicker than I thought, and stronger, and blocked me easily. I ended up under it, my back almost breaking as it tried to force me over the railing. The stench was awful, and not all of the guttural noises came from its throat.

			Its claws slid over my shoulders, tearing fabric and flesh, and reached my neck. I couldn’t shift its hands; I couldn’t pull away.

			Black spots dancing in front of my eyes, I fell back on habit. Using every bit of discipline I had, I braced myself against the railing and locked my ankles around its legs so I would not go over. I released its hand and reached to the back of my cargo pants. I pulled out the trowel Adam had given me, the one I’d spent all night sharpening.

			I jammed the trowel into the creature’s gut. Then, using both hands, I yanked with all my might across its belly.

			At first, I thought I must have missed—that the trowel had snagged on its clothing. Its hands fell away so suddenly, the pressure off me so quickly, I fell to my knees, oxygen rushing into my lungs.

			No, the trowel went in. I could see the blood rushing from the creature. But it pulled the trowel out and advanced on me with it.

			I held up my hand, to hold it off, praying for a miracle.

			The force of the energy caught it dead center, and it pitched down sideways. It hit the bottom floor with its head at an angle that was off about forty-five degrees, telling me that it wouldn’t be getting back up again.

			I’d blasted it. The Fellborn had taken my trowel with it. No time to get the trowel back.

			Its bite reminded me of the dying Fangborn in Istanbul telling Toshi that Fellborn DNA had been broken down and altered with something derived from black hellebore. I rolled over and retched. Hauling myself up, I staggered a few steps to lean against one of the pillars.

			Damn it. I hadn’t even thought to see if it knew anything, if it could communicate at all. I’d been too busy trying to stay alive.

			I glanced up the stairwell, rubbing at my shoulders, trying not to think what they must look like. Three flights to go.

			My phone rang, making me jump.

			It was Vee.

			“Where are you?”

			“Downstairs,” she shouted. “It’s holy hell outside, Zoe—Zoe, Dan’s hurt.”

			“How bad?” Why was he here? I thought of what it looked like outside and realized: I really didn’t have time to ask about Danny. I kept climbing.

			I could hear the tears in her voice, the fear. “It’s bad. He got … his stomach is pretty torn up. Will’s here. I’m coming up; he’ll follow as soon as we get a medic or a vampire for Dan.”

			She’s no good to me in this state, I thought. Danny needed her. “You should stay with him—”

			“I should, but you need me more. If you don’t—it’s gonna get this bad for all of us.”

			Relief washed over me. “Vee—hurry. Top floor.”

			“Yeah, Zoe—I already know. Remember?” There was a little of the old Vee in her voice. “I saw you.”

			“So, get here already.”

			One last deep breath, and I concentrated on ignoring my shoulder, my leg, and my jaw, and continued climbing up the stairs.

			Nothing on the next floor. My back healed, feeling scratchy. I needed a bath and a drink for about a week. Maybe a bath in a drink. The pain began to fade to an ache.

			But another one of the Mark Twos was coming downstairs.

			My hand reached for my trowel, but that was already gone. Will’s knife found its way into my hand. So intent was the Fellborn on its charge that when I stepped aside, it went sailing down to the next flight. I was on it in a minute and I put Will’s knife under its chin. It was dying.

			“Where is Porter’s office? Tell me what you know.”

			I couldn’t understand it at first, as growling masked its raspy voice. Eventually, though, as in my vision with the Moor, the signal cleared, and I was able to understand it.

			“… I know it was hunger that roused me from what I’d been before. I know meat and blood are the only things that ease the pangs in my belly and the scorpions crawling through my brain, and that is withheld if I do not obey. I know there are needles, every night, that bite deep, but make me stronger, and more, in the morning, to make me understand better. I only know what I am told, to destroy the fanged ones, and any hairless I find, to make it look like the fanged ones have done it. I know my blood sings when theirs runs, and blots out the smell that draws me to them. That is all I know, for that is all I am. A tool needs no more than that.”

			“What were you before?” I shivered, repulsed.

			“There was no before. There is only now, perhaps the next meal. The next fight.”

			I was sickened. Had this been a human, once? A Fangborn? It no longer mattered; it had no other purpose but to destroy my kind, throw them into disrepute. There was nothing for me here.

			I leaned on the knife and ended it.

			I hauled myself up—my knees feeling weak. No, it wasn’t just me. There was a rumbling under the ground, familiar, odd. Deep in the pit of my stomach. Weren’t all the trains and air traffic grounded.

			Oh, not some military strike—I prayed we could keep things from that point of no return.

			The ground lurched, a section of road collapsed a few blocks down.

			I recognized the rumble from Quarrel’s open cave outside of Bursa.

			Not a military strike. Not the way I was used to thinking of it.

			“A slight miscalculation in my arrival, young one!” Quarrel shouted in my brain. “I had intended to”—he used a word I didn’t understand—“to exactly where I sensed your presence. I am however making great haste in these dirty tunnels.”

			Dirty tunnels—Quarrel was in the sewers. No time to ask how he’d arrived, or what he’d fed on to get himself so far.

			“Quarrel, what are you doing?” I asked, desperation making my voice squeak. “We’re trying to keep the Normals from discovering us!”

			“Which is why I chose to use these dirty tunnels, rather than go overland. You reminded me of the debt I owe my younger kin and the guidance I owe them. And there is the great matter of the wrath I bear against the Order of Nicomedia.”

			A break in the ground, a crack grew into a fissure, the asphalt buckled, and a manhole cover fell into a sinkhole. A flash of dark color, scales rippling, jewels falling away, and Quarrel proceeded up the sewer line, making a beeline—dragonline?—for the Schuyler Building and me.

			He was going to tear down the Order’s building.

			I didn’t know if it was worth trying to vamp a dragon, but I gave it a shot. I took a deep breath, summoning an authority I didn’t feel. “Quarrel, you must not! They have information here, and artif—Fangborn tools! I must stop the man who has them! Please don’t tear down the building while I’m here!”

			The last plea sounded desperate, but the rumbling slowed, then stopped. “Very well. I will give you two turns of the glass. And then I will strike.”

			“Two hours? It’s not enough—”

			“Zoe Miller, I have expended all of my energy to—he used the word I didn’t understand again—here. You would not have me die in the dark in this filthy place?”

			“No, of course not—”

			“I won’t leave you. I must do this.”

			I took a deep breath. “No, I understand.”

			I had to get to Porter, first, and get the mask I’d seen out of there. I reached for my phone to call Vee—where was she?—but it had been destroyed during my last fight.

			I climbed the stairs as fast as I could. Finally, I reached the top floor.

			The door swung open, almost as if the latching mechanism were broken.

			My nose twitched; something was up. I stepped into the room.

			A floor of old-fashioned marble tiles, black and white, in what would be a reception area.

			“Not on the white ones—that’s the water where the alligators live. You can only step on the black ones. That’s the path to safety.”

			A childhood memory from Danny came screaming back to me with all the force of a fighter jet blasting through the sound barrier.

			I recalled what Adam had said that most Order facilities had been rigged with traps. I remembered the horror of the destroyed Museum of Salem. This would be no exception.

			It wasn’t the tile. There was an ever so faint feeling of something wrong, millimeters below the bottom of my boot. I pulled my foot up.

			I thought about the mind-lab and was there.

			Sean was there, sitting on the counter. Of course; why would he sit on a perfectly good stool?

			“I need answers.”

			He looked up from the crossword he was doing. “About what?”

			“How to get to Porter. Traps, explosives.”

			“Anything like that?” He shook his head. “Nothing I know about. Your best bet is down the hall. The coffee room.”

			“I have a coffee room?”

			“First door on the left. And Zoe, you need to hurry.”

			I ran down a hall I’d never seen before. In the “coffee room” was a number of men. It struck me that they were all men I’d killed, or if not killed, had their blood, quite literally, on my hands.

			“Anyone know about Porter?” I shouted over the din of coffee cups and cutlery. “His Boston lab? Where the traps are rigged?”

			Mutters in foreign languages I now understood, at least within the context of my space. A Russian guy dressed in combat gear said something. I let the words sort of seep into my brain, and the meaning made itself apparent.

			I don’t know whether I was speaking Russian or English, but it was getting through to both of us. “Do you know anything about the bracelet and other artifacts? The mask?”

			He shrugged.

			“How about Porter?”

			Another shake of his head.

			“Wait, where did we—?”

			“You killed me at Efes.”

			Ephesus. I killed a number of men that day. I can’t remember his face, I thought with a pang. “Uh, right.” I thought about it. “Tell me what you do know, then.”

			He started rattling on a bunch of stuff about mercenary troop movements in Nigeria, and weapons and supplies, but none of it was going to help me.

			“More specific,” I said. “You know anything about explosives, booby traps, that kind of thing? How would you rig a floor like the one outside?”

			He ran down a list of statistics, which again meant nothing to me. “How do I avoid it? Or disarm it?”

			In a heavy accent, he said, “You can’t disarm. It can only be set up from the other side, like a moat. Avoiding it?” He shrugged and took a sip of his coffee. “Run along the ceiling, if that is what your kind do.”

			“Thanks for nothing,” I muttered. Why did my mental world not screen for sarcasm and bigotry? I returned to the real world and the tiled hallway.

			Run along the ceiling? Not me.

			I looked up, and saw the lighting figures, long, low, and stylish. The lights were out, of course, but I could jump to them, swing myself across. Maybe.

			It had been a long time since I’d tried the monkey bars. But that isn’t what stopped me; half-Changed, my upper body strength was more than up to it, wounded or no. The thing that worried me was the long space between the last lighting fixture and the doorway, where there was a row of blue tiles. I figured I needed to get past them to avoid the blast. It would take a good deal of swinging and a landing worthy of an Olympian to make it. Werewolf I might be, but gymnast I am not.

			I soon discovered another problem: the light fixtures had never been made for swinging. I made it across the first three, but the last pulled from the ceiling. I yelped, trying to time my last swing while avoiding the floor, but it broke. I threw myself into a roll, but my feet brushed the tile as I rolled through the door.

			I was almost all the way through when it blew.

			Shaped charge, I realized, the Russian filling in knowledge I didn’t knew I had. Aimed to go toward the way I’d come in, not toward the lab. Cut off access, kill intruders.

			Alert those inside, if they weren’t already aware.

			Too late.

			I threw myself to one side, landing on my bad shoulder.

			My scream was drowned out by the explosion. It would have blown me to bits, if I hadn’t already been moving forward.

			My ears were ringing in several different tones, and I couldn’t hear anything else. I’d lost more blood, and my back was still aching, so I directed what energy I had to healing them. I’d just announced myself; I’d better be ready for whoever was home.

			A generator whine came from the second office down. The lights were on because Porter was there.

			Game face on, I took a deep breath and went to the office.

			Sebastian Porter was a younger version of his father: tall, graying hair and beard, a pale face with hectic color in patches on his cheeks. Glasses. A paunch that jutted through clothing that was at least twenty years out of date. Something about him confused me, but I kept my eye on him, assessing his moves. He glanced up, nodded, and continued to calmly pack files into a brief case.

			“I’m glad you’re here, Miss Miller.”

			I watched him, wary of other traps and weapons. I needed what he knew. I needed the mask that had drawn me here. It would be nice to take him alive if at possible, to shut down the Fellborn attack.

			It was hard to clear my throat, clogged with dust from the explosion. “I’ve been very curious to see the person who hates my kind so much.”

			“Not hate, Zoe.” He shook his head gravely. “Never hate. The Order has evolved beyond fear in demons to wanting to be prepared for the inevitable moment when the Fangborn attempt to enslave humanity. You know the Fangborn population has been rising in recent decades? I believe that’s significant. My father did, too. We want to make sure we find a way to contain, defeat, or replicate your powers. To maintain the status quo.

			“My father worked with the TRG because he thought there would be a way for the two populations to learn to live together. He and the good senator disagreed on how to go about the tests—Knight insisted on keeping certain … data … secret. Edward Knight had him killed. But my father knew better than to trust a vampire, and he’d taken precautions. His work was synthesizing the various chemicals the Fangborn use, for human benefit. The serum he’d created to resist the vampiric persuasion was, alas, a failure, but he left me his notes. I’ve been able to improve on his work, and I followed my own path as well. To create a response equal to the Fangborn threat.”

			“So your secret weapon, these … these Fellborn … were made to discredit the Fangborn as well as destroy them.”

			A blank look, then an amused smirk. “‘Fellborn?’ A dated, inaccurate, and sentimental term. The Model One and Model Two. Well, we would have reached the next point release faster if it hadn’t been for your mother. When Knight killed my father, the Princeville staff were never quite up to snuff after. A shame your mother left; she was a very important step in creating the Model One.”

			The urge to tear his throat out overran me. “She was nothing like them!”

			“No, of course not. That was the point. We were working on a model that would be refined through generations, by genetic manipulation able to hide within the human population, adding to the models as we went. The idea was that they might not remember what they were and yet would have all the instincts to cover up their activities. My father thought it was an important way to keep the benefit of the Fangborn while removing whatever urge they might have to take over more. Mainstreaming, if you will. A few more babies, and we might have hit the right combination, but your mother left. God knows what prompted her. I always thought it was Knight’s doing.”

			My head swam with the knowledge.

			“Eventually, I scrapped that program; we never could speed up the process enough to be satisfactory, and the Fangborn threat was growing. Later, I took a partner and we have been working to our mutual satisfaction for some time now.” His face went expressionless, save for another faint shadow of amusement. “Not always on the same page, and we certainly don’t tell each other everything, or the reasons for, but I have my research, and it gets results, too. I provide him with information, and he supplies the subjects.”

			“Jacob Buell.” I shuddered and the idea they were turning the Fangborn into “subjects” nauseated me.

			I thought about the split that Quarrel had described and the scurry to tie up the loose ends since then. I was a loose end to Knight. Ma and I were loose ends to Porter—a failed prototype, an escaped white rat with an interesting gene. The idea that I might have been any part of his attempt to create the Fellborn—and fuck him and his etymological finger waving, anyway—made me queasy.

			No time, no time—not even to learn more of my murky past. Quarrel was on the clock. “I’ve come for the artifact as well as you.” I prepared myself for resistance.

			He nodded. “It’s right here.” He shoved a case toward me. “I suspect it called to you when I took it out of the safe, correct?”

			“Yes.” He was going to give it to me? Nothing came that easy. I gestured. “You open it.”

			“There’s no trap, Zoe.” He pushed the case closer and unlatched it. “And you know that’s true.”

			He was telling me the truth.

			“So, why?”

			“I want to see what will happen. I’ve never been able to convince my partner to let me use one on a subject, lest they become too strong. I’m very curious to watch the process.”

			“I’m just another subject for you?”

			He said nothing, a small smile on his thin lips.

			I needed the mask. I swallowed my anger; I had no desire to be of any service to him. I removed the lid of the large box.

			There was the thing I’d sensed. It was huge; at first, all I could make out was a black face with a long beak, with red lips and eyes outlined in white. Straw cascaded around it. I handled it very cautiously, and when I finally lifted it up, I could see what it was: a mask, from the Pacific Northwest, I thought, maybe Canadian, First Peoples. Some kind of bird, probably a raven, with a straw mane in back. The beak opened, revealing two animal faces flanking a human face; the bottom of the beak fell down to form the body of the human head. Something to be used in dances, to tell myths, I thought. It was modern, which surprised me, but no less beautiful or perilous for that.

			It was also completely intact. The call of it was strong.

			I picked it up. I hesitated, glancing at Porter.

			He was holding up a phone, presumably to record the process, and saw me staring at him. He shrugged. “I don’t know what will happen. I presume that it will join the other artifacts, implanting itself in you?”

			I shrugged back. Quarrel’s growing impatience hummed, intruding into my consciousness. I didn’t know how accurate his sense of time would be, as he had grown up before clocks.

			I didn’t want to put it over my face and head.

			“I had always assumed there would be some residual interference from the chemical changes we effected in your mother’s body. Have you noticed any difficulty in assimilating the jewels?”

			His question was a small gift; that’s probably why I was having so much trouble learning what the artifacts had to teach me. I wondered whether, if I got enough healing ability, I could eventually fix what chemicals the Order had made in my mother, which I’d inherited.

			“We’re so not having this conversation,” I said. “You’ve already spent too much time experimenting on my family. But I need this.”

			I took up the mask. There were no eyeholes. My vision would be obscured, and I hoped I would be able to react if Porter tried anything. Then, given the response of the artifacts to Buell in the museum basement, I was pretty sure that even if he tried something, I’d be able to fend him off.

			The growing shadow scared me, but the mask welcomed my nearness. Darkness covered me, and there wasn’t even a chance to settle it fully on my head before scenes from its manufacture flew with blistering speed into my mind. I had visions of a man with a wood-carving tool, chanting softly as he worked. I saw … it was gone too fast, but I thought I saw a spark leave his fingers and bore its way into the wood.

			Done. The mask was gone.

			It was easier this time, when the artifact bonded with me. I stretched a little and that seemed to help the new plates find their way over the older ones, until I felt sharp jolts at the fronts of my legs and left ankle. I knew without looking that I now had another anklet to match the one already on my right. I knew that the metallic net of tiny stars ran up my legs.

			Much less pain, this time. So much easier.

			Gasping, I found myself back in Porter’s office.

			Porter sat back. “Thank you. That was an unparalleled honor. Do you realize there was a sort of … golden nimbus around you, ever so briefly? If I hadn’t been looking for it, I wouldn’t have noticed. I feel you are coming very close to fulfilling the Orleans prophesy.”

			“Fuck you.” I gave a push of compulsion pheromone, didn’t know if it would work on him, but I certainly felt a rush. “Tell me what you know about the Orleans prophesy.”

			“It’s certainly suggestive, your new skin. Maybe you’re the one who will be unleashed, unchained. I’d prefer you to some others. Ever since I first read that prophesy, I was hoping it wouldn’t be Knight, for obvious reasons.”

			“But what else do you know about it?” He seemed talkative; maybe I was getting him loosened up.

			He looked thoughtful. “Maybe it’s not unchaining all ‘the Fangborn’? Did you ever consider that? Maybe you are the Fangborn.”

			That was what Quarrel had said, I thought.

			“In any case, the matter is moot. I’ve perfected the formulas I’ve been working on. Most importantly, the synthetic vampire memory venom, a compound that compels the Fangborn to follow its scent and, best of all, most recently, the chemical that helps one resist vampire persuasion.”

			Hmmm, perhaps I wasn’t compelling him to talk.

			He continued. “The announcement of those breakthroughs is scheduled for two months. We go into commercial production and distribution six months after that. Lots of governmental paperwork to get through, but I think today’s events will help expedite things with the FDA. I’d like to go black market, to get the juices flowing, but apparently, PR is all-important in the long haul.”

			“You can’t be serious! Can you imagine the backlash, the chaos? Even if they don’t discover us, it’ll be anarchy!” I thought of the news vans I’d seen gathering at the edge of the waterfront—was it possible he’d called them? That it was already too late?

			Wait—why was he telling me so much when he’d admitted to having something to resist the vampire compulsion to tell the truth?

			Too much talk, too much truth. Something was up.

			I did some quick math: if Porter Senior had been in his fifties in the forties, and it was about seventy-five years later … “You’re a little young looking to be his son, aren’t you? The man who was talking with Knight at the asylum. His son would be at least eighty or ninety now.”

			He tilted his head, that same small smile as his father’s plaguing his face. “Very few researchers ever resist trying out their experiments on themselves. I’ve been successful with some; others not quite as much. But I have succeeded in slowing my aging process. There have been a few other little successes, too.”

			I vaulted across the desk before I knew I’d thought of it.

			Now it was certain I needed him alive; I could still slap what I needed out of him. There must be notes on all his experiments. It would be terrible to think of humans taking on this power by themselves.

			Whatever he had, it still didn’t protect him from my speed and strength.

			My knees skidded across the desk, and I grabbed his lapels. The fabric of his coat ripped under my hands. It was gorgeous wool, like everything Porter had surrounded himself with, first rate. It never should have torn so readily; I knew better than that.

			He had pulled away from me. It wasn’t his luck, and it wasn’t my lack of skills. It was me underestimating his strength. He was across the room slower than Fangborn, but faster than human.

			I lunged again; he feinted left, went right. I tripped him. He kicked at me with the vigor of a much younger man—hell, he was a much younger man than he should be. Whatever he’d taken was also prolonging his life in addition to making him vampire resistant and very fast. He’d learned well from his father’s death.

			Porter laughed, delighted with himself: I must be the ultimate test for him. “It’s not the same, not by any means, but with our numbers, we’ll finally stand a chance against you.”

			I hauled him up and punched him, breaking the skin of my knuckles on his teeth. He took it, and laughed again, the blood running down his nose. He flailed over and reached downward. Too late, I realized he had a gun under the desk. I scrabbled for it, kneeing him in the head.

			I only grazed him; he staggered and pulled out an oversized gun. “The shotgun shells are filled with irradiated hellebore. The effect it has on Fangborn is quite catastrophic.”

			He raised it. He couldn’t miss. I held my hands up.

			“Don’t,” I said in a rush. “We both need to get out of here. The building is about to be besieged by a dragon.”

			Did the weapon dip, just a little? Maybe his intellectual curiosity would save me.

			His face transformed with delight. “Ah—you’ve actually seen one? And brought one to me? That is a kingly present!”

			“Not if he bites you in half and tears this place down, it won’t be.”

			“Zoe, I hate to shoot you, I do, but you see, I’ve already myself outstripped you. I only needed to see how someone with your blood chemistry—our blood chemistry, to a certain extent—could assimilate the artifacts. I’m very close to doing it myself. You see, evolution can be gotten through science, not only through centuries of reproduction. I just don’t need you anymore.”

			He was going to take the “tools” for himself? Oh, sweet baby Jesus.

			“You’re right,” I said. “I don’t matter now. You’re outnumbered. My friends are mopping up the Fellborn and Mark Twos even as we speak. So you can shoot me, or you can come with me, answer our questions, try to clean up this horror show you’ve created.”

			“And why would I want to do that? I like living. I have meaningful work and a duty to my race. Goodbye, Zoe. Thank you.”

			I saw his finger tighten, heard the blast. My abdomen clenched, and I grabbed at it foolishly.

			Porter slumped over. Blood spilled from his chest. He dropped the gun.

			I could hear his heart slow and stop. I sensed him dying.

			I whipped my head around. Toshi stood there, blood soaking into his clothing, his scars healing from the fight on the waterfront. He held a hand cannon so big, it looked like it had come from a comic book. He must have taken it from one of the humans outside.

			“What are you doing?” I shouted. “Toshi—we need what he knows!”

			His face was impassive. “He took everything from me. I returned the favor.”

			“I don’t matter. But this—” I got up, shoved Porter’s bleeding body away from me. “Toshi, you might have just ended the world.”

			“He had to be stopped, Zoe!” Toshi face was resolute, but I saw a trace of doubt in his eyes. “I kept you from being dead. I couldn’t let him—”

			“There are bigger things—”

			A rumble under our feet interrupted me. The whole building was shifting. My heart sank; Quarrel was losing patience.

			Toshi shook his head. “I-Day is here, Zoe. We can only try to make the best of it now. The world is a better place without him.”

			“Not without his information; we need that to fight back! Stay here, don’t touch anything.” I needed time and I needed information. I needed to get to the lab. “I’m gonna—”

			The smoke, the roar of explosions, the roar of a dragon awakened and harboring anger and resentment for centuries, the smell of blood …

			I was there.

			“Hey, Zo.”

			I shoved Sean aside and ran to the center island of the lab. I slapped my bloody hand against the black bench top, willing all the cabinets open at once. The lab had gotten so big, I’d never find what I needed in time by opening them individually. The cabinets stayed closed, but before I had a chance to swear, the scarred and chipped surface of the bench went from opaque to … infinite. I could “see” every artifact that I’d found, like a 3-D computer screen.

			That had never happened before: My need had created a shortcut.

			“Bring me these,” I said, pointing to the beads, gear work, and lidded bowl I’d tried to mend before.

			Now I knew what I was doing, what I had to do. The mask and its creator had taught me more about being an artificer.

			The pieces appeared; I reached into the table to take them. My hand paled and went translucent, another piece of this construct. Since none of this was real, it might as well be convenient.

			The bench top had proffered a diagram. Parts were missing, a gray staticky haze that interrupted the icy blue precision of the rest of the schematic. Rather than seeing what the artifacts should look like intact, I saw veins like circuits that suggested connections that needed to be made. Different colors appeared, and I understood the paler ones were weaker than others, and the darker were stronger. The different colors were different elements that somehow interconnected.

			I didn’t need similar materials, or artifacts related by culture or use. I needed only artifacts with similar capabilities. I didn’t need to make a whole artifact, a recognizable form. Like the lab, I could organize my world—the artifacts—to suit myself.

			It wasn’t complete, but neither was my knowledge or my tool set—or my supplies, for that matter. But it gave me a hint.

			Desperation did the rest.

			“Give me some options,” I tried. “Show me what might work.”

			The bench top flashed briefly, and I had an impression of variations being tried out. Then it made a suggestion for a partial substitute: A fragment of tapestry and the chunk of quartz core appeared. They weren’t a perfect fit, but made connections I knew were essential.

			I put them together, willing them to meld. I no longer had a pile of random objects; I had a piece of modern sculpture.

			The carved brown bowl separated from its lid. The lid remained suspended over it, connected by thin metallic threads made from the copper beads and tapestry. The gears pulled apart and rearranged themselves into a gossamer mobile, each larger piece balancing several smaller ones, with the straightened springs connecting them. It moved with gentle delicacy in a breeze that didn’t exist.

			I raised my hand: the headdress arrived, and the silver and carnelians formed a filigree cage around the clockwork. The turquoises slinked out of their settings, merged, and formed a robin’s egg lining in the top and bottom of the bowl. Before the lattice could close finally, I tossed the chunk of quartz into it. A dark purple, almost black, light began to strobe. The new piece rotated like a carousel.

			I admired it for a moment. A beautiful Frankenstein, an elegant patchwork. Rube Goldberg married to Fabergé.

			Good enough for government work.

			I reached in to take the first object, with both hands. The bracelet flared like the mosaic had at Istanbul, and I felt a wrenching tug. I couldn’t see my flesh anymore inside the bench. Lights cascaded around me like a waterfall. I held on tight and then jerked back.

			The bowl started to vanish.

			In a panic, I dove into the table after it. I had it, but it resisted. It was slipping away. Another tug. I was losing my creation; it was being swallowed up by the universe of the bench top. I forced my whole being into hanging onto the adapted bowl. I snarled, half-Changed, and—

			I had never Changed in the lab before.

			I felt a searing pain through my chest that made the incorporation of the Viking ship model feel like a cool stream washing over tired feet on a hot day. I was too busy howling, my eyes closed, but I felt the stones in my arm and on the back of my neck tear my flesh apart, shifting, reforming.

			A cold blast, and I was flung across the lab, smashed into a wall. Numb, I saw a sheen of blood covered my arm, evaporating even as the new artifact came alive. I was the catalyst. It all came online.

			Something dripped onto my arm; a stinging numbness. Not blood—venom had dripped from my fangs.

			The effort it had taken me to alter my blood profile with Claudia was a thing of the past. A ripple, and I realized that the first part had worked by thinking about it. I shrugged, saw pale blue scales briefly, and the numbness went away, the pain from the venom disappeared. I could now heal myself at will. No longer a matter of involuntary Fangborn nature, I had taken on vampiric healing powers and changed my body to accommodate it. I willed myself well.

			A rush of adrenaline, and I knew: I could heal Porter. Maybe not fully, perfectly, but enough so that his knowledge wouldn’t be lost.

			I slammed back into the here and now.

			Will had arrived; he and Adam were both wounded, fighting off three Fellborn. Toshi was trying to fend another off, while Vee behind the desk, screamed into her phone for backup. They were all coated with sweat and blood and dust. Howls and shrieks filled the space; more enemies were coming up the stairs.

			I didn’t have the time and couldn’t waste whatever power I might have now. I had to save Porter.

			I knelt down. Porter was no longer breathing; his face had gone slack. No heartbeat. I tried CPR, then caught myself.

			I bit him.

			His blood … was completely dead. He was gone. I was too late.

			Desperately, I cast about. An idea struck me. Porter was right; there was more than one way to evolve.

			I’d already tasted his blood.

			He should already be in the coffee room. He’d be my personal resource. I’d know what he knew, at my disposal.

			The information the Order had—the Order itself—would be at my disposal. I would fix this. I would undo all the evil he and they had done.

			A glory of choirs sang in my head. Finally, I had the ability I needed to make things right.

			“Vee!” I shouted. “I’m gonna need a hand! Not a lot, but a good push. Keep some in reserve.”

			“Make it good,” she shouted. “Say when.”

			“Three, two, one—”

			My relationship with blood was always a little peculiar, even before the bracelet. More vampiric than werewolfish, I’d always thought it was a result of inheriting some of my mother’s tampered genetic material. Because of his experiments, I’d now own Sebastian Porter’s mind.

			I felt a thrill as I absorbed Porter … his memories.

			I immediately went into the lab, ran down the hall to the coffee room.

			A riot was taking place. The others who’d been in there were tearing Porter apart. Blood spattered the walls. Porter fell, gasping, even as the others tore out his guts.

			“Stop it!” I screamed, aghast. “We need him! We need his information, his memories!”

			Sean had a machete he often used in the field and was busily chopping up one of Porter’s legs. “He’s wrong, Zoe. He doesn’t belong here,” he said matter-of-factly.

			“But he’s—” I stopped when I understood. There were no Fellborn in here, none of the old crude ones, not the newer horrors. Their blood wasn’t Fangborn, and it wasn’t human.

			And after his experiments on himself, Porter wasn’t, either.

			Lost. All lost.

			I knew it was only a metaphor—that Porter was already dead—but the sight of him being rent was almost more than I could take. I tried anyway.

			Teeth, knives, scalpels—there was virtually nothing of him left by the time I pulled them away.

			As the Russian cleaned up the room with a flamethrower, and Sean scrubbed the lab’s surfaces with bleach, it was the loss of Porter’s memory and knowledge that I mourned.

			I noticed a ring on the floor, something the others had missed. I picked it up and stuck it into a drawer. Maybe—

			I still had one trick up my sleeve.

			I ran back to the lab.

			I rushed back to the table, summoned up the artifact I knew as Pandora’s Box—a squat, rounded clay vessel with a lip around its waist. Four figurines were fitted into the flange. It came up easily; it was part of me already, but the broken elements had to be mended if I was going to do what I needed to.

			I saw the figurines again, as clear as the day on the hillside at Ephesus, and the schematic showed three missing parts; I had believed there were only two.

			“Show me how to fix it,” I said.

			The table blurred. Too long a time. There were fewer artifacts I might use to repair this complicated thing.

			Finally, just as I was going to give up, two designs appeared, very faint. The best two options, neither of which was complete or optimal.

			I took the one that was a slight shade darker and went for it.

			I didn’t have the parts.

			I took the other plan, more complete, but less ideal—there were two filament connections, not one.

			Do it, I thought.

			This time I knew what to expect, so I pulled some venom on deck and stabilized my system. Too much, and I went giggly. I dialed it back a bit and was … fine. The transition and accretion was much smoother this time, and I watched what happened.

			Nothing human, nothing Fangborn could keep up with these changes. My head started to spin, and I felt violently ill. All the artifacts were activating, even the fragments.

			The alarm went off in the lab. Not a fire alarm, this time, but red flashing lights and Klaxon.

			I looked up.

			Something in the outside world was badly wrong. Many things.

			The alarms wouldn’t be doing this, if the situation weren’t dire. I’d already accomplished more than I’d dreamed was possible, and I knew what I was going to do.

			With my enhanced vampire strain, I could save everyone in the room.

			I’d do it by stopping time.

			I was pretty sure now I could access the power to stop time the way I had, so briefly, at Ephesus. As Vee could do, with the blink of an eye, but which took so much out of her.

			I was going to go back to Porter’s office and change things. I was going to set things right. I was going to stall Quarrel. I was going to contain the Fellborn and keep them from exposing and killing the Fangborn. I was going to end the Order. And then I was going to find Toshi and beat the shit out of him for killing Porter before I got his answers.

			First things first. I had to get out of my own head.

			“Let’s go,” I whispered.

			I was flying through the air, aware of the motion before I knew what was causing it. It had been a torn-up looking Buell pulling me off of Porter’s body. Will was trying to drag an unconscious Adam out of the room, and Vee was sitting, her legs out in front of her, stunned and bleeding. Toshi was nowhere to be seen.

			I landed hard, sprang up, half-Changed in the real world.

			Now was the time to take care of him.

			I spat once, viciously, felt my throat hurt then heal. Not so much next time, Zoe … you’re new to this.

			But the venom hit Buell squarely in the chest. He staggered, screamed, clawed at his acid-burned shirt, pulled it off.

			A good start, but not good enough. Buell was wearing some kind of armor that had protected him. His burns were minor, though the pain was not.

			I leapt. Buell shot me with one of Porter’s damned guns. The tiles of my armor shifted, deflecting the shells. One grazed me. The wound healed cleanly, immediately.

			“I got an upgrade,” I whispered, as I landed on him.

			I knocked the gun out of Buell’s hands. He threw me off him, to one side.

			The building was shaking and it wasn’t stopping.

			Quarrel was coming.

			No time for vendettas. Do the job first; then clean up the filth. Easy stuff first, because I was gonna need a lot of help for my finale.

			I bashed Buell’s head against the floor. He stopped moving. I wished I had time to enjoy that more.

			I swiveled, raised my hands, and blasted the three surviving Fellborn. I stepped over; grabbed Adam, who was closest to me; and bit his wrist. In my mind, I saw the blood as I tasted it; I found the bonds in flesh and bone that were broken and mended them. I found receptors that were overloaded, and returned them to normal.

			When I pulled back, Adam’s bruises had faded, and the evil-looking gash across his leg was no longer bleeding.

			Adam coughed, his eyes opened. “How did you—?” he asked, amazed.

			If I’d had a moment, I would have laughed at the look of goofy surprise he wore. “No time. Yet.”

			Now I could see that Will, despite being upright, was in worse shape. There were lots of bites across his body, and blood was soaking into all of his clothing. There was a scary dark wound on his chest, a mess of torn cloth and tissue. His eyes were wide, unfocused and unseeing. He’d been running on instinct and adrenaline.

			I didn’t waste any time. “Hang on, Will. Don’t move.” I pulled off his shirt, found his pulse, and sank my teeth into his neck.

			More work here, but it was mostly … mechanics, I was surprised to find. Relieved to find. I mended the internal hurts, then knit up the muscle and flesh over it. Gave him a jolt of something to stop the pain.

			Will started and looked up at me, seeing me for the first time. “Zoe—?”

			“You’ll be okay now, Will. Just get ready to run when I give the word!”

			I reached out, extending my proximity sense farther than I’d ever tried. It was easier than I thought. I looked for Danny and found him in the care of a harried-looking vampire. I didn’t know what I could do remotely, and at such a distance, but willing them both restored, I saw a pale violet mist settle down over them. Danny coughed and sat up. It would have to do for now.

			“Zoe Miller, I grow impatient, here in the cold and dark! I will wait no longer!”

			I stood. “Quarrel, cease! I have friends here. Porter is dead. Save your anger for those outside. Aid our Family, and those who fight for them. Use all caution!”

			“Hellbender, I obey!” Quarrel replied joyfully. The rumbling mitigated and the building stopped shaking.

			Vee was chewed up, but there was a dead Fellborn at her feet. I healed her and then focused on restoring her oracular gift. I found a dark spot at her core and gave her a hit of healing venom.

			Her eyes shot open, and her head snapped up. “Whoa! What was—?”

			“Vee, I gotta pull some juice now. I’m gonna try some very dangerous shit!”

			“Do it!” she all but shouted. Maybe I’d overdone the healing. “Whatever you need—I am good to go! I’m great to go!”

			A shrill beeping noise. The building started to shake again.

			“Quarrel! I said to—”

			“It is not I, Hellbender!” A flash of insight, and I saw the battle on the waterfront from on high. Quarrel, true to his word, had gone to help our kind. He had found a step van full of members of the Order, all armed with the hellebore blasters. He squashed one man under his massive claw, and then another, before he let out a roar and tore at the roof and sides of the truck. Curling strips of metal peeled back like a sardine can as Quarrel raked at the vehicle. A second later, he stuck his head in and began flinging members of the Order high into the air. One had the audacity to aim a blaster at him.

			“Quarrel! To your left!”

			Quarrel whipped his head around and snapped. The headless body of the Order’s soldier fell to the ground. Quarrel spat his head out, with something remarkably like a grimace. The rest of the Order members from the truck fled.

			I shifted back and my eyes fastened on Porter. And his watch. Its built-in heart-rate monitor was protesting there was nothing to monitor.

			Porter’s last booby trap. Rigged to his heartbeat.

			“You guys get out of here, now!” I shouted. “Everything you got, Vee! In three, two, one!”

			Vee’s boost was like a locomotive slamming into me, as she laughed with delight. Then a lighter pressure, a bite in my leg. No time for bleeding. No time for questions or doubts or dying. I had to focus to get this done, save us all.

			I looked down. Buell had rolled over and grabbed my right leg, stabbing me in the thigh. It occurred to me that he might have also received some of Porter’s enhancements.

			No time for that. I could fix it in the next instant.

			I summoned up all Vee’s donated energy and, back in the lab, found Pandora’s Box. I concentrated on finding the infinite space that I’d seen at Ephesus, when anything seemed possible, and many things had been.

			I was doing it.

			I was—

			Black, falling as if without a parachute. Just like my first encounters with Quarrel.

			“Is that you, Quarrel?”

			“I hear you, Zoe, now Hellbender! What an interesting direction you’ve taken! I didn’t know you could do that!”

			“Do what? What do you mean? What’s going on?”

			An instant later, I felt a searing heat. I had no flesh to burn away, but I screamed all the same.

			“Quarrel, what’s happening?”

			His voice, from a distance. “The Makers inspect you, Hellbender.”

			“Makers? Inspect me for what?”

			“Your … I do not know the word—”

			I thought of the war waiting for me. “Quarrel, if they tell me what they are looking for, perhaps I can help!”

			“They say you will know when it is time.”

			My friends, my Family, were being slaughtered in the meantime. “You know, fuck that. I’ve had it,” I shouted at whoever would hear it. “Enough with the riddles, the tests! Why don’t you just tell me what you want! I am still Zoe Miller under all this armor and you’re not going to get what you want unless you first tell me and then give me a damn good reason!”

			“Hellbender, I would not—”

			The dragon’s voice was full of trepidation.

			Maybe I’d gone too far. What scares a dragon?

			The searing sensation ceased. A roaring in my ears, as my body started to make itself known.

			My head hit the ground, and then the rest of me. It hurt like hell, but I could still move. Good. I’d start by removing Buell and killing him. With any luck—

			He was still there, lying beside me, arms wrapped around my leg. He groaned and fell away, clutching his head.

			I looked down, but the knife was gone. My leg was bleeding still, but slowing somewhat.

			I tried to push it along, but got nothing. No extra healing, nothing of my newly-gained powers.

			Traffic, people, rushing out in the street.

			Alarm—had someone carried me out? What had gone on? Why was Buell still here, apparently still alive?

			Where was I? Had the explosion from Porter’s last trap thrown us from the building?

			I looked up. My vision was still blurry, but I was reassured. No matter what had happened, I was okay. I saw the arch of Boston’s Chinatown and knew I wasn’t more than a mile or so from the wharf. I could still get back, still help the Fangborn army—

			The traffic was going the wrong way. The street was way too wide. I squinted, wishing my head would clear.

			Wondering why it wouldn’t clear … I tried to heal myself again, but felt nothing but “ordinary” Fangborn healing.

			After a moment, I could focus. The arch wasn’t what I remembered. It was a modern sculpture of wood twisted to look like a tree or a giant standing drum, supporting a wavy, wafflelike cross member.

			It was inside a vast glass atrium of a train station. Complex, modern.

			Nothing I’d ever seen in Boston.

			The characters weren’t all Chinese, either. They seemed to be a mix of several scripts. Some English, too.

			The English spelled out “Kanazawa.”

			It sounded Japanese. We were in Japan?

			“Oh, shit. Fuck, fuck, my head—”

			I hauled myself up, shoved the mumbling, moaning Buell away from me. He whimpered, tried to get up and couldn’t. I watched him; maybe I was in another space in my mind?

			I hurt like I couldn’t imagine. I’d never seen any place like this, so it couldn’t be in my mind—could it? Not even as an ideal? “Sean! Sean?”

			Nothing. It was a place in the real world I’d never seen before, no comfortable construct.

			Buell raised his head, shook it, hauled himself up to all fours.

			I stood up, wobbly, ready to kick him to death if necessary.

			He looked up and shoved himself backward. Clung to the opposite wall. Taking it all in. “Where … where are we?”

			I had no idea what was happening—had happened?—in Boston. I didn’t know whether the Fangborn had been successful against the Order and the Fellborn. I didn’t know who of my friends was alive or dead, or if Quarrel had disobeyed my order and started going after the rest of the city. The rest of the East Coast.

			I sank down to my knees. The bracelet was on still on my wrist, but when I reached in back of my neck, I found nothing but smooth, clear flesh. Same on my right arm. Nothing remained of the artifacts’ jewels or, presumably, the power they gave me. Oh, dear sweet—

			Somehow, I was on the other side of the world. No powers and no idea how to get back.

			Noise from the other side of the alley. Buell’s eyes were wide, terrified. “What have you done to us, you fucking witch?”

			

			END
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