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For Rudy.

Thank you.
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CHAPTER ONE


Why is he here?” I demanded as I pulled on my spell-armored leather duster. “And why this early? And why on a Monday?”

Bear shrugged, an impressive movement. The Valkyrie was seven feet tall, must have weighed four hundred pounds, and was built like an early atomic bomb. She wore jeans, a T-shirt, and a black biker jacket. “Wouldn’t it be easier to just invite him in? He abides by the old laws.”

“No,” I said adamantly. I hung my blasting rod from its tie inside the coat and took up my wizard’s staff. “Principle of the thing. And Maggie’s in the house.”

Bear pursed her lips and then nodded once. “You don’t think you’re being a little paranoid?”

I paused and considered. “Nah,” I said. “You loaded up?”

Bear hefted her four-bore rifle up onto one shoulder. It was a weapon large enough to club a polar bear to death, and she handled it as if it was a broomstick. “That’s pretty much my job,” she said. She tilted her head to one side and said, “You’re scared of him.”

“I know him,” I said. I made sure my charm bracelet hung with medieval shields was about my left wrist and ready to go. “You’re sure he’s here alone?”

“Yes.”

I frowned. “He never does that. Something is off. Best to be careful.”

I strode out of my quarters on the third floor and down to the main level of the castle, my footsteps thumping on stone floors in the predawn darkness. I took note of the old iron torches in their sconces on the walls as I went. They had kindled to life with blue flame that illuminated the runes and sigils carved into the stones of the castle around them—warning that a powerful and potentially hostile magical presence was nearby.

Early autumn in Chicago could be blazing hot during the day and uncomfortably cold at night, but the interior of the old stone building stayed pretty stable and cool year-round. I strode across the great hall toward the entryway, and as I did, there were hurried footsteps and my apprentice, Fitz, came down the stairs behind me, hair mussed from sleep, dressed in pajama bottoms and his own spell-armored leather jacket. We’d driven out to the country and cut him the wood for his first staff from a hickory tree, and he carried it in both hands in a slant across his chest, as if it had been a rifle. Fitz was a leanly muscular young man with a heritage as mixed and varied as rural Cajun gumbo, and his reddish, curly hair was mussed from sleep.

“Harry,” he said. “The wardflames went off. What’s up?”

“A villain is knocking at the door,” I said. “I’m going to go talk to him.”

He squinted toward the front door. “What do you want me to do?”

Fitz had some real talent as a combat wizard—but he was still inexperienced. “Veil up,” I told him. “Stay here in the main hall. Stay quiet. I don’t want him knowing about you.”

He grimaced. “You sure?”

“I’m sure. Trust me, kid.”

“Okay,” he said, clearly unhappy about it. He paused and frowned in concentration, murmured to himself, and then the air around him shimmered and he became a blur that was difficult to focus upon. Once veiled, he slipped to the deeper shadows to the side of the door to the entry hall.

Bear and I left the main hall for the entry hall.

“You’re not going to be able to keep the fact that you have an apprentice secret forever,” Bear noted.

“Don’t need it to be forever,” I said. “Just long enough that Fitz gets his feet underneath him and can earn the respect of the White Council when they do pick him up on their radar. And the less he knows about my business, the better.”

The large wooden gates of the castle had been replaced after the attack the previous spring, complete with the smaller door built into the gates that was used for most comings and goings. Bear went to the door and put her hand on the large handle, glancing back at me. “You sure you want me to stay back?”

I gripped my staff, straightened my back, squared my shoulders, and nodded. “If this is a trick, I want you holding the door. I’ll look after myself.”

Bear looked like she wanted to ask me another question, then shook her head, and simply opened the door.

I stepped out into the blue light of predawn and found myself facing Gentleman John Marcone, Baron of Chicago.


CHAPTER TWO


Marcone was a handsome, unassuming-looking man in a well-tailored business suit, maybe in his fifties, though he had the look that made it hard to tell. His pale green eyes were calm and alert, and he stood with his hands clasped behind his back. I was a lot taller than him, but it never felt like I was. There was something about his presence that had always made me feel acutely aware that I was in close proximity to a predator well accustomed to taking down prey larger than itself.

As the kingpin of Chicago’s criminal underworld, he’d always been dangerous. And then he’d made an alliance with an actual Fallen angel and gained the powers of a Knight of the Blackened Denarius, including the ability to use magic in some ways that I couldn’t yet match. If I hadn’t been a bona fide wizard, wielder of the primal powers of the cosmos, consistently victorious over monsters and demons and horrors beyond imagination, I might have been a little nervous, standing there facing him in the open, alone.

Don’t get me wrong. Marcone had a certain integrity of his own. He’d made good on his word before. But you don’t turn your back on a tiger. It’s just asking for trouble.

“Sir Knight,” Marcone said, cordially enough, using my proper title.

“Baron,” I replied. Within the nations of the Unseelie Accords, Marcone had earned his rank and held it. He’d gained a considerable amount of respect from them during the Battle of Chicago. He wanted to play nice, I could go along—to a point.

Marcone looked up at the castle, musing. “You’ve learned to make use of Merlin’s fortress. Or so the evidence from last spring would suggest.”

“Weird,” I said. “It’s almost like I’m a wizard or something.”

He smiled without it touching his eyes. “Given the pains I took in transport and reassembly, I suppose I’m glad it’s being used by someone. Allow me to congratulate you on your upcoming nuptials. Lara Raith is a formidable ally.”

I sighed. “Marcone, it’s early. I’ve got things to do today. If you’ve got business, let’s get it done.”

“Business,” he mused. “Not quite that, I think. You are in my personal debt, Dresden.”

I frowned. “How do you figure that?”

“In two counts,” he replied. “First, when I opened my fortress to the protection of the people of this very neighborhood, the night of the Titan’s attack, at your insistence.”

I grunted. “And?”

“And when I saved your life in the wake of the Titan’s binding.”

My frown ranked up to a full scowl. “Oh,” I said. “That.”

“Yes. That. I assure you, I find it as awkward to hold such a marker as you must to owe it.” He let it sink in for a second and then said, “I thought it would be simpler to square the account between the two of us rather than by going through formal channels with your liege.”

Any deal that didn’t have the Queen of Air and Darkness involved in it was a better and less painful deal than it might otherwise be, about ninety-nine times out of a hundred. I think she did it that way on purpose, to keep people from bothering her with things that weren’t life-and-death important. Marcone hadn’t exactly been made comfortable when Mab had gotten involved in his affairs, either.

I didn’t like Marcone. I never would. He had built an empire on making people suffer, in one way or another.

But he had fought beside me against the Titan, Ethniu. And he’d protected people of this neighborhood when he didn’t have to. And when I’d fallen with nothing left in me when I’d put the Titan away, he really did save my life.

“Suppose I say no,” I said.

He shrugged a shoulder. “I am neither your liege nor your father. I cannot force you to work with me. I am, of course, capable of putting pressure on you in any number of ways, mundane or otherwise. I am, however, quite familiar with the reactions such tactics elicit when employed upon you. And frankly, I have better things to do with my time and resources than make you miserable.”

I squinted at him sideways. “Why are you here?”

“Because I wish to be clear of you. I’ve come alone. I’ve offered no threats. I’m here to give you a chance to repay your obligation to me, and to do it in a way that I do not believe will run afoul of your … ethical aesthetic. Such as it is.”

Now I felt more wary than ever. “What do you want me to do?”

“There is a member of my organization who wishes to be rid of me and his life in my employ. He wishes to become, as those of diminished intellect take such pleasure in stating, ‘one of the good guys.’ There are obstacles to such in his way. As he has been loyal to me, despite his desire to depart my organization, I wish you to help him overcome them.”

Alarm bells were ringing in my head.

And so was a nagging tension.

I owed Marcone. The scales were out of balance, and I owed him. That bothered me a lot more than I wanted to admit. Maybe that was about me. Maybe it was about the fact that as the Winter Knight of the Unseelie Court, the satisfaction of debts occupied a lot more of my consideration than it had when I was just a vanilla human wizard.

“You want me to help one of your guys go straight,” I said.

“Precisely.”

“And that’s it?”

“Assist him in finding his way to legitimacy,” Marcone said, “and I will consider the debt paid.” He gave me a brief smile. “I should think this would be right up your alley. Have you not more than defeated a wicked foe when you make him a convert to the light?”

I exhaled slowly through my nose. “Why does this smell like such a setup?”

“Most likely because you have, despite expectations, gained some measure of wisdom during the course of your misadventures. Of course, this serves my purposes as well.”

“And those are?”

His eyes wrinkled at the corners. “None of your business.”

“Help your guy go straight,” I said. “That’s all you want.”

“I give you my word,” he replied calmly. “It is my sincere wish that he become disentangled from me and an upstanding and benevolent member of society.”

I exhaled through my nose again.

Marcone was not to be trusted.

But I owed him.

In my head, the spirit of my best friend, a good man, murmured, It is never unworthy work to attempt to redeem one who is lost and wishes to be found.

Hell’s bells, the White Council of Wizardry wasn’t much different than the outfit, when it came down to brass tacks. The whole reason I was helping and teaching Fitz was so that he could deal with them on something more like even terms. I could think of times when I’d wanted out from under their looming influence and threat. Like yesterday. And tomorrow. And right now.

If someone wanted out from that kind of life, could I just ignore it when I could help make it happen?

“Fine,” I said, warily. “I’m not making promises, but I’ll talk to him, and we’ll see.”

“Excellent,” Marcone said. He turned to one side, lifted his hand, and waved two fingers down the street.

A block and a half away, a dark limousine pulled out from where it was parked on the road, approached sedately, and came to a stop at the curb, three feet behind Marcone. I watched carefully in case it wasn’t what it looked like.

The back door of the limo opened, and a man got out.

He was wearing a camel-colored suit that must have come from Marcone’s tailor. Early forties, broad shoulders, moving fluidly enough to convey physical fitness. He had very short, dark hair, and an immaculate beard, and it took me a second or two to realize that I knew him.

Tripp Gregory. One of the more contemptible people I’d ever had the displeasure to meet.

Tripp faced me, swallowed, and lifted his chin a little. He didn’t say anything, which surprised me a bit. One of his most endearing qualities was an absolute inability to know when to shut his mouth.

I blinked once and then shifted my gaze to Marcone, who had an expression on his face that might, barely, have been a smile. “You must be kidding,” I said, harshly. “This guy?”

“During the Battle,” Marcone said smoothly, “you challenged me on the practice of my principles. It was uncomfortable and necessary. I now return the compliment. Are your principles actually principled, Dresden? Or do they only apply to the people you happen to like.”

Marcone is an asshole.

And I was furious.

But some part of me realized that I would not have been so angry if he didn’t have a point in there somewhere. And I was past the point in my life where I would let my anger direct my reactions.

You know. Mostly.

“You just wanted to see the look on my face, didn’t you?” I snapped.

“Perhaps,” Marcone said, and butter wouldn’t have melted in his mouth as he got into the back of the limo. “Thank you for your time, Sir Knight.”


CHAPTER THREE


Imade Tripp wait in the library until after I had gotten Maggie and her guardian dog, Mouse, back to school for the week, taking her there in the reborn Blue Beetle, a refurbished old VW Bug that ran like it was brand new.

I dawdled over a cup of coffee after that and realized that I wasn’t being childishly vindictive toward Tripp. The man had been a pain in my ass during a part of my life I didn’t want to so much as remember, much less relive within the pleasure of his company. The really bad parts of your life can attach themselves to people, places, things. There’s an instinct to avoid that kind of pain, even after you’ve gotten past it.

I didn’t want to see him because I knew it would, to some degree, take me back. Make me remember the bad times. And I was afraid of that.

There’s only one way to deal with fear—punch it in its stupid face.

I mean, metaphorically. Punching Tripp in his stupid face wasn’t going to help anyone.

And Marcone was right. Principles weren’t principles if they only applied to people you thought were appropriate. I’d met Tripp when he was suing a benevolent tutoring service for money they didn’t have in an effort to pay off a narcotics gang in St. Louis whom he had disappointed. And that had been the most rational thing he’d been doing at the time. I suspected he was full of crap, and if that was the case, I’d be happy to tell him to get lost.

But maybe he wasn’t. Maybe he really did want to go straight. Maybe he really did want out of the outfit life.

Couldn’t know if I didn’t hear what he had to say. Even if it reminded me of bad times. Even if I really didn’t want a thing to do with him.

I took the coffee and walked into the library, where my Valkyrie bodyguard was entertaining Tripp.

“That’s not for my car,” Tripp was saying, in the tone of a punch line being delivered. “That’s for my wife!”

Bear let out an easy laugh, grinning broadly. “Ah, there he is,” she said. “Behave yourself, Mr. Gregory, or I’ll throw your ass into the street.”

“You got it,” Tripp said amiably, and shot Bear with his forefinger.

Bear stopped near me and said, under her breath, “You all right with this?”

“Fine,” I growled. Then added, “Fine enough.”

She raised a fist to waist level and bumped her knuckles against mine. “I’ll be outside, if you need anything.”

“Thanks.”

She left, and I walked over to sit down in a chair across from Tripp’s.

“Before you say anything,” he said, “maybe I oughta say some stuff right out front. You know?”

“Your problem was never not being up front about things, Tripp,” I said. “But go ahead.”

He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, hands clasped. “I know,” he said. “I was a pain in everyone’s ass at a real bad time, right? I get that. And when those guys grabbed me after the trial, maybe even I had some of that coming.”

I lifted both eyebrows.

“Go on,” I said.

“I’m sitting in the back of this car with a gun in my ribs, right?” Tripp said. “And, like, everything from my whole life is in front of me. And I just keep thinking to myself, For what? Like, all this stuff I done, all these people I pissed off, and what did it get me? Here I am, I’m about to buy it from these hard cases from St. Louis, and why did I even do all the stuff that got me there? It didn’t make me rich. Didn’t make me happy. Didn’t get me respected. You know?”

“Uh-huh,” I said. “Sure.”

“So, these fu—these guys are taking me out to the middle of nowhere to eighty-six me, and here I am with no one to turn to, ’cause that’s how things work when you done what I done. And my mom, right, she was a church lady. Every Sunday, rain or shine. Always telling me I needed to look for God or I’d get lost. And I figure, here I am, lost as the damned day is long, right? I don’t even know what state we’re in.”

“Classic lost soul,” I noted.

“Hey, I ain’t that old yet, to be classic,” he said. “I never done it before, but I figure what the hell, talking to God can’t hurt. And I pray to Him and I tell Him, ‘Hey, You get me out of this, and You got a boy for life, You hear? Whatever You want.’” He frowned and chanced a moment of eye contact with me. “And … like, I mean it, right? If I get another chance, I’m gonna make something, you know, like good outta my life.”

“Lot of people get really sincere when they’re facing the Reaper,” I noted.

“Right?” Tripp said, his eyes widening. He’d missed the skepticism in my tone. “Like, I’d never been in a place like that. And it does something to a guy.” He shook his head. “Anyway, they drag me to this bluff over a river and they put the gun to my head and click. Like, just click. It don’t fire. And before they can get another one, I throw myself in. My hands are tied, right, but in front of me, and I swim like hell, and they start shooting down, but they don’t get me and …” He spread his hands. “Long story short, I’m still breathing.”

“Uh-huh,” I said. “I can see that.”

He straightened, and something I could have sworn was a sincere expression came into his face. “And now,” he said, “I gotta make good. To God. Or He’s gonna make sure I get a bullet in the back of the head and go right back into that river.”

I was taking another sip of coffee as he said that last part, and half-choked on it as a snort of involuntary laughter came up out of my chest. I coughed and cleared my throat, trying to get most of the coffee to go down the right way. My views on the Almighty were only vague ones, but I was pretty sure the creator of the universe didn’t operate like Vito Corleone.

But for a lifetime criminal like Tripp, maybe it did make sense. His authority figures had been men like John Marcone—who absolutely would make sure Tripp got a bullet and a river if he’d made that deal with him. Why would God be any different?

Which said something about Marcone and probably a lot more about Tripp.

Hell’s bells.

“And I’m tryin’ like hell,” he said. “I really am. I’m doing a charity for kids. I guess the schools closing so long after the terrorist attack got them all screwed up and there’s a lotta teaching work needs doing to get them fixed up. And I’m raising money for that.” He fished in the pocket of his coat and produced a card, offering it to me.

I took it. It had a couple of crayon-style stick people that a child might draw on either side, under a cheerfully colored logo reading KID POWER! Underneath it, print read, Accelerated Learning for the Children of Chicago, Tripp Gregory, CEO.

I frowned. “Is this your new scam? Getting money out of people for a good cause?”

“No scam!” he said, raising both hands palms-out, his face a little panicked. “I don’t want no bullet in the back of my head. This is legit! Working with a couple aldermen and ombudsmen and lady social workers and everything!” He flushed. “I even have some of the money going to Sunflower, you know? On account I was, you know, such a dick to them. And because it turns out they’re good at this stuff.”

I narrowed my eyes. “How’d you get the money for all this, Tripp? Last I saw, you owed to everyone and had nothing coming in.”

“I went out and raised it,” he said. “I got back, Mr. Marcone said I was …” Tripp screwed up his face, remembering, “… ‘unexpectedly facile at survival.’ Means I’m good at it.”

“I know what it means,” I said.

“Mr. Marcone says he respects that. I told him what I wanted to do and he said he’d help. Made some introductions. And I talked this old rich lady into it. She gave me a bunch of money and I was off to the races.”

“So, what do you need me for?” I asked.

“Yeah, well,” he said, averting his eyes. “Things kinda got complicated.” He took a breath and said, “I need help.”

I sat with that phrase for a long moment. Then I asked, “What happened?”

“The friggin’ government got involved.”

“Oh,” I said. “Ah.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Tripp asked.

“It means we need a lawyer.”


CHAPTER FOUR


Maximillian Valerious was my lawyer. I mean, he’d helped me with some problems with the city zoning laws, and on the problems Tripp Gregory himself had caused several months before. I couldn’t pay him what he was worth, but that didn’t seem to matter much to Max, as long as he thought I was on the side of the angels.

I trusted him.

It was a gloomy day, with fog from Lake Michigan hanging on grimly to the autumn air, and heavy, dark cloud cover that promised a good, long, soaking rain later in the afternoon—but it always looked like summer at the Valerious home.

Max and his wife, Heloise, lived in a yellow house with green shutters and trimming, and a fenced yard with chickens in it, guarded by a sturdy basset hound named Peppermint. When Tripp and I pulled up in the Blue Beetle, Peppermint came trundling down to the fence, lifted his nose as I emerged from the car, and let out a caroling bay of greeting. He walked back and forth by the gate, wagging his tail energetically.

“What’s wrong, Tripp?” I asked.

“Ah, you know. Lawyers,” he said. “I ain’t had the best luck with them. Public defender just told me to say I did it in court. You believe that?”

“When you got busted for selling drugs?”

“Yeah.”

“But you were selling drugs.”

“Well,” Tripp said. “I mean, yeah. But you can’t win if you don’t play the game, you know?”

“Could be this is just me,” I said, “but maybe you should, you know. Not break the law.”

“Everybody breaks the law,” Tripp said. “Not everybody gets caught. You broke the law when you busted into my house and threatened me.”

I frowned at him but … well. That much was true. Granted, I’d been doing it to protect someone he’d been going after, whereas he’d been doing it to benefit himself, but he was, strictly speaking, correct.

I wasn’t much good at toeing lines either.

One of the blinds at a window twitched, and from inside the house a woman shouted, “Max! It’s that Harry Dresden again! With some lowlife in a nice suit!”

Hell’s bells. Max’s wife was pretty sharp.

“Hey!” Tripp protested.

“To be fair,” I said, “you’ve spent seven of the last eight years in jail for a crime you absolutely did commit.”

“Yeah, but straights are supposed to have some what’s-it-called. Decorum. I’m tryin’, ain’t I?”

I grunted. “You bring your business records? The letters from the courts and the IRS?”

He hefted a briefcase. “Yeah, all here.”

“Be polite,” I reminded him.

“Yeah, yeah. I can talk to straights.”

Maximillian Valerious came trotting out of his office door, past a number of signs meant to legally menace solicitors. He was a small, spry elderly man with a spray of curly white hair and a receding hairline. He wore glasses, khaki pants, a crisp white button-down shirt with a tweed waistcoat, and leather sandals. He peered at us through his spectacles and then over them as he got closer, frowning at Tripp.

“Good God,” he murmured, looking from Tripp to me. “Isn’t this the man from last spring?”

“The one and only,” I said. “Tripp Gregory, Max Valerious.”

Max blew out a breath through pursed lips. “And you’re standing with him. How good a story is this?” he asked.

I waved a hand at Tripp. “I’ll let him tell you himself.”

“Well, then.” Max sighed. “I suppose you should come in.” He raised his voice. “Heloise! We’ll need three cups of warm cider!”

Twenty minutes (and three cups of excellent apple cinnamon cider) later, Tripp had finished telling Max his tale.

We sat in Max’s office. Peppermint had settled down at my feet, draped his sad face and droopy ears over my motorcycle boots, and gone to sleep. Max had listened to everything Tripp had to say, as attentive to him as a fox to an as-yet-unknown sound in its wood.

“So, you see, Mr. Valerious,” Tripp finished, “I’m sincerely attempting to change the direction of my life. It seemed to me that the best way to do it was to turn my focus from serving my own interests to helping those in need. I’m afraid I’m just going to need a little help in order to make it happen.”

I’d been a little shocked at how earnest and … well, put simply, civilized Tripp sounded as he shared his tale with Max. He could have been a newscaster with that kind of presentation.

Max took a deep breath, his tone wry, but so lightly so that most would have missed it. “I think I understand,” he said. He looked at me. “Translation?”

“He’s afraid if he doesn’t make good, God’s going to make sure he gets that bullet and goes back in the river,” I said, “but it seems to be a genuine worry.”

Tripp gave me an exasperated look. But, surprisingly, he didn’t say anything.

“That sounds more like it,” Max said. He studied Tripp for a moment from behind his desk over steepled hands, bright eyes assessing. “May I see your documentation?”

“Absolutely,” Tripp said, opening the briefcase. He took out a manilla folder and passed it over to Max.

Max took several moments to go over bound pages behind a title page that featured the same Kid Power! logo as Tripp’s business card. Then he opened an envelope with a return address from the IRS and read the letter inside it. Then one from the courts.

He lifted his eyes, staring at nothing for a long moment. “Mr. Gregory,” he said mildly. “Would you mind if I spoke to Dresden alone for a moment?”

Tripp looked back and forth between us. “Sure,” he said, and got up to go outside, taking his cider with him.

Max waited until the door was closed before he said, “How much rehabilitative work have you done, Harry?”

I shrugged. “Not a lot. Apart from being subject to it from people who weren’t very nice about it.”

“Ah,” Max said, smiling faintly. “You identify.”

I glowered at him, rolled my eyes, and said, “Tripp’s an actual outlaw. It’s to everyone’s benefit if he becomes an upright citizen. I think society makes it harder than it should be for people who want to come back inside to get there.”

Max lifted a finger. “Without disagreeing with you, precisely, I can say that I’ve done considerable work with people who … let us say, for a variety of reasons had a great deal of defiance for conventional law and order and ran into trouble with law enforcement and official structures because they did.”

“Meaning what?”

“Meaning,” Max said carefully, “that in my experience, it’s more likely than not that Mr. Gregory is simply retreating to civilized life because he’s realized that life as an outlaw means an unpleasant outcome for him personally.”

“Yeah. I wasn’t born yesterday,” I said. “I’m not saying he’s become Peter Parker all of a sudden. But maybe the first step toward becoming a better person is going from pure, selfish self-interest to … I don’t know. Call it a more enlightened self-interest.”

“Enlightened self-interest,” Max mused. He picked up a pen and fiddled with it thoughtfully. “In my life, I’ve worked with several hundred such cases. For some people, it’s simply very difficult to get them to understand that other people exist. That they’re real and have feelings and emotions. It often takes them several run-ins with unpleasant consequences—legitimate authorities or otherwise—for them to begin to understand that they need to change who they are. How they treat other people.” He shook his head. “Perhaps one in three is capable. I’m not sure what makes it possible for them to change the direction of their lives. But it begins with authenticity. Sincerity. This friendly-weatherman act Mr. Gregory has going doesn’t strike me as that.”

“No,” I said. “The fact is, he’s still an asshole. But he’s a terrified asshole. I think he’s in over his head—to the point that John Marcone asked me to help him go legitimate.”

Max’s head rocked back and he flattened his hands on his desk. “Good lord. That man is dangerous.”

“You could say that about someone else in this room too,” I said. “I owe him. He’s uncomfortable with it. He’s using this to square the books.”

“Using perhaps being the operative word?” Max suggested.

“Maybe,” I acknowledged. “I think maybe Tripp is serious in trying to turn things around, just clueless about how to do it. To figure out what I’m going to do, I need to know exactly how much and what kind of trouble Tripp has. For that, I need someone who is legally savvy.”

“I think I see the general shape of the problem, but I’m hardly an expert. I’ll have to have Heloise look at his books,” Max said.

“Heloise?”

“Forensic accountant, retired,” Max said. “She put a great many unscrupulous people behind bars in her day.” He held up the letter. “But I’ll tell you this much. This is a letter from the office of Constance Abernathy at the IRS.”

I shook my head. “What does that mean?”

“Ms. Abernathy is … something of a crusader. She has a visceral dislike for those who abuse charity laws for their own gain. If she’s set her sights on Mr. Tripp, and the man has been playing fast and loose with the law, legally speaking, his days are numbered.”

I frowned. “She’s legit?”

“After a fashion,” Max confirmed. “In my opinion, she can be overly judgmental and focused more upon the success of her operations than upon justice—or perhaps cannot always discern between the two. That said, she’s honest, makes an excellent ally and a truly terrible enemy, as two former governors have reason to know. If your own books aren’t watertight, I would think very carefully before setting myself in opposition to her.”

“Oh,” I said, thinking of my half-sock full of heist diamonds. “Good.”

Max gave me a look of sympathy and a pained smile. “You find yourself in a situation where you are unsure of the right thing to do—something that is often not easy to know. And if you decide that helping him is the proper course, you may find yourself in a world of trouble.”

“The trouble part has never been a problem for me,” I said wryly.

“So I have gathered,” Max mused. He took up his cider and took a long sip. “What makes you want to help Mr. Gregory, if I may ask?”

“I told you. Marcone—”

Max raised a forefinger in a negative gesture. “Not that. You, directly, personally. What makes you want to help him?”

“I haven’t decided yet,” I said.

Max arched a skeptical eyebrow and tilted his head. “Last spring, you were willing to let him go to his death without interference,” he noted. “What changed?”

“He’s afraid,” I said simply.

“With good reason. And for good reasons,” Max said. “That’s not it.”

I frowned and said, “Last spring, he was set on doing bad stuff. Now he wants to do good stuff. And he asked for my help.”

“Ah,” he said, very gently.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

He smiled, sadly, but his eyes were kind. “I’ve wanted to feel that redemption was possible once or twice myself.” He tilted himself back in his chair and laced his fingers over his belly. “You may well be tilting at windmills here, you know. No matter the purity of our intentions, we cannot change other people. Ultimately, it will be his choice and not yours.”

“I know,” I began.

Then Peppermint the basset hound suddenly lifted his head from my foot and let out a low, hard growl. At the same time, the hairs on the back of my neck went up and a cold feeling of naked fear slithered down my spine as my wizard’s senses tripped to the presence of some kind of supernatural danger.

The dog went tearing out of the doggie door and into the yard, barking furiously.

“What?” Max blurted, sitting up.

“Stay here,” I snapped, and rushed out to the front yard.

Tripp was standing in the yard, having just lit up a cigarette, and was turning with a frown to consider Peppermint. Chickens aren’t real bright, but they went crazy with fear all at the same time, flapping madly about the yard in a thunder of wings and panicked clucks and flying feathers.

I charged Tripp.

I only got a look at the thing for a second as it blurred around the corner of the yellow house. It was long, low to the ground, like some kind of hairless feline the size of a jaguar. I had time to think Fast and to fling Tripp to one side with both arms, and then it was in the air and on me, driving me back and to the ground with the kind of raw power that reminds human beings that we aren’t on top of the food chain due to our physical prowess.

One of its front paws struck against my spell-armored leather duster. The other hit my T-shirt, and I felt claws sink in like pinpoints of pure flame.

I rolled back, getting my knees underneath its weight, and used the momentum to fling it on over me. The cat-thing twisted in the air, landing on its feet, and came back toward me, yellow eyes glaring, baring a mouthful of fangs with extra-long canines. I’m quick, especially for my size—but I wasn’t going to be fast enough to regain my balance and face it before it was all over me. That cold supernatural fear soaked into my bones, spiking my adrenaline, threatening me with instant and overwhelming nausea as I flailed my limbs in a hopeless effort to defend myself from the creature’s next attack.

I got lucky.

Peppermint saved me.

The basset hound went in low, jaws closing on one of the cat-thing’s hind legs, and it let out a scream like a woman being axe-murdered. It whirled on Peppermint, raking with one paw, and batted the dog ten feet across the yard like a stuffed toy, spinning as he went. Then it turned back to me, eyes furious, and its gaze tracked to Tripp. It shifted its weight and sprang toward him.

I lifted my right hand in a fist, focused my attention on the braided silver rings on each finger, upon the kinetic energy stored inside them, and triggered them all at once, just as the thing went airborne.

The kinetic energy blast caught the thing as its claws struck at Tripp’s face, hitting it like a wrecking ball. It flew up through the misty air, hitting a metal lamppost about twelve feet off the ground, and its spine broke with a sickening crack. It bounced off the metal pole and fell heavily to the ground, its rear limbs limp, front legs spasming wildly.

“What the fuck!” Tripp half-screamed. He was on his feet, but his face was pale, his eyes huge. He had a long cut from being raked with a claw along his jawline, missing his carotid artery by maybe three-quarters of an inch, and the side of his neck and the collar of his crisp white shirt were bright red. “What the ever-loving fuck!”

I came to my feet, shield bracelet ready now, and drew the blasting rod from the inside of my duster. I approached the beast slowly, one step at a time, the runes of my blasting rod glowing with ready power.

It looked emaciated, now that it wasn’t moving so fast. Greyish skin. A few tufts of golden fur, here and there. Its gums had peeled back from its teeth, and the pink flesh was mottled with black spots. Some kind of discharge was running from the animal’s ears. The paws looked absolutely enormous for the rest of it, and the claws on them were long and jagged. Its thrashing had slowed, eyes staring sightlessly ahead.

Tripp had approached with me. He swallowed and stared down at the thing.

“I think it was a mountain lion,” I said quietly.

Then the thing heaved, body convulsing.

I brought my shield up, a glittering, translucent quarter-dome of green and gold energy that formed in place between the creature and us.

It convulsed again. And one more time. And then it vomited out some kind of gelatinous, oozing black mass. The mountain lion collapsed then, its death rattle wheezing out of its lungs, and before it had settled into stillness, the black ooze shot ten yards down the street, slithering like some kind of ultra-swift serpent, and vanished into a storm drain.

Tripp jumped when it did, but I’m telling this story, and I can assure you that I didn’t flinch at all.

We both stood over the dead mountain lion for a long moment. I’d have said something smart, but my heart was beating hard enough that my throat wasn’t working. Over the next minute, that hideous sense of the presence of supernatural evil faded, until we were both just standing there in the fog and mist.

Peppermint came shambling over toward us, limping heavily on one of his forelegs, making little huffing sounds of discomfort. Tripp turned and absently picked the dog up, supporting him gently without putting any pressure on the wounded leg.

“Dog needs patching up. Claws got him,” Tripp said in a dull tone, and his voice had none of its usual unearned confidence. “What just happened?”

“Someone tried to kill you,” I said quietly. “Someone sent it for you.”

Tripp swallowed and looked up and down the street warily. “What was that thing?”

I blinked a couple of times. Then I shook my head and said, slowly, “I don’t know.”


CHAPTER FIVE


Max and Heloise might have been more upset if one of their children had been hurt, but I had the feeling I wouldn’t have been able to tell the difference. Peppermint had taken several long cuts to his shoulder and maybe had dislocated the leg. He’d been hit hard, but bassets are sturdy little things—and the sludge-possessed lion had merely been swatting him out of the way.

“I’ll pay for the vet,” Tripp said as they were bundling the dog up to go get medical attention. “Sheesh. The dog came right in to help. I mean, he’s kind of a hero.”

The cuts on my chest burned, a distant and vague sensation behind the Winter Mantle that linked me to Mab and the Winter Court, and Tripp had taken no note of them. But he had empathized with the dog. It was a start.

“Dresden,” Max said worriedly. “How much of this threatens my household directly?”

“I don’t think any of it,” I said. “It was there for Tripp. Peppermint just got in the way.”

Max grimaced. He went to a small chest on a filing cabinet, opened it up, and withdrew a talisman on a silver chain. It was a potent protective charm; I could sense it from all the way across the room. He solemnly hung it around Peppermint’s neck. The basset wagged his tail and whuffled, sniffling at Max’s hands as he put the charm on the dog.

“Nonetheless,” he said grimly, “someone has offered harm to my family.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m sorry about that. We’ll clear off.”

“You misunderstand me, sir,” Max said, his voice hard. “Someone has offered harm to my family. That is something I cannot tolerate.”

I lifted my eyebrows.

“Assuming that you are not responsible for what has happened, Mr. Tripp,” Max said, “you and I now share an enemy.” He packed up Peppermint in a carrying crate and hefted it with more strength than I would have thought a man his age could manage. “I’m going to see to my dog. And then we’ll talk about who hurt him.”

“Max!” Heloise called from outside. “The engine’s running!”

“Coming!” Max called. “We’ll be back when we’re done, Dresden. I’m not sure what Animal Control is going to say about that thing in front of the house.”

“Not much,” I said. “It’s decomposing faster than it should. I don’t think it will be there in a few hours.”

Max shook his head grimly and said, “Heloise already has your papers. We’ll look at them while we wait at the vet and get to the root of this when I get back. Meanwhile, both of you should consider yourselves my guests. There’s a first aid kit in the hall bathroom.”

“Thank you,” I said.

Max nodded firmly and departed, carrying the wounded dog in his crate. Outside, a car door opened and closed, and then an engine rumbled as Max and Heloise pulled out.

“Who did you piss off, Tripp?” I asked wearily.

“Nobody!” Tripp said. “I mean, I don’t think anybody.”

“Assassin-beasts like that aren’t exactly dime-a-dozen stuff,” I said. “Someone with some supernatural juice wants you dead.”

He swallowed. “This stuff. This weird stuff. It’s real.”

“Monsters?” I said. “Magic? Yeah, obviously.”

“But the TV said it was all that HBGB stuff from the terrorists.”

“Could be the television doesn’t always tell the truth.” I sighed. “You ever heard of some kind of drug that makes you hallucinate for months and years after you take it?”

“Maybe not,” he admitted. He narrowed his eyes at me. “So … this wizard stuff. It’s like for real?”

“Just let me know when you get caught up, okay?” I said. “I don’t have time to babysit you, man. You’re into something that could have gotten me killed. Could have gotten other people killed.”

“Oh,” he said. “Damn. You’re bleeding, man.” He frowned down at himself. “And I think there’s chicken shit on my suit.”

I felt my hands start to lift to give the man a good shaking. But I flexed my fingers and relaxed them again. All in all, he wasn’t doing as bad as some people I’d seen at assimilating the reality of the supernatural world.

“You risked your neck for me,” Tripp said quietly. “Again.”

“Yeah.” I sighed. “I know.”

“Why?” he asked. He sounded genuinely confused about it. “I been a pain in the ass to you. You owe Marcone that much?”

I snorted. “I helped you because you needed help. You’re in over your head and there’s no one else who’s going to stick his neck out for you. It’s the principle of the thing.”

“Principle?” Tripp said. “What’s that?”

“I did it because it’s what I do,” I said.

“Okay,” Tripp said, uncertainly. “But what do you get out of it?”

“I get to be me,” I said. “I get to be the guy who helps people who need it.”

“I don’t get it,” he said.

“Not yet.” I sat down on one of Max’s chairs and felt tired. The pain would have been considerable if I had been a vanilla mortal. “Do me a favor. Get the first aid kit from the hall bathroom. I should clean these cuts before they get infected. So should you.”

“Oh. Yeah, right,” Tripp said, raising a hand in an abortive gesture toward his jawline. And he went to find the first aid kit.

And I sat there, bleeding and getting to be me.

“Well,” Max said, later in the afternoon. “We’ve worked out a solid outline of your problems, Mr. Gregory.”

“But I ain’t got problems,” Tripp insisted. “Except this IRS thing. And the court thing.”

“Yes,” Max said drily. “Only those.” He cleared his throat. “According to your own records, you received your initial investment from an Adeline Hathaway, now deceased.”

“Sure,” Tripp said. “Nice old rich broad. She was giving her dough away on account of she wasn’t gonna need it where she was going. Talked her into funding Kid Power.”

“From which you immediately began paying yourself a salary,” Max noted.

“Guy’s gotta eat,” Tripp said.

“And you began expensing much of the rest of it out for rather luxurious gatherings,” Max said.

“Jesus, Tripp.” I sighed.

“Hey, you gotta spend money to raise money,” Tripp said. “The rich set likes their champagne and fancy dinners.”

Max held up a hand to me. “Actually, there’s a certain amount of truth to that, and the law recognizes as much,” he said. “There’s been an accurate accounting of it, and as long as potential donors can access the organization’s records transparently, much of that kind of spending is entirely within the law.” He held up another letter. “However, this letter from the courts says that Mrs. Hathaway’s heir, one Norman Hathaway, has asked for a temporary restraining order freezing Kid Power’s funds. He intends to seek restitution of the originally donated amount as the executor of her estate, and to press charges for financial exploitation of the elderly.”

Tripp waved a confident hand. “Lady wasn’t daffy. She was old and she was on the way out, but she still had all her marbles.”

“If it goes that far, that would be for the court process to decide,” Max said. “If Hathaway’s petition for a restraining order is successful, the courts will freeze your assets in the amount of the original donation.”

Tripp snorted. “Yeah, good luck with that.”

Max sighed. “Indeed. Based upon these records, you withdrew approximately ninety-five percent of the original amount and awarded it to yourself as an executive bonus in the amount of two million dollars.”

“Tripp!” I said.

“It ain’t like that!” Tripp protested. “Look, I been holding fundraisers, and between the money I spent and the money I raised, the kids weren’t getting much. So, I took that money out and put it on a fight.”

Max’s eyebrows attempted to rise up off the skin of his forehead. “You did what?”

“I put it on a fight at five to one,” Tripp said defensively.

“You can’t just take charity money and do that,” I protested.

“Indeed, you cannot,” Max said. “No wonder Ms. Abernathy has set her sights upon you, throwing away donated funds like that.”

“I didn’t throw them away!” Tripp said, clearly offended. “The underdog took the fight that night! I won!”

The room fell a little quiet after that. The only sound was a medicated Peppermint, curled up in his box and snoring loudly.

“You won,” Max said quietly, “ten … million … dollars.”

“Help a lot of kids with that,” Tripp said proudly.

“Tripp,” I said quietly. “Tell me it was a legal bet.”

He frowned. “Yeah, well. I mean, there’s bets and there’s bets. You know?”

“Oh, dear,” Max said.

“Where’s the money?” I asked him.

“That’s another problem,” Tripp admitted. “I won the bet, I got the paper on it—but they ain’t paying off.”

“Legal or not, the fact that you took donated funds and gambled with them is … problematic.”

“What problem?” Tripp said. “I won! The kids get the payoff!”

“There are laws that regulate what you can and can’t do with charitable funds, Mr. Gregory,” Max said wearily. “Entirely aside from facing charges for financial exploitation of Mrs. Hathaway, you could wind up going to prison for this kind of embezzlement.”

“Christ!” Tripp said, throwing up his hands. “Here I am, trying to do the right thing, help out a bunch of kids that got dumb cause the schools were down, and I’m the bad guy again?!”

“Tripp,” I said. “Right now, all the law is going to see is that you talked a nice old lady on her deathbed into giving you a lot of money, took most of it for yourself, and now it’s gone. Even if you had good intentions, where’s the money? Who’d you put the bet with?”

“Yeah, well. Mr. Marcone didn’t want me working inside the organization for that,” Tripp hedged. “So, I kinda had to go outside. Guy in from Vegas named Estevez.”

“I assume this was a cash transaction,” Max asked tiredly.

Tripp’s expression made it clear he thought it was a foolish question. “Yeah, of course. Took a lot of arranging, that much.”

I blew out a breath and eyed Max. “How bad is it?”

“It’s awful,” Max replied. “If he had recouped his wager and donated the money to the charity, there would still be a great deal of taxable income on the winnings. As it is, with the money gone, we have only Mr. Gregory’s word that he took it out with good intentions, and given his record, that is unlikely to carry weight should this come before any judge. In fact, I would advise very strongly against any course of action that would bring this into an actual court of law.”

“We need to make a deal with Abernathy,” I said.

“In my experience, ten million dollars can arrange for serious mediations,” Max confirmed.

“It’s about ten million reasons to put out a hit on somebody too,” I said. “What about asking the heir for some more time?”

“It’s worth a try,” Max said. “But if I were in his shoes, I’m not sure I’d be compassionate. I’d want the money back.”

“But I don’t got the winnings,” Tripp said. “And I can’t exactly take Estevez to court to get them.”

“Making this something less than my area of expertise, I’m afraid,” Max said. “I believe this falls closer to your side of the street, Dresden.”

“I’ve only lifted money like that out of the literal underworld, not the criminal kind.” I sighed. “But maybe I can figure something out. What kind of time do I have to work with?”

Max consulted the letters. “You have one week before the hearing for the temporary restraining order with Mr. Hathaway.”

“A week?” I complained. “I thought the mills of justice ground slow.”

“Yeah, about that,” Tripp said. “I mean, I might not have taken this Hathaway guy serious at first. I was busy trying to help the kids. He sent letters and I just threw them out.”

I rubbed a hand over my face.

“It’s not much time,” Max noted. “Fortunately, there is still time. Should the judge grant the restraining order, I suspect Ms. Abernathy will be ready to pounce on the case, provide evidence to the State’s Attorney office, and said justice will indeed begin to grind.”

A week. During which, Tripp would almost certainly be attacked again. I’d have to keep the jerk close.

“One whole week.” I sighed. “Sure. What could go wrong?”


CHAPTER SIX


You’re puttin’ me in jail again,” Tripp complained later that night. We were sitting in the library, and Tripp was sipping on a couple fingers of whiskey that Bear had brought him in a tumbler. She hovered nearby, massive and quiet, arms folded over her chest.

“Look, man,” I said. “Here in this castle, there aren’t going to be any weird magical threats coming at you.”

“I ain’t gonna be helping any kids, either,” Tripp said.

“I’d been a tiny second slower, that thing would have ripped your throat out,” I said. “You’re also not going to help any kids when you’re lying there dead.”

Tripp took a quick drink, swallowed, and frowned as the movement tugged at the slash on his face. Bear had taken one look at the clumsy bandages on it and had re-treated him, closing the long wound with butterfly strips. Tripp had borne it without making a sound of complaint. I had to give the guy that much. He was tough-minded.

“Okay,” he admitted. “Yeah.”

“There’s a room for you,” I said. “Out the door, up the stairs, third one on the left. It isn’t fancy, but the bed is comfortable. Get some sleep. You’ll be safe here tonight.”

“Sure,” he said. “Sure.” He got up and walked to the door. He paused there, frowned, turned around, and said, “Thanks, Dresden.”

“Yeah,” I said quietly.

After he left, Bear looked at me and said, “Tell me again about the assassin-beast.”

I did, including every detail I could, finishing up with the sludgy sponge thing that had slithered off like greased lightning from the corpse.

The Valkyrie shook her head. “That’s a weird one. Even for me.”

Which said something. Bear was not a mortal being. She’d been around for a lot of time, even if it had been in a nonlinear fashion. She’d seen it all, done it all.

“I’ll see what I can find out on that part,” I said. “I have some other work for you.”

She frowned. “Other than bodyguarding you? Which, I remind you once again, is what I am contracted to do.”

“I need to know about this organization in Vegas. Bookie named Estevez. The kind of money Tripp laid down, he’s got to be part of a larger organization.”

Bear sighed. “And you think you’re going to get ten million dollars out of a criminal gang?”

“I once lifted a backpack of diamonds from Hell,” I said. “Walking uphill. Both ways.”

The Valkyrie snorted. “I’ll see what Monoc has in its files. But I’ll warn you, they’re more geared to track military organizations than criminal gangs.”

“Then talk to Gard,” I said. “Marcone knows something. It’s why he got me involved. His Valkyrie will know something.”

“That kind of information is privileged. Just like yours is.”

“Sure, if he doesn’t want me to know it. I’ll bet you a bag of donuts he’s told her to give me something if I come asking.”

“You’re on,” Bear said. She checked her watch. “Office is just opening now. I’ll see what I can do.”

“They’re not twenty-four seven?” I asked.

“Vadderung doesn’t believe in working his people at all hours,” Bear said, walking out. Maybe with a little annoyance. “Not even the ravens.”

“Yankee work ethic. You’ll never get a promotion with that attitude,” I called after her. “Tell Fitz I need him in the lab!”

“Hah!” she called back.

And I went down to my lab.

My lab was the last part of my old boardinghouse still standing, if you can call a sub-basement “standing.” It was the same old cramped, crowded little chamber it had always been—painted cinderblock walls, a long steel table running down the center, cheap, practical shelving around three of the walls, a small writing desk, and a rather serious summoning circle set in the floor in a limited open space at one end of the table.

I put on a nice warm secondhand bathrobe I’d gotten in a thrift store and descended the stepladder into the lab. I murmured several candles to life with a wave of my hand, and broke out a couple of texts I had acquired over the past year as I rebuilt my lab. It was organized a lot better than I used to keep it. I had everything stored in plastic containers with tight lids and labels, stacked up neatly on the shelves. Some of them even had subcontainers inside the larger ones. They contained herbs, specialized stones, rare substances, feathers, an entire shelf of various bones along with the necessary tools to grind them to powder, eye of newt, wing of bat, sulfurous ash, rare incenses, a number of toxins, and dozens of dried bits of various creatures.

I’d been teaching Fitz about potions.

My apprentice came thumping down the ladder in heavy sweatpants and a thick hoodie, because I had apparently failed to instill in him the importance of traditional wizard robes in cold labs.

“Jeez, Harry,” Fitz said. “We couldn’t have done this early in the morning?”

I opened the robe enough to show him the bandages on my chest. “Trouble is afoot,” I said. “And we need to act now.”

“Oh,” he said, lifting his eyebrows. “What happened?”

The kid was my apprentice. I was getting him ready for the real world. I told him everything.

“So,” I concluded, “we’re going to brew up a couple of modified veil potions to conceal Tripp from supernatural tracking and have him sip on them every few hours. It won’t be perfect, but it should make it harder for anything else to find him. And while that’s cooking, we’re going to go through the texts and see if there’s anything in there like this parasite thing that can take over animals and turbocharge them.”

“For a guy who is definitely jerking you around,” Fitz noted.

“Maybe he isn’t,” I said.

“Known a lot of guys like that,” Fitz said. He’d grown up mostly on the streets. It hadn’t been a good way for him to become part of a high-trust society. “Slimeball’s gonna slimeball.”

“Maybe,” I said. “Maybe not, too. How much stealing have you done lately?”

He frowned. “Yeah, well. You and Mort showed me something better.”

“Exactly,” I said. “That’s kind of how it works.”

He grimaced. “Lot of people tried that on me before. Social workers. Church people. I figured they were just suckers.”

“What changed?” I asked.

“Hell if I know,” he said. “Me, I guess.”

“Maybe Tripp can change too.”

“He’s still doing shady crap,” Fitz said. “He’s just aiming it a different direction.”

“A better direction,” I said. “And shady crap aimed in a good direction is pretty much my job description.”

Fitz snorted. “I guess.”

“You remember how to do a veil potion?” I asked.

“Sure,” Fitz said. He tapped a notebook sitting on the writing desk. “I wrote it down.”

“Sub in a base of holy water and add a quarter-gram of culinary silver,” I said. “That should give us a good screen against evil.”

“Evil, huh?” Fitz said skeptically.

“Kid, there’s plenty of evil out there. No-kidding, black-hat, malicious-as-Maleficent evil. You don’t run into it every day. Most people can’t get there. Most people don’t run into it in a lifetime. But it’s real, and there’s no mistaking it when you find it. Whatever this creature was, it was the genuine article. I mean, it hit a dog and everything.”

“Oh, well, then,” Fitz said. “In that case.”

Fitz started getting out the beakers and Bunsen burners, and we set to work on the slow, patient, highly wizardly business of making potions and doing research.


CHAPTER SEVEN


Fitz lasted until about four AM, when the potions were on a slow simmer, and I let him sleep. I kept reading and stirred the potions at intervals. I’d done enough of them in my day that I didn’t need to use the egg timer he’d been employing.

Around dawn, the potions finished up, and I let them cool. I was feeling fairly gummy-eyed. The text in the books I’d been reading through was too small, or the lighting in the lab too dim, or maybe both. As I got older, it was easier to skip sleep if necessary and harder to bounce back from it. About half an hour after I’d turned off the burners on the potions, I found something useful in one of the books.

“Ah-hah!” I said. “Ah-hah-hah-hah!”

The trapdoor to the lab opened and Bear stuck her head down. “I know that sound,” she said. “It’s a victory cackle.”

I stuck my finger onto the page of the book and said, “I think I got a lead on whatever that stuff was in that mountain lion.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“It’s an Aztec demon,” I said. I was still reading. “Oh, well, stuffy British wizard guy named Cromarty who wrote it theorizes it has existed everywhere there’s been a human civilization at one time or another. Hmmmm. He calls it the Ancient Enemy. The Vulture of Empires. The Lurker in the Shadows. Yadda, yadda, your basic Lovecraftian nonsense.” I scanned on. “Apparently, it’s one big gelatinous entity, but it can break off pieces of itself to inhabit living beings. Tends to appear in power vacuums when things are in turmoil. Hmmm. Human cultists have worshipped it … fall of Rome … Might have been the source of the Black Death. Might have been part of why Eastern Europe went to hell in World War I. Pretty much a generalized bad actor, but last verified by Wardens of the Council in central America during the European colonization …”

“Sweet,” Bear said practically. “How do we kill it?”

I read on. “Your basic cleansing forces. Fire, blessed water, direct sunlight. Thing doesn’t do well during the day—didn’t want to hang around even during the fog and gloom yesterday.” I grimaced. “Ugh. It survives by drinking blood. It can possess humans as well as animals—it doesn’t reproduce so much as increase its mass by infesting new beings. Old Cromarty thought it might be where the Red Court came from …”

My voice trailed off.

“What?” Bear asked.

“Aftermath of the Battle of Chicago is exactly the kind of place it would want to hang out. Look for new hosts …” I frowned and rubbed at my eyes. “What did you find out about this gang out of Vegas?”

“Estevez’s organization is part of a Mexican cartel,” Bear replied. “Been expanding into the States wherever they can. They were handling illicit betting out of Vegas for years, but they’re losing market share now that the sports betting is being legalized. They’ve been looking to expand. Monoc research thinks they’re working with the LaChaise group to nibble away at the edges of Marcone’s territory, trying to expand into various areas of their business.”

“And there’s Marcone’s angle,” I said.

“What do you mean?” Bear asked.

“If it was just a bunch of gunnies from anywhere, Marcone would deal with them himself. He’s got people for that. But these guys, somehow, have access to a genuine demonic entity and can apparently make it work for them. Maybe in ways a lot more insidious and horrible than just sending freaky-strong animals at their enemies.”

“So, he goes to Chicago’s finest supernatural buster,” Bear said.

“C’est moi,” I agreed. “To help Tripp, I’ll have to deal with Estevez’s crew. Or at least whoever it is they’ve got handling this thing for them. Then he can deal with the rest of the gang at his leisure.”

“You think Marcone couldn’t handle it on his own?” Bear asked.

“Why take the chance when he can throw me at it instead?” I asked. “It’s a no-lose scenario for him. If I take out the Lurker, he’s ahead. If it takes me out, I’m going to take a chunk of it with me, and he’s ahead, plus he can probably get the castle back.”

“Smart thing,” Bear said, “would probably be to bow out now.”

I took a deep breath and thought of Tripp carefully picking up Peppermint.

And how hideous that little tendril of the Lurker had felt.

“It probably would be,” I said. “But.”

Bear showed me her teeth. “All right, then. What’s our first move?”

“Depends on what Gard told you.”

She held up a notepad. On it was written Estevez and a phone number.

I snorted. “Then we start with sweet reason,” I said. “Set up a meeting with Estevez.”


CHAPTER EIGHT


The meeting went down in Columbus Park, a little patch of paradise that you might never have guessed was so close to the city, if it hadn’t been immediately off of I-290. I’d always thought it made for a bizarre audiovisual contradiction once you were inside. Your eyes told you one thing, your ears another.

Chicagoland was well on its way to healing, and traffic had been steadily increasing month by month to the levels it had known before the battle, along with the inevitable soundscape—loud engines, broken mufflers, chugging diesels, howling motorcycles, horns, and emergency sirens cut up the pastoral landscape uncannily.

Bear had handled the details of the meeting. Broad daylight seemed a fine idea, all things considered, and a public place suited me just fine. Both the typical and the supernatural varieties of the underworld didn’t mind using the presence of a lot of potential witnesses as a measure to keep the peace during fraught negotiations. Bear took me to a shady copse of trees around a stream maybe seven or eight feet wide. Stone shelves framed the stream, leading down to it in brief tiers like natural stairways. The trees were magnificent early-autumn colors, just beginning to turn fiery oranges and yellows, and a mild breeze made them rustle enough to mask most of the highway sounds.

As we came down one set of the stairs, Estevez and his bodyguard came down the other until we faced one another across the running stream.

That clued me in that he knew exactly who I was. Running water was a natural impediment to magic. The stream wouldn’t stop me from chucking a lightning bolt across it if I really needed to, but it would make it slower and harder to do, like running uphill. Estevez had picked a place with advantage of ground.

Estevez stepped up to the edge of the creek, leaving his man a few feet behind him, and I mirrored him. He looked more Native American than Hispanic, bronze-skinned, dark-haired, severe features. He was a few inches over six feet, maybe in his late thirties, wearing a leather jacket and khaki pants. His jacket bulged at one shoulder where he carried a gun under his coat. He looked like the sort of man who could run you down and kill you with a knife.

His bodyguard wasn’t nearly as impressive. He was skinny, almost emaciated, wearing an old army jacket that would have fit if he’d gained thirty pounds—except for around his potbelly, which pushed at the fabric. The bodyguard’s face was pinched, sallow, his features ambiguous enough to have come from anywhere south of New York. His long hair was pulled into a narrow braid in back. He had one eye that was almost black. The other was so light brown as to be nearly gold. His gaze creeped me out.

“You are Dresden,” Estevez said.

“That’s me.”

“I know of you.” He gestured with one hand. “Speak.”

“I represent Tripp Gregory,” I said. “He placed a large bet with your organization on a fight four days ago and won. I’d like to talk to you about collecting on it.”

Estevez took about as much interest in me as he would a passing ant and showed approximately the same enthusiasm to be looking at me. “Tripp Gregory is an insufferable asshole.”

“Yeah, I’m not going to argue with you on that one,” I said.

He might have almost moved the corners of his mouth up.

“But a bet is a bet,” I said. “You know that.”

Estevez considered me for a quiet moment. “An amount that large takes time to arrange.”

“Understandable,” I said. “But typically, one doesn’t make use of the time required to bury the payee.”

This time, he smiled humorlessly. “I am not that kind of businessman. Perhaps there are many people who think the world would be worth more without Tripp Gregory in it.”

“About ten million bucks more?” I asked. “I’m here to talk because it’s a better option for everyone. If your organization gets a reputation for not paying out to winners, you won’t have an organization for very long.”

The little guy at the back snarled, “Is that a threat?”

“Emilio,” Estevez chided gently.

I spread my hands without raising them. “Just stating an unfortunate fact.”

Estevez nodded. “You’re going to badmouth me. That’s your threat.”

“It’s best if we resolve it peacefully,” I said. “I can do the other way too.”

“Sir,” Emilio said. His voice was strangled with something like passion or maybe too many stimulants. He was practically shaking with rage or eagerness or hatred. Or all three.

I focused on the little guy a little more.

It wasn’t his gaze that was unsettling me, I realized. The supernatural energy had been mostly dispersed by the running stream between us, but once I paid sharp attention, I could sense it again—that same ugly, nauseating sense of supernatural danger. Of, for lack of a word that could possibly be more appropriate, evil.

He had a piece of the Lurker inside him.

“If you have heard of me, you know enough to find out more,” I said to Estevez. “You’ll be able to find out that I tend to be good to my word. You’ll be able to find out I make a pretty good friend. And a pretty bad enemy.”

“Oh,” Estevez said, raising a restraining hand for Emilio. “I am well aware of both, Dresden. I know exactly who you are and what you have done.”

“I’m protecting Tripp,” I said. “Your pet monster isn’t going to be able to get to him. I’ll give you three days to come up with the money.”

“What happens then?” Estevez asked, his mellow voice calm.

“I take your weapon away. Spread the word that you’re a cheat. And then I eat popcorn and watch your world fall apart.”

Estevez’s smile actually got to his eyes this time.

“Did you hear that, Emilio?” he asked gently. “The wizard has given us three days.”

“Thank you,” Emilio said. “Thank you, sir.”

“Three days,” Estevez mused. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Then he turned his back on me and walked calmly away. Emilio kind of vibrated in place, his mismatched gaze flicking from me to Bear and back, and once Estevez was gone, he shoved his hand into his pocket, put on a pair of very dark sunglasses, and hurried out of the copse after his boss.

I stood there quietly until I was sure they were gone. Then I glanced back at Bear and said, “Well, that was fun. What do you think?”

“I think you’d better start being very careful at night,” she said. “Emilio is dangerous.”

“That’s why you get paid the big bucks, isn’t it?” I felt a little shiver go down my spine and took a little more care than usual to observe my surroundings as I turned to leave the way we’d come. “I’m not sure how ugly this might get,” I said. “I don’t know what these guys can do, and if I can avoid a fight, that’s probably best. Come on.”

“Where we going?” Bear asked amiably.

“Need to call Max Valerious,” I said. “I’m thinking I’d rather solve this one from the civilized end.”


CHAPTER NINE


The Lurker being a mostly unknown factor, I left Bear and Fitz to watch over Tripp. The Valkyrie was world-class protection, and from inside the castle, with all the magical defenses watching over it, she should be able to hold off a medium-sized horde of villains if it came to that. The potions Fitz had brewed up should take Tripp off the supernatural radar, making it more difficult, if not impossible, to magically direct Lurker-infested creatures at him.

Of course, my address was pretty public, it being a castle and all. But if we decided to move Tripp places, we would want to be able to do it with subtlety. Bunkering down was hardly ever a good long-term solution. And I didn’t like Tripp enough to want him to move in.

I showed up to Max’s office to find him already speaking with a slightly overweight young man in his early thirties wearing designer casual clothes that cost more than some people’s cars. He had blond hair and a face that an unkind observer would call petulant, and Max introduced him as Norman Hathaway, Esquire, so I was the only non-lawyer present—except for Peppermint, who had one shoulder shaved bare and covered in one of those clear plastic bandages and was wearing a plastic cone around his head. The basset was asleep in his box and snoring, the sound somewhat amplified by the protective cone.

We all sat down in chairs like civilized people.

“So,” Hathaway said without preamble. “You’re the people siding with the con man who swindled a mentally diminished woman out of her fortune.”

“Nice pants,” I said pleasantly. “What kind of plastic is that?”

Max gave me a reproving look. “Dresden, please.”

I waved a hand and said, “Objection sustained.” I moderated my tone. “Mr. Hathaway, no one here is interested in helping a con man. Mr. Gregory has had a past, but he’s trying to turn over a new leaf. His charitable organization is legitimately trying to do some good for the city.”

“Which makes it all right to exploit my mother in her failing days?” he asked. “I hardly think so.”

“What makes you think he has exploited her?” Max asked.

“His record as a pimp and a drug dealer, mainly,” Hathaway replied. “Did not you, yourself, defend an educational organization from a predatory lawsuit from this same man only six months ago?”

Max spread his hands. “The point of this meeting,” he said, “is to avoid a costly and possibly lengthy proceeding in court if we can find some middle ground.”

Hathaway sneered. “I see little reason to seek such ground. I’ll be able to produce a number of her doctors who will testify as to the amount of pain my mother was in during her final days, and how much medication she required as a result. The fact that in the last few days of her life she donated the bulk of her estate to this criminal will speak for itself.”

“It might,” Max allowed, “but it might not.” He cleared his throat gently. “My inquiries to the hospice she was in showed that she received no other visitors than Mr. Gregory during that time, sir.”

Hathaway’s face darkened. “Meaning what, precisely?”

“Meaning that you have no firsthand knowledge of her mental state during that time,” Max said. “Even if you were qualified to assess such a thing. I have spoken to several of the nursing staff who cared for Mrs. Hathaway in her final days, and have found several willing to testify as to her foundational mental competence, even if she was in pain.”

“How much did that cost you?” Hathaway asked nastily. “For nurses? Not much, I suppose.”

Max’s pate turned a little redder, but his expression didn’t change. His eye twitched a couple of times, and since I’m a professional observer of people, I could sense a sudden and tightly controlled anger. He folded his hands and gave Hathaway a professional smile. “The point,” he said, “is that the outcome may not be nearly so cut-and-dried as you might like to believe. I’ve been doing this kind of work for fifty years, sir. I know what I’m talking about.”

I didn’t know if Max knew what he was talking about or if he was bluffing, but it took some of the wind out of Hathaway’s sails. The pudgy man scowled at Max. “I wonder if Ms. Abernathy and the IRS will agree with your assessment.”

Max’s expression was serene. “I have negotiated with Ms. Abernathy on a number of occasions. I have found her to be entirely reasonable.”

“I’ll have the money back,” Hathaway said, his face darkening. “Every penny. If your pimp returns it before the TRO hearing date, I will dismiss the request and that will be the end of it. Otherwise, I will pursue absolutely every avenue available to me to see to it that charges are pressed, civil and criminal, and make sure that your man spends whatever is left of his youth in a jail cell.” He leaned forward. “I have friends in the State’s Attorney office as well as at the IRS. I can cause your client—and yourselves—a great deal more trouble than the pimp is worth.”

I arched an eyebrow and glanced at Max for his reaction.

The old man seemed to actually relax. His smile became genuine.

“I want to thank you, Mr. Hathaway,” he said genially. “You remind me why I got into the law in the first place. Because it is such a pleasure to defeat greedy, corrupt pigs of men such as yourself.”

“Excuse me?” Hathaway said, going tense.

“A man who doesn’t visit his own mother in her final days and then feigns outrage about her donating her estate to a good cause so that he can acquire the money for himself instead, despite his obvious financial security, seems an excellent sort of person to beat the stuffing out of in open court,” Max said pleasantly.

“Do you know who I am?” Hathaway seethed, rising.

“I do,” Max said calmly. “I do my homework. Perhaps you should have done the same. Good day, sir.”

Hathaway slammed his hands on Max’s desk, leaning over it. “You pathetic old man. Do you think you can dismiss me like some kind of schoolboy?”

I rose lazily.

I was bigger than Hathaway. I made sure he knew it.

“Maybe you ought to back off of Max, Norman,” I suggested. “You look a little aggressive. There could be a misunderstanding.”

Hathaway glanced at me and really looked at me for the first time. I’ve been through a lot. Some of the scars show. I do not look like a pleasant person. I have resting wizard face, which is to say I often look like I have had it up to here with everyone’s nonsense.

“This isn’t over,” he said quietly, to Max and to me. He maybe didn’t sound as confident as he thought he did. “You do not know the trouble you’ve walked into.”

I couldn’t help it. I tittered a bit.

“Norman,” I said. “You don’t know the kind of trouble I’m used to.” I stepped forward a little, crowding the limits of his personal space, and said, very quietly, “Good day, sir.”

Hathaway swallowed. Then he left. He slammed the door behind him.

Peppermint’s long ears stirred in the plastic cone. The basset hound opened bleary eyes and looked at the door, then at me, then Max, then huffed out a sigh and went back to sleep.

Max waited until Hathaway’s car started and drove away, and then he blew out a breath.

“Well,” he said. “That could have gone better.”

“How much trouble are we in?” I asked.

Max shrugged. “The benefit of living an honest life is that no one can drag any surprise skeletons out of a closet to torment you with,” he said. “Hathaway makes his way on deals and settlements, not on going to trial. However, the man does have a certain number of connections in City Hall. He can make a considerable annoyance of himself if he chooses to exert his political capital in our direction.”

“Can you beat him?” I asked.

Max shrugged. “Temporary restraining orders aren’t usually too hard to get, by their nature. It will depend largely on how convincing his evidence is versus our own. Mr. Gregory’s record will not help our cause, and we have not had a great deal of time to prepare.” Max shook his head. “I am an excellent attorney. Hathaway isn’t. I give us perhaps one chance in three.”

“You sure didn’t sound like that when you spoke to him,” I said.

“No,” Max said. He cleared his throat apologetically. “I’m afraid my judgment is at times subsumed by my passions. Accusing me of bribery was …” His hands closed into fists and then relaxed again. “I believe I may take steps to make him answer for that. I do not care for bullies. What kind of luck have you had on your end of things?”

“Practically speaking,” I said, “Estevez’s organization has to pay off the bet or no one will lay any more with them and that part of their business is done. But everyone knows you can’t get that much cash moving around easily. And if something happens to Tripp in that grey area between, well.”

“I understand,” Max said. “I assume they are capable of doing Mr. Gregory harm?”

“In more ways than usual,” I confirmed.

“I see. Then you must protect his physical safety while I find some way to provide some kind of safe landing ground for him, legally.” He shook his head. “Ms. Abernathy’s recommendation will carry a great deal of weight with the State’s Attorney office when they decide whether or not to prosecute Tripp for his actions. I believe it will be necessary to meet with Ms. Abernathy. Mr. Gregory will need to be present—and he will need to make a good impression.”

“Hell’s bells, Max,” I said. “I’m a wizard. The impossible is just Tuesday for me. But that might be asking for what is beyond reason.”

He smiled briefly. “It is not too late to abandon Mr. Gregory to his fate. Are you sure he truly seeks to be reformed?”

I frowned and thought about it for a moment. Max waited patiently, a look of approval on his face.

“I’m sure,” I said slowly, “that he deserves the chance. And I’m sure that I don’t care for bullies either.”

“So be it,” Max said. “I assume he will be in danger if he is moved from wherever you have him placed.”

“He will,” I said.

“Then what would you suggest?”

“You set up the meeting,” I said. “I’ll figure out how to get him there.”


CHAPTER TEN


It smells fu—friggin’ terrible,” Tripp complained.

“Yeah,” I said. “Potions are like that.”

“Magic potions,” he said. He shook his head. “Think I’d rather have the heebie-jeebies. Go to detox camp.”

“Feel free,” I said. “Be a lot less risk for me and my people. But Estevez would definitely send his demon for you there. Figure you’d last until the next sundown.”

“Yeah,” Tripp said sullenly.

We were in the library again. He was dressed in the nicest clothing I could find for him from the castle’s lost and found, trousers and a business shirt that more or less fit him. Tripp was regarding the sports bottle we’d stored the two potions in skeptically. I had on my black leather duster, and my other magical equipment was near to hand.

“Just like a sip, right?” he demanded of me.

“Give it a good mouthful,” I said. Then I added, drily, “Little more than a shot. I’m pretty sure you know how much that is.”

“Yeah,” he agreed, missing my tone. “Yeah, just usually, I don’t do shots of disgusting.”

“Shake it up first,” I said. “Otherwise, the silver settles to the bottom.”

Tripp sighed. But he shook up the bottle and put away a slug of the potion, grimacing.

“There you go,” I said. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“It’s awful,” he replied sourly, snapping closed the cap on the bottle. “Silver? Seriously? Am I gonna get metal poisoning?”

“Silver is one of those things that doesn’t get on with supernatural evil,” I noted. “It’s pure enough, you’ll be fine. They put it on fancy cakes and things all the time.”

Tripp shook his head. “Man. Rich people.”

“It’s three now,” I said. “So, you take more of it on the threes. Six, nine, twelve, and repeat. Got it?”

“Yeah.” He sighed. “I got it.”

“Okay,” I said. “Remember the plan?”

“Yeah, you want me to be dumb,” he said.

“No,” I said patiently. “Dumb is trying to pull a financial number on one of the sharpest fraud and abuse analysts in Chicago, a place consistently known for the abundance and sophistication of financial fraud and abuse.”

“How good can she be, there’s that much that goes on?” Tripp asked.

“That kind of thing gets harder to track and prove the more of it is going on, not easier,” I said. “Max knows what he’s talking about. He says she’s a shark. So, you’re not going to jump in the water with her and dare her to bite.”

“Tell the truth,” Tripp said, shaking his head. “Yeah, lot of good that’s done me.”

I folded my arms and leaned on the wall. I stared at Tripp for a moment and then said, “You don’t tell people the truth because it lets you get what you want out of them. You know that, right?”

“Why else would you do it?” he demanded.

“Because it’s the basis of sincere human interaction,” I said. “Of genuine cooperation.”

“People don’t cooperate except when it gets them ahead,” Tripp said. “I’ll tell you that much.”

I took a deep breath and reminded myself where Tripp had come from. I hadn’t thought so differently than him once upon a time. Of course, I’d been about seventeen, but I’d grown up pretty rough. “Not where you’ve been,” I said. “But you’re trying to change that. Right?”

He scowled. He fiddled with the sports bottle. “I mean. Yeah.”

“Look, man,” I said. “The skills you need to be a crook are not the same as the skills you need to move out of that world. And the skills you need to progress in the new world are not the same as the skills you needed to get there.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means you’ve got a lot of learning to do,” I said. “And that starts with being honest with people.”

“I don’t get how not schmoozing this IRS lady is going to help.”

“Because in her position, she has heard it all and has zero tolerance for bullshit,” I responded. “You try to sell her the same pitch you gave Max, she’s going to hang you out to dry without thinking twice. You tell her the truth—”

“And she’s gonna do it twice as fast,” Tripp said.

“Maybe,” I agreed, nodding. “Or maybe she’ll take you seriously as a human being. Maybe she’ll be willing to work with us. Maybe she’ll help you on your way instead of working to prove that you need charges pressed.”

“Why the hell would she do that?”

“Because you were straight with her,” I said. “That’s why they call them straights.”

Tripp grimaced. “And all I gotta do is just tell the truth?”

“Hell, no,” I said. “That’s not all you’ve got to do. But it’s where you absolutely have to start, or you’ll have nothing to build on.”

He shook his head. “This still seems like a bad idea to me.”

“You wouldn’t have made it past lunch alive yesterday if you hadn’t had my help,” I said. “How much worse could it get?”

“Yeah.” He sighed. “Yeah. I guess this is what it’s come to.”

Personally, I wasn’t sure telling the truth only as an apocalyptic final resort was a productive mindset, but so long as it was getting told, I figured Tripp was taking baby steps in the right direction.

The door to the library opened, and Bear and Fitz came in.

Bear was in her usual motorcycle jacket and jeans. She carried a bag over one shoulder that probably had a big-bore revolver or two in it, or maybe knives suitable for chopping down telephone poles, or possibly grenades. The Valkyrie was eclectic when it came to her violence.

Fitz was wearing Tripp’s bloodied suit and shirt. They were too big on him, and made the kid look like he’d partially deflated. He also bore his freshly carved wizard’s staff, wore a nervous expression, and looked a little green around the gills.

“Looking good, kid,” I said to Fitz. “How you feeling?”

“Nervous,” he said, frankly. “I’d rather be wearing my leathers.”

“Can’t be helped. The suit is what’s going to make this work. You read up on the Lurker?” I asked. I’d given him the book.

“Yeah,” he said. “It sounds terrifying. It can possess anything alive and be in several places at once? That’s screwed-up, Harry.”

“It can at least do that,” I corrected him cheerfully. “Plus, it’s malicious, it’s seen thousands of years of cruelty and spite, and can probably do worse things to you than you are literally capable of imagining.”

He swallowed. “Yeah. I feel so much better now, thank you.”

I put my hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “This is the business, kid. But I’ve fought things like this before and kicked their ass. Watch and learn, huh?”

Fitz took a deep breath and then nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, I gotcha.”

I nodded encouragingly. “One more time, what’s the plan?”

My apprentice cleared his throat, closed his eyes for a second, and focused. “Okay, right,” he said. “I put up the illusion of Mr. Gregory. Me and Bear go out to the car out front. I get in the back and she drives. After that, I follow her lead until we get back.”

“Yep,” I said. “Good, easy-peasy.”

“I don’t know how long I can hold up an illusion, Harry,” he said apologetically. “They’re still new.”

“You just have to do it from here to the car,” I said. “Once you’re in and the door is shut, that should be enough.”

“Suit doesn’t fit,” Tripp pointed out.

I turned to Bear. “Anyone standing watch outside?”

She shook her head. “No one visible, at any rate.”

I nodded. “I’ve gone up against a lot of guys like Emilio. They get a little supernatural power, and because most people don’t have access to countermeasures, it goes to their heads. He’ll be using supernatural means—and that’s why it doesn’t matter if the suit fits or not, Tripp.”

“Huh?” Tripp said wittily.

“He isn’t watching with physical eyes,” I said. “And because of that potion you just took, the eyes he’s using aren’t going to spot you when you and I go out the back way. Not when they have all that blood on the suit to lock on to.”

“It’s dried,” Fitz pointed out. “I thought you said dried blood was useless.”

“It is—for establishing a channel with any amount of power running through it. But you can bet your ass that a demonic hemophage is going to lock on to it like a bloodhound.” I glanced at the window. “The Lurker is out there. A bird, a rat, something. And with Tripp all veiled up, the only thing it’s going to have to lock on to is the blood on the suit.”

Fitz grimaced. “Oh. Good.”

“Relax, kid,” Bear said quietly. “I been doing this a long, long time. I’m better at avoiding trouble than most. And if I can’t, I can at least promise you a glorious death.”

Fitz grimaced at her and said, “I know you meant that to be reassuring.”

Bear grinned. “Like the wizard said—this is the job, kid. Make peace with it.”

“Bear will probably be able to keep you from any serious threat,” I said quietly. “You know what I’ve taught you about restraint, especially in public. But I want you to trust your instincts. We’re up against capital-E Evil here. Someone or something comes at you and you get the creeps, don’t talk yourself into thinking everything is fine. Assume it’s a deadly threat. Kill it with fire.”

Bear nodded firm approval of this advice.

“Jesus,” Tripp said quietly.

“Got it,” Fitz said quietly. He didn’t evince any nervousness about conjuring up fire.

Fire, he could do.

“Okay, kid,” I said gently. “Be smart. Be alert. Costume up.”

Fitz nodded once. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, opened them, and focused intently on Tripp for a moment and then released the breath with a murmur of “Maschera.”

The air rippled with the nearly imperceptible power of illusion magic, and suddenly where Fitz had been standing was someone who looked enough like Tripp to be his close brother, at least. Fitz had gotten a few of the details wrong, but from ten yards away, it would take a couple of different looks to tell the difference between the two of them—except for the expression of stern concentration on one of the faces and the confusion on the other.

“Wow,” Tripp said. “That’s what I look like?”

“Spitting image,” I said. I didn’t want him rattling the kid’s confidence. “All right. You two move out. Good luck.”

“Right,” Fitz said in his normal voice. The image around his face blurred a little when he moved his mouth, and he frowned, fell silent, and concentrated harder. Then he gripped his staff and turned to hurry out of the library, with the enormous Valkyrie pacing close behind him.

“Let’s go,” I said to Tripp, rising. “We go out the back door into the alley, get in the Blue Beetle, and we’re off.”

“Hey, uh,” he said. He held up the bottle. “What if this doesn’t work?”

“It will,” I said, taking up my staff.

“Yeah,” he said. “But what if it doesn’t? And more of those things follow us? How am I supposed to kill it with fire?”

I picked up my blasting rod and hung it on its thong inside my duster. “Don’t worry about it,” I drawled. “I’ll bring enough for both of us.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Tripp and I cleared the back door of the castle and I paused for a moment, scanning the alley behind it with my eyes first and my wizard’s senses second. I didn’t pick up on any kind of malevolent presence, and I didn’t see anyone moving about the neighborhood, though I could hear a yard crew working with leaf blowers a few blocks away. I led Tripp to a powder-blue Volkswagen Beetle and said, “Get in. You’re driving.”

“Jesus,” Tripp said. “This relic?”

“Unless you want to be the one casting fire spells should we be attacked,” I told him.

“Fine, fine,” Tripp said. I tossed him the keys to the car; he caught them and got in the driver’s side. I took the passenger door and had to wrestle my way into the passenger seat. Older model Bugs technically had adjustable seats, but you had to unbolt them and then rebolt them into the new position, and while the driver seat had been set up for me, the passenger seat had been sized for someone about my brother’s height. Since I was about six foot nine, that meant my knees pressed against the dashboard, pushing me into something vaguely resembling a fetal position.

“You gonna wear your seatbelt?” Tripp asked.

“Just drive,” I said irritably. “Dearborn.”

And he did.

We had to park in a garage a few blocks off and walk to the Kluczynski Federal Building for our meeting with Constance Abernathy. It’s a giant rectangle made of black steel and glass, the windows tinted enough to reflect the buildings across from it, as well as a barn-red bit of arching statuary called the Flamingo. To me it looked more like a giant plastic pinwheel that had melted in the sun reflected from the building’s windows and drooped over, but what do I know about art.

We went in, and Max Valerious was waiting for us in the lobby. We had to go through security to get through, like most government buildings, and my staff and blasting rod got some long looks from the security person on duty.

“They’re personal mobility aids,” I told him seriously.

“Aids?” asked the security guy, a balding, middle-aged Asian man, maybe Korean, since his name tag said KIM.

“Sure, aids,” I said.

He held up the blasting rod. “And this one?”

“Well. That’s more art.”

Kim looked at me without expression. “Art?”

“Hell, that thing out front is supposed to be a flamingo, for crying out loud. I’ll leave them here with you?”

“They can’t go in with you,” Officer Kim said. He passed them through the metal detector and said, “I’ll hold on to them and you can get them coming out.”

“Thank you, Officer.”

He shrugged a shoulder. “I have to look at the thing every day. I don’t think it looks like a flamingo, either.”

I went through the metal detector, and it went off. I sighed and went back and took off my belt. It went off again. I took off my coat and it went off again. Then I went through it one more time, after checking my pockets, and it made a weird wonking sound and all the lights started flashing intermittently.

“Damn thing,” Officer Kim said. “It’s been glitchy all year. I’ll have to pat you down.”

“Yeah, no problem, man.”

He did, found nothing, since I wasn’t carrying anything, and we finally went on through.

The elevator took longer than I liked to get going, as if it had to work up the will to start lifting us up, and I breathed slowly and tried to keep my head clear of emotions as we went up. Elevators have been tricky for me in the past, what with the way magic and technology tend to disagree. Metal detectors have been known to freak out around me. Don’t even talk to me about cell phones.

The previous spring, I’d killed several hundred of them all at once. Just doing my part to reduce America’s screen time.

Abernathy had her own small office on one of the upper floors of the building, complete with a receptionist and three people sitting at computers, staring and fiddling with their keyboards and mice. It didn’t look like any of them were playing video games, which was what I mostly knew computers were for, thanks to my daughter. I tried to keep as much distance as possible between me and the computers.

“Maximillian Valerious for Ms. Abernathy,” Max said calmly to the receptionist, who looked like he might have been in the military, judging by his build and his haircut. “We have an appointment.”

“Sir,” the receptionist said. “She’s expecting you; please …” He trailed off, looked at me, and narrowed his eyes.

Oh, yeah. He wasn’t just a receptionist. He recognized that I was the sort of person who could mean trouble.

“Hi,” I said brightly. “I’m not going to give anyone any problems today.”

“Good,” he said briskly. “Mr. Valerious?”

“He’s with me.”

The not-receptionist nodded. “You know where her office is.”

“Thank you, Roberts,” Max said. He gave me a half-exasperated look, hefted his briefcase, and strode back past the reception area, into a short hallway and thence to the office at its far end.

Constance Abernathy’s office looked like it had been decorated by Vulcans. Particularly bland Vulcans. The walls were taupe, the carpet a low industrial grey-and-brown pattern that wouldn’t show any stains unless you cut someone’s throat on it, and the furniture was simple stainless steel with minimal grey cushioning—a desk, a few chairs, and filing cabinets.

The woman behind the desk matched the room. Hair that was a mix of grey and brown, cut short and practical enough for a few flicks of a brush to settle. Grey suit with a white shirt, brown eyes behind round, plain glasses and no makeup whatsoever. She was in her late fifties, made no effort to pretend otherwise, and looked as if she might find municipal tax codes to be suitably entertaining reading.

Her eyes also went to me immediately, wary. Then to Tripp and narrowed. And finally settled on Max Valerious.

“Max,” she said, and her voice didn’t match the rest of her at all. It was smoother and warmer than cinnamon cider on a cold day. “I don’t usually see you working with scoundrels.”

“Connie,” Max said. He leaned across the desk to shake her hand. “This is my client, Harry Dresden. And this is his client, Tripp Gregory.”

“Hathaway’s villain,” Constance noted, the corners of her eyes wrinkling. “The one who swindled Norman’s dear old mother out of her last few pennies, to hear him tell it.”

“Little over two hundred and thirty million pennies, ma’am,” Tripp said. “But there was no scam to it, apart from her being a nice, lonely old broad who wanted to help kids.”

Max blinked and looked at Tripp.

“What?” Tripp said. “Dresden told me to be honest.”

Max gave me a gimlet look. “I think it might be best if I did the speaking.”

Constance Abernathy smiled faintly at Tripp, the way the lions must have at the Christians in the Colosseum, her steady brown eyes unwavering. “Well,” she said. “This could be interesting.”

“I’d like this to be off the record, Connie,” Max said.

“Why should I agree to that?”

The old man’s eyes sparkled. “Because you’re right. It’s interesting. It might even be fun.”

She stared at Max for a moment and then exhaled briefly through her nose. She waved a hand and said, “All right. But I have a meeting with an Assistant Director in forty-five minutes. Please be succinct.”

Max laid out Tripp’s problems briefly and thoroughly, and as he did, Constance Abernathy’s eyebrows went higher and higher above her glasses.

“Allow me to test my understanding,” she said, after Max was finished. “This man, a felon …”

“Ex-felon,” Max said firmly. “He’s served his debt to society for his crimes.”

Abernathy conceded the point with a slight inclination of her head. “A former felon convinced an elderly woman to donate two million dollars to his charitable organization, despite having no history of work in such an area and, in fact, having less than a year ago attempted to sue an actual such organization into bankruptcy. He then spends a great deal of money failing to raise very much money, then pays himself most of the balance remaining, which he then spends in an illegal gambling scheme. And now that the money is gone and he hasn’t received his ill-gotten winnings, and he’s quite likely about to have the original money ordered disgorged from him and returned to Mrs. Hathaway’s estate, you come to me seeking my help.”

“That is perhaps phrased in the most uncharitable way possible,” Max said mildly.

“I wasn’t aware the Internal Revenue Service had a reputation for charity,” Abernathy replied archly. “Mostly, I am concerned with accuracy. Is what I said accurate?”

“No part of it is untrue,” Max said. “But I am hoping to come to an arrangement.”

Abernathy leaned back in her chair, sharp eyes skeptical. “Max, I’ve known you for a long time. I’ve always considered you one of the most honorable attorneys in this town. Please don’t do anything to change that.”

“Connie, please,” Max said. “I’m not attempting to bribe you. I’m attempting to bribe the city of Chicago, Cook County, the State of Illinois, and the United States government as a whole.”

Abernathy let out a short, harsh laugh like the caw of a crow.

Max grinned at her. “Consider. If we follow the path of your immediate assessment, what happens?”

Abernathy mused for a moment. “Your client, if he manages to avoid catching charges for exploiting the elderly via Mr. Hathaway, likely catches them for misappropriation of charitable funds. Given his record, he probably serves more time.”

“At a cost to the government on the order of tens or hundreds of thousands of dollars, as well as the costs of his trial and other legal proceedings, as well as the time taken away from petitioners who probably require the assistance of the court system for their well-being far more than the esteemed young Norman Hathaway,” Max added.

“The wheels of justice grind slow but never inexpensively,” Ms. Abernathy concurred.

“Add to that the cost of what doesn’t happen,” Max said.

She arched an eyebrow.

“Put simply, a great deal of money that could help many young people recover from the aftereffects of the terrorist attack does not get used for that purpose,” Max said seriously. “Heloise and I have looked into the data exposed thus far. The situation is quite serious, with long-lasting effects for tens of thousands of future taxpayers—whose taxable income is likely to be far, far less.”

Abernathy narrowed her eyes. “I’m beginning to see the direction of your reasoning.”

“I know the language the IRS speaks,” Max said modestly.

“Max,” I said gently. “If I may?”

My lawyer looked at me for a second before giving me a cautious nod.

“Ma’am,” I said, nodding to Ms. Abernathy. “My client is a ding-dong.”

“Hey!” Tripp said.

“Shut up, Tripp,” Max and I said at exactly the same time.

“But I believe he’s genuinely trying to do some good here,” I said. “I’m not saying he hasn’t screwed up. I’m saying he’s new at trying to behave like a productive citizen, and he needs a little help to get going.”

“We are the IRS,” Abernathy reminded me. “Not Santa’s Little Helpers.”

“Which is why I am arguing dollar amounts rather than legal or ethical points,” Max said, taking the reins of the conversation again. He opened his briefcase and drew out a few bound pages. “This is Heloise’s conservative estimation of the difference in income for the city, state, and federal governments in this area over the next thirty years, should Mr. Gregory’s charity have a modest beneficial effect on the education and therefore the incomes of the affected children.”

Abernathy took the report and scanned the pages. She pursed her lips thoughtfully. “These are Heloise’s numbers?”

“Indeed,” Max said.

“How is she, by the way?”

“Rather annoyed with me for taking cases again, and quite well,” Max said. “I’m sure you are capable of recognizing the effects it will have over the long term if Kid Power is more successful than her pessimistic projections. I’m sure that the SA’s office will take your recommendation very seriously when it comes to pursuing an actual prosecution. I’m here to ask for your help.”

Abernathy’s mouth curled at one corner. “Of course, all of this hinges on you convincing me that your client’s intentions are genuine and that this isn’t a scheme to at the very least hobnob with Chicago’s wealthy and influential while soothing their guilty consciences for profit.”

“I was rather hoping,” Max said mildly, “that my own presence here might help convince you of that.” He leaned forward. “Connie, we both know that the law does its best to create a safer and better society and, because of its nature, often falls short. Perhaps in this town more than others. I believe this is one of those situations. I’m asking for your patience and understanding in helping us do the children of this city some good.”

“This would hardly be the first time villainy cloaked itself in the guise of doing good for children,” Abernathy replied. Her gaze went to Tripp. “Mr. Gregory,” she said firmly. “Given your history and actions, why should I believe that your intentions are good?”

Tripp swallowed and looked at me.

“Tell it to her straight,” I said.

Tripp took a deep breath. “Lady,” he said, finally, without any of his sales-pitch voice, “I got a gun put to my head a few months ago. I told God if He let me live, I’d turn things around. And the cartridge misfired. Odds were maybe one in ten thousand, and I ain’t ever been that lucky in my life. Now I gotta make good. Or God’s gonna get me another bullet, and I don’t want that.”

Abernathy blinked slowly.

“That,” she said finally, “did not make much of a case at all.”

Tripp gulped.

She picked up a pen and tapped it against her lips. “It did, however, sound sincere.” She exhaled and gave Max a wry look. “I see why Heloise is upset with you. I thought you’d finished tilting at windmills.”

“So had she,” Max said.

She tapped the pen against her mouth some more and then said, “Let us suppose you recover the funds from Mr. Gregory’s betting. They will need to be taxed as income and the entirety of the remainder given back to the charity.”

“Naturally,” Max said.

Tripp sat up straight and blinked.

“Additionally,” Abernathy said, “I will need assurances that no such behavior will recur in the future, and that future spending of the charity will adhere strictly to the letter of the law. I will want you and Heloise personally involved in Kid Power to ensure it happens, and on a pro bono basis as well.”

“I’ll have to speak to Heloise, of course,” Max said. “But I feel that should not be an issue.”

“Then under those circumstances, I might be less inclined to recommend prosecution.” Abernathy nodded and looked at Tripp. “Sir,” she said, “I hope you appreciate the kind of personal capital Mr. Valerious is expending on your behalf. It is something that cannot be stolen, swindled, or bought. It must be earned.”

“Wait,” Tripp said. “You’re gonna help? Me?”

“I’m going to help an associate I respect and the future interests of the governments of the city of Chicago, Cook County, the State of Illinois, and the United States,” she corrected him firmly. “You are going to help the children of Chicago, sir. Or so help me, I will see to it that you are made miserable for the rest of your days.”

Then she turned her eyes to me. “Of course, all of this depends on being able to recover a great deal of money from some very, very bad people who don’t want to give it to you,” she said. “Whether or not the judge grants the restraining order or the SA’s office begins a prosecution, none of this works without the money.” She smiled, and I was viscerally reminded of a shark. “Which is where I assume you come into the picture.”

I shrugged modestly.

“I’ve asked around about you, Dresden. Your reputation is, shall we say, quite murky.”

“Nature of my job,” I said.

“It is,” she confirmed. “As a private detective, you maintained a lengthy relationship with CPD. You are also living in a home that was, until it was sold to you for one dollar, the property of a company run by John Marcone.” She tilted her head, considering me. “You can’t seem to decide if you are a cop or a robber. Mr. Valerious is a longstanding associate, a person I respect, and, if I may be so bold, a friend. It is a combination I find quite rare in this town. By standing with you, he is vouching for you, but I find Max to be a softhearted idealist. Should I suspect that you are abusing his good nature, be assured that the consequences I can bring to a man who is suddenly able to afford the expenses of running a household the size of your own after years of barely scraping by will be extremely unpleasant.”

I don’t react well to threats. I have and will lip off to semideities and demons and monsters alike.

But this was the IRS.

A man’s gotta know his limits.

“How do I make sure that doesn’t happen?” I asked frankly.

The shark smile widened. “Prove Max’s faith valid. Recover the money. Keep none of it for yourself. Help the children.”

“No pressure, huh?” I asked.

“We are the IRS,” Candace Abernathy said. “Pressure is what we do.”


CHAPTER TWELVE


Irecovered my staff and blasting rod from Officer Kim. Then we said goodbye to Max, after Tripp asked after Peppermint the basset hound and Max assured him that the dog was healing well.

“That was good of you,” I told him as we started walking toward the parking garage. “Asking after the dog.”

Tripp looked discomfited. “Yeah, well. The dog helped me. You know?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I do.”

“My mom wouldn’t let me have a dog. Said they smelled. Always wanted one though. Just … you know. Seemed like a lot of work.”

“They are,” I confirmed. “Most things worth having in your life are a lot of work, Tripp.”

He exhaled. “Yeah. And some of the things that ain’t are a lot of work too.”

“Choose your hard,” I said.

“What?”

“Life is hard, man. All of it. Nothing you can do will change that. But you can mostly choose what kind of hard stuff you want in it.”

He frowned. “Like what?”

I eyed him. Tripp was in good shape. At his age, that didn’t happen without effort, so I figured I could start simple. “Exercising and staying in shape is hard. Not exercising and staying in shape is hard too; it just takes longer to set in. But you can pick which kind of difficulty you want.”

“Huh,” he said.

“By the time you consider everything you’ve gone through, working for Marcone is hard. Making an honest living is hard too. But they’re different kinds of hard. You don’t spend time in the pen when you play it straight. But there’s a lot of boring stuff, and most days, you’re making yourself do stuff you’d rather not do. You get to choose which kind of hard you want.”

“What about the easy life?”

“Maybe some people get that, sometimes, for a while. But people weren’t made for easy. We were made to work and scrap and struggle to make our lives into something better. We aren’t supposed to lie around, doing nothing, for very long. People who get away from that forward drive get weird fast.”

“Jesus,” Tripp said. “That’s depressing.”

“Nah,” I said. “You like working out, right?”

“I like having done it,” he said. “Sometimes, yeah, it’s fun.”

“Same thing. See, you and me, walking right now? You look like you’re looking for bad guys to come popping around every corner.”

“Yeah, I keep my eyes open,” Tripp said. “So do you. So what?”

“How do you feel?” I asked.

“How do I feel?” Tripp asked. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Think about it,” I said. “Tell me.”

He scowled and shrugged. “I’m walking. I’m still healthy. Having a talk, ain’t so bad.” He frowned a moment longer and said, “I don’t know. I kind of like it. Doing something to try to help the kids. Like maybe I’m not some kinda rat. You know?”

I swept the shadows with my gaze as we entered the parking garage and headed for the Blue Beetle. “You know your life could be in danger. You’ve got to stay on the lookout for trouble. But you’re doing something that you think is useful and better than you have before.” I shrugged. “Sounds to me like you’re choosing a better kind of hard than you have in the past.”

“Huh,” he said thoughtfully. “Weird. Mostly, I don’t do stuff ’cause of how I feel.”

“You don’t want it to be the only reason you do things,” I said. “But for the big things, for the overall direction of your life? Being able to respect yourself and what you do is kind of important.”

“So far, the pay is for shit,” he said.

I barked out a laugh. “Yeah. Sometimes. But sometimes, it works out too. You know about rolling with the punches.”

“Yeah,” he said thoughtfully. “I do. I been poor. I like being flush better, but I can do both.”

“Look, Tripp,” I said. “We got off to a bad start. And I don’t know what kind of man you’re going to be. Because you’re the only one who gets to choose that. But believe me when I say you’re a stubborn bastard, and that can be a really good thing. Figure out how to make that work for you, and you’ll do fine.”

We got to the right row and started down the gloomy line of parked vehicles. Outside the garage, the sun was going down. Little enough light came in from outside. The interior lights were on and doing their usual bang-up job of providing not quite enough vision to feel safe.

Tripp frowned and looked up at me. “You really ain’t doing this for Marcone, are you?”

“Not especially,” I said. “Not at this point.”

“How come, then?” he asked.

“I’m a simple man,” I said. “I like helping kids. And you were kind to a dog.”

“That’s all it takes?” he asked.

“Oh, hell no,” I said. “But it’s a start.”

We were maybe twenty feet from the Blue Beetle when the hairs on the back of my neck went up and my stomach started squelching around the inside of my rib cage.

I drew my blasting rod and said, “Tripp, get behind me.”

There was a low, yowling growl, the kind of sound a cat makes when it’s warning another cat that there’s about to be trouble.

Then another.

And another.

And dozens more.

The sound echoed around the parking garage, bypassed my forebrain completely, and sent a cold chill rippling down my spine, joining with the sense of raw danger pounding through my instincts.

The Lurker had found us.

“Holy shit,” Tripp breathed thinly. He got behind me.

Footsteps sounded ahead of us, and Emilio appeared from behind a parked van. He’d taken off the military jacket and was wearing fatigue pants and a white A-frame shirt. He was scrawny, wiry, with a potbelly like a beach ball. His face was fixed into a soulless smile, teeth showing. His gums were so pale a pink, they were almost white.

“Dresden,” he said pleasantly. “And Mr. Gregory. I’ve been chasing you all over town.”

“That creep is Estevez’s guy,” Tripp said.

“I know,” I said tightly. I wasn’t sure how they’d found us, but maybe I’d underestimated either Emilio or the demon he served. It didn’t really matter how he’d tracked us down—only that he had. I couldn’t think of anything particularly clever to say, but maybe I could get him talking before the balloon went up. “Hi, Emilio. What can I do you for?”

“Give me Gregory, Dresden,” Emilio said. “And you get to live a while more.”

“Let me think about it a minute,” I said. “You managed to find him. I guess you’re not a slouch with magic.”

He showed me a couple more of his teeth. “I had ancient teachers.”

“Red Court vampires?” I guessed.

He inclined his head. “I was their slave. If the stories I’ve heard are true, I have you to thank for my freedom.”

“Gee,” I said. “You’re welcome.”

Emilio tittered. The cat yowls rose up in a weirdly not-quite-human echoing chorus around the sound. “It’s been years, and yet you still have no idea what you did that night, do you?”

“They tried to hurt someone under my protection,” I said. “Sometimes, I overreact. You should consider that for a minute, Emilio.”

His eyes opened wider and wider and he said, a little spittle running down his chin, “You aren’t speaking to Emilio.”

My stomach did a cold little roll.

Oh.

“You’re the Lurker in the Darkness,” I said quietly.

“Among many other names,” purred the demon from Emilio’s lips.

“And you work for a gangster?” I asked skeptically. “What’s Estevez pay you?”

“A means to an end,” the Lurker murmured.

There was a thrumming flutter of wings, and half a dozen crows sailed into the parking garage. One settled on either of Emilio’s skinny shoulders. They all focused on me with unnerving stillness and intent.

“What end?” I asked. “Seriously. I’m curious.”

“Your world,” the Lurker said. “So crowded. So connected. In the past, my spread would always have been held back by long, weary travel beneath the sun. By oceans. By mountains. By deserts.” The demon licked Emilio’s lips. “Now one can travel the world in a day. I can go everywhere. I can be everything.”

“Sounds fun,” I drawled. I tilted my head, paying closer attention to my senses. “I’ve fought you before, haven’t I? You were inside the Ik’k’uox.”

“You remember. I’m flattered.” The Lurker rolled one of Emilio’s shoulders in a sensual movement. “The Lords of Outer Night who encased my elder sibling bound me. Used me like an attack dog.” His wide, mismatched eyes grew furious. “Limited me. Me!” It lifted Emilio’s face to the roof of the parking garage and howled in fury, and the cats and the crows screamed as well, sounds their throats should not have been able to make. Adrenaline started spiking my system, and I felt Tripp flinch behind me.

I turned my head and growled, over my shoulder, “Get the keys out. Get ready.”

“F-for what?” he gasp-whispered.

“We’re going to run like hell.”

Emlio’s face came back down, flushed, the muscles in it contorting, changing the shapes of it to such a degree that he almost didn’t look human.

“But now,” the Lurker said, “I am free to drink blood once more. To sate my thirst. To spread and grow and make this world my own.”

“Okay, nutball,” I said. “Sure, you are.”

The Lurker gnashed Emilio’s teeth. “You doubt me?”

“I’ve heard this kind of delusional monologue before,” I said. “Like, a lot. And here I am standing.”

The demon laughed.

It made me want to scrape my eardrums until they burst.

“Indeed. You are formidable. And I will have you.”

Emilio doubled over, mouth spreading so wide that I heard his lower jaw dislocate with a hollow pop.

Black, spongy fluid flooded out of his mouth, an impossible volume of it, and as it did his swollen potbelly flattened, emptying, as the bloody-black fluid whipped about of its own accord, lengthening into a serpentine form, and came slithering toward me with uncanny speed.

As it did, the crows let out shrieks that should never have come from their throats and threw themselves forward.

And, from the shadows, cats, dozens and dozens of cats, came rushing toward us, fur patchy and molding and fallen away, eyes and tongues swollen to monstrous grotesquery, claws unnaturally long as they ran on stiffened legs.

“Tripp, go!” I screamed, lifted my blasting rod as I rushed forward toward the demon in its many forms, and screamed, “Fuego!”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


The runes carved into my blasting rod erupted into green-gold light, and fire exploded from the rod and lashed toward the tendril of the Lurker. The thing was devilishly fast. It darted to one side, and the fire clipped maybe a quarter of its length off, filling the air of the parking garage with a sound like the screams of a dozen beings, brassy and shrill and inhuman.

As the crows closed in on me, I raised my shield bracelet, funneling my will into the magical aid, muttering, “Defendarius!” A quarter-sphere of glowing blue energy shimmered into being just before the demon-possessed birds got to me, and they hammered against it with unnatural power, claws flashing, sharp beaks stabbing, swollen eyes glaring while black feathers flew up from the impact.

“Stay close!” I started to shout at Tripp, when he abruptly put his extended arm against my back and started pushing me forward like a halfback behind a lineman.

The possessed cats started scattering around the shield to come in from the flanks, but I was pretty sure I knew what they were—a distraction. Granted, getting hundreds of bloody scratches from the supernaturally powerful creatures could get the job done, but they were the distraction nonetheless.

Emilio was the dangerous one.

The skinny man raised his arms, whipping them through a smooth and intricate motion that kind of reminded me of tai chi, screamed something indistinct in the echoing garage, and sent a rippling wave of some purplish energy surging toward me. My stomach twisted with abrupt nausea at the presence of black magic more intense than almost anything I’d ever felt. I raised my shield against it, and the dark energy smashed into it.

There was a howl in the air, a shock wave like something I’d felt near an explosion, a flash of light that briefly turned my world into a white blur—and the energy from my shield was utterly devoured, tearing it to pieces, shattering it like a giant glass bowl. I staggered, half-blinded, and something hit one of my legs and kicked it out to one side so I couldn’t hold my balance. I couldn’t see, but I knew the Lurker’s creatures were closing in from all around me, and if I went down, there was a very real chance I wouldn’t be getting back up.

Tripp caught me.

I heard him scream and curse, and there were a couple of thuds as his balance surged this way and that, and I realized he was kicking his way through the crowd of Lurker cats.

“In!” he screamed, and his hand shoved my head down. I dove in across the driver’s seat of the Blue Beetle, awkward, moving forward with my ass up and my head down until my face smacked into the passenger-side door. Tripp piled in behind me so quickly that he sat down on one of my legs, pinning it there. “Move the stick!” he shouted, and tore the staff out of my hand. I heard him shut the door, screaming, “Shit, shit, shit, shit!” and then shoved the key into the ignition and sputtered the Beetle to life.

“My leg!” I shouted.

Gears ground as he slapped the little car into reverse and pulled out. Something smashed against the windshield and roof, and then I was blinking the spots out of my eyes and starting to see again as Tripp took off down the row of parked cars without switching out of reverse, his foot smashing the accelerator pedal flat to the floor.

“Get us out of here!” I shouted.

“No shit!” Tripp snapped, twisting to look behind us so that he could drive the car. My head was below the level of the dashboard, and I couldn’t see anything. His handsome face was pale and panicked.

There was another flash of purple light, and Tripp swerved wildly. There was a sizzling, corrosive sound and a terrible stench.

And the bloody-black tendril of the Lurker suddenly slithered out of the air conditioning vent six inches from my face.

“Hell’s bells!” I blurted. My burn-scarred left hand whipped up and seized the tendril as it lashed at my mouth. I caught it in the nick of time, and it was like holding on to a heavy steel pipe that someone else was trying to twist and swing all at the same time. I turned my head away, smashing it into the passenger-side door, held on for dear life, and screamed, “Get us into the sun!”

“Jesus Christ!” Tripp blurted. “On it, on it, on it!”

I heard Emilo shrieking out a wild cackle as Tripp bounced the Beetle backward down the ramp, through an old wooden swinging arm at the parking garage’s exit, and bounced violently out onto the street, even as the car tilted forward slightly and started running horrible and rough.

More and more of the tendril emerged from the vent, getting stronger as more of its mass exited the narrow space, like the thing was made out of one enormous muscle. Specks and flecks of blood were splashing everywhere in the car’s interior. I tried to twist enough to get my other arm into the struggle, but Tripp’s weight on my leg prevented it, and the best I could do was repeatedly drive the knee of my free leg forward, smashing the Lurker’s tendril against the dashboard, splashing more blood everywhere.

The other end of the tendril finally came out of the vent, and the whole mass of the thing lengthened like some kind of hideous worm as the free end oriented on me and came darting toward my face.

The car rattled and jounced down the street, all in shadows from the tall buildings around us, and then ground out into the middle of an intersection to a screeching of other people’s brakes and an angry chorus of horns—and sending a slanting beam of late-day sunlight slashing down over the Lurker’s tendril.

It burst into flames.

Screaming and a horrible smell filled my senses, and the tendril suddenly went weak and flaccid. I fumbled the passenger-side door open and threw the thing out into the sun, where it flopped and writhed and burned and let out a deafening demonic wail as it died.

I growled and jerked my leg until it came out from under Tripp, unwedged my quarterstaff where it was stuck between the front floor and back window, and staggered out of the Blue Beetle, my blasting rod pointed carefully at the burning, withering tendril. I shot a glance at the front wheels of the Blue Beetle. The rubber of the tires was in shreds, like they had been sprayed with unthinkably caustic acid. The car was basically running on the steel barrels at the core.

Tripp got out, too, staring at the dying thing, his eyes wide.

“Dammit!” I said. “I just got the car fixed!”

Behind me, a police car’s siren let out a quick whoop-whoop.

I turned to find a couple of CPD officers getting out of a squad car. I sighed and set down my staff and blasting rod and turned to give them a wave.

“You okay?” I said to Tripp.

“Christ, no,” Tripp said, his voice shaking. “But I ain’t hurt.”

“Good,” I said quietly. “You look like you’re in shock. Don’t say anything. Let me do the talking.”

“Yeah,” Tripp said. “Okay.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


The cops couldn’t decide whether to arrest us or not and kept us standing around until Stallings got there.

John Stallings had been the detective lieutenant in charge of CPD’s Special Investigations division. It had taken the city a year, but they’d made a rare excellent decision, and in the wake of the Battle of Chicago, SI had been given more funding and manpower, and as a result Stallings had been promoted to captain.

“O captain, my captain,” I said, when Stallings came walking up. He was a tall man nearing retirement age who managed to look dignified and a little slouchy at the same time. His hair was more silver though his moustache was still dark.

“Dresden.” He sighed. He took a look at the Blue Beetle, now repositioned to the roadside, and then at me. “You’re driving the Bug again, huh?”

“I like the classics.”

“Cholera is classic,” Stallings said sourly. “Consumption is classic. Doesn’t mean they’re good.”

He gestured for me to walk with him, and I did.

“What are you doing with that asshole pimp?” Stallings said.

“Oh, you know Tripp,” I noted.

“I was in Vice before I got moved to SI,” Stallings said. “Used to bust him regular. I was happy when he got sent away for time.”

“Yeah, well. He’s trying to go straight.”

Stallings snorted.

“No kidding, John,” I said. “I’m trying to help him do it.”

He puffed up his moustache skeptically. “What happened here?”

We were far enough away from the others that I could talk. “Some kind of sorcerer, in league with a demon. Maybe bad.”

“How bad?”

Start possessing everyone and everything in the city bad, I thought, but I somehow didn’t think it would be wise to share that one. “I don’t think your guys could handle it.”

Stallings eyed me. He was a smart guy. He knew the limits of CPD and their gear when it came to the supernatural world. And, to be fair, there were plenty of threats they absolutely could handle. I just didn’t think Emilio and Lurker fell into that category.

“You and the Brotherhood helped us out plenty with the ghouls after the battle,” he said quietly. “Saved a lot of lives. And we were willing to look the other way about a lot of things because it was an emergency, and we needed all the help we could get.”

As I remembered it, Stallings had asked for my help and I’d given it, but I didn’t want to be petty about who had come to whom about what.

“And now that things are getting back to normal, that’s changing,” I said.

“How it’s gotta be,” he said. “You know that.”

“Uh-huh.” I sighed. “I mean, we can argue about the necessity, but I understand that’s how the powers that be want it.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said. “What did you tell the uniforms?”

“Gang of guys in masks attacked us in the parking garage, threw some kind of acid at us. We can’t identify any of them.”

“What are the cameras going to show?” he asked.

“Given the amount of magic flung around, I’d be surprised if they survived at all, much less showed anything.”

He grunted. “Christ, Dresden. You got to start being more careful.”

“Guy was better than I thought,” I said. “It won’t happen again.”

“It better not,” he said. “Give me the details.”

I told him about Tripp and Abernathy and Estevez and his enforcer. I elided the details of the Lurker.

“Estevez is being a pain in Marcone’s neck,” Stallings reported calmly. “You move into Marcone’s old place, and now you’re screwing with one of his enemies.”

“To be fair, Estevez screwed with me first,” I said. “I was just trying to help a guy help some kids.”

Stallings shook his head. “I’m getting more money than I used to. Which means more scrutiny than I used to. It’s going to limit what I can do for you.”

I sighed. “Yeah. Okay.”

“I hope what you’re doing is worth it, Dresden,” he said quietly. “You get on Constance Abernathy’s bad side, she’s going to have the IRS suck the joy directly out of your veins.” He considered for a moment and then nodded. “I’m going to tell them to write you up for every traffic citation they can think of and cut you loose.”

“Probably smart,” I said. “It won’t be long before they come at Tripp again. It could get real ugly, real fast.”

“People get hurt, it’s on guys like me,” Stallings said. “If he’d come out on the street in broad daylight, I’d have to mobilize a lot of new machinery. That could grind up a lot of people in the gears.”

“I know,” I said. “We’ll do this the old way. I’m going to get this done on the quiet.”

“You’d better,” Stallings said quietly. “The folks up the line from me got scared to death by the attack last summer. They know your name. They don’t like you.”

“Tell them I said, ‘You’re welcome.’”

Stallings snorted. “They’re playing gentle for now. All legal and aboveboard. But more incidents like this will change that. Murphy put her career on the line for you and lost it. I got kids. A grandkid on the way. I like you, Dresden. But I’m not going to commit professional suicide for you.”

“I hear you.”

“You always hear, Dresden. You don’t listen.” He rubbed at his face. “You need help with Estevez’s shooters, talk to me first.”

“They aren’t really my department,” I said. “I’ll do that.”

Stallings put his hands in his hip pockets to hide digging the heels of his palms into the small of his back. “Sure, you will.” He gave Tripp a dubious look. Tripp stood with a blanket around his shoulders, sipping coffee out of a cup that trembled in his hand. “Be smart.”

“Sounds hard. But I’ll try for lucky.”

Stallings shook his head and walked away. He spoke to the uniforms briefly, handed out a couple of business cards, and left.

The cops wrote me up for enough tickets to almost get my license taken away, and to definitely make me worry about money. The Blue Beetle got towed off to my mechanic, Mike. I signed my name several times and finished up just as Bear pulled up in the Munstermobile, an old hearse painted dark blue and purple with an icy-colored flame job on the front quarter panels.

There were dents on the car, as if it had driven through hail. Scratches on the hood and a hole in the windshield, surrounded by the crazed crack lines of old glass, not the new safety stuff. The car shone suspiciously clean, as if Bear had just washed it down, perhaps to wipe away bloodstains—and Fitz was sitting hunched in the front seat, no longer wearing Tripp’s suit but a black T-shirt and jeans instead, clutching an energy drink in his hand.

“Let’s go,” I said to Tripp. I nodded politely to the uniformed officers, and we got into the back seat of the hearse.

“Back to the castle,” I said to Bear. “Fitz, you okay?”

“You ever see The Birds?” my apprentice asked me.

“Sure,” I said as Bear pulled the car into traffic.

“I haven’t,” he said sourly. “And now I never, ever, ever will.”

“We got about four blocks before the birds came down,” Bear reported. “Crows. Big, nasty ones. Stronger than they should’ve been too. One of them got through the glass and went straight at Fitz.”

I frowned. “What’d you do, kid?”

Fitz flapped his arms around his head. “This, mostly. And screamed a lot. I was able to knock it onto the floor and stomp it to death. I’m fine.”

I nodded. “What came next?”

“Headed for the freeway,” Bear said. “It took a while, but eventually, we outran them.”

“Their feathers kept flying off,” Fitz said with a shudder. He gulped down more energy drink.

“A bunch of them just smashed themselves to death against the car,” Bear said. “Whatever this demon parasite is, it seems to have control of them to the point of self-destruction.”

“Hngh,” I said thoughtfully.

“Dresden,” Tripp said carefully.

“Yeah?”

“I, uh. I have to tell you something.”

I tilted my head warily. “What?”

“I, uh … kicked some cats.” He swallowed. “While we were getting out of there. All these cats were running at us and trying to latch on to my clothes while I was leading you out. Bunch of them tried to sink claws in that coat of yours, and … well, you couldn’t see and I had to do something. So, I kicked them.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I heard it happening.”

“And that’s okay?” he asked.

“Helping me survive against a bunch of demon-possessed predators is fine by me, Tripp.”

He scrunched up his face in a frown. “But helping dogs, that was a big deal? How does that make sense? Do you just hate cats?”

“No!” I said. “I like cats. I have a cat. Just not psycho-zombie parasite-possessed cats determined to kill me horribly.”

“Oh,” Tripp said, somewhat mollified. “Well. You said I had to start with being honest. So.”

Bear looked at me in the rearview mirror and raised her eyebrows.

“Yeah, Tripp,” I said after a moment. “Yeah. That was the right call.”

“Okay,” Tripp said, and kept staring out the window.

“Cats,” I said. “Birds.” I shook my head. “Emilio managed to track us despite the potion. Must have realized that Tripp wasn’t in the car at some point. He’s better than I thought.”

“How good?” Fitz asked.

“Wizard material,” I said. “Or close to it, and getting spellslinging steroids off the Lurker, maybe. It’s supposed to be a blood-drinker, and blood makes powerful fuel for black magic.”

Fitz frowned. “You can get wizard steroids?”

“You can,” I said. “But like the regular kind, they very often aren’t good for you.”

“Why?”

“Nature of the beast, kid,” I said. “There’s never a shortcut to anything that doesn’t come with a price.”

“Well, yeah,” Fitz said. “But it makes you more powerful? So you can deal with guys like Emilio, right?”

“More powerful the dark side is not,” I said, in a gravelly Yoda voice. “Only quicker, easier, more seductive.”

“God, you are so Gen X, it hurts,” Fitz said. “But suppose he kills you, and then it’s up to me to deal with him. I’m supposed to come back in twenty years and take him on then?”

“One, this chump isn’t going to kill me,” I said. “Two, no, you go to Ramirez at the White Council and point the Wardens at Emilio. They’d have a holiday taking him out.”

“So, how come you don’t do that?” Fitz demanded.

“Because this is my town,” I said. “I’ll deal with it myself, not call in the sledgehammer squad who might crush God knows what else while they’re smashing one warlock. Besides, Ilyana is in charge of this territory now, and she’d find some way to blame me for it. Best way to avoid that is to take him down before they even know it’s a problem.”

“You didn’t tell them about that thing,” Tripp said. “The thing that came out of the vent.”

I grunted.

“What happened?” Bear asked.

“Emilio vomited up a piece of the Lurker,” I said. “Like this long, spongy, bloody snake. It tried to get in my mouth.”

“Ewg,” Fitz said. “Gah. That’s disgusting.”

Bear’s gaze sharpened. “Did it? Any of it? Any at all?”

I shook my head. “No. No, we got it into the sun before it could.” I frowned. “Gotta be how it spreads, though. You think it can grow once it gets in you?”

“Maybe,” Bear said. “If it’s a hemophagic parasite, it could start by taking some of the host’s blood. Start asserting control and make the host thirsty for more so it can grow.”

“That’s gross also,” Fitz noted, and swigged energy drink. “Hey, maybe that’s where chupacabras come from. That thing gets into them and they have to start drinking blood.”

I lifted my eyebrows. “Could be. Look, if I start craving extra salty tomato juice, I’ll be sure to let you know,” I said. “We need to be in the castle soonest. This is looking to be a fairly major entity. I can keep it out of there, buy us some time to think.”

“What are we going to do?” Tripp asked.

“That’s what I’ve got to think about,” I said grumpily. “I haven’t taken this seriously enough from the start.”

Bear nodded and pressed the accelerator smoothly, and the Munstermobile growled steadily down the streets.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Once home at the castle, I made a few calls and then it was straight to the lab, solo this time.

There were still things I didn’t want Fitz to become familiar with yet.

Familiar. Get it?

“Bob!” I called, once I’d lit a few candles. “Get in here.”

A blue light appeared on the wall, as if the white-painted cinderblocks that made up the lab’s walls were some kind of translucent crystal through which someone was shining a laser pointer. It flickered around the room a few times, leaving a streak of fading blue light behind it, and then settled down onto the wooden shelf on the wall upon which rested a human skull, flanked by a pair of large candles and several paperback romance novels.

The blue light vanished and then the empty sockets of the skull kindled to life with twin orange-gold flames like candlelight. “How’s it going, boss?”

Bob the Skull was a spirit of intellect and had been my more-or-less faithful assistant since I’d recovered him from the ruins of Justin DuMorne’s burnt-down house where I’d spent my late childhood. He’d worked with several generations of wizards and probably had more knowledge of theoretical magic, in total, than any wizard alive.

“What do you know about the Lurker in the Shadows?” I asked him promptly.

The flickering eyelights froze for a second. Then Bob asked, carefully, “Why do you want to know about that?”

I looked up at him with an arched eyebrow. “That bad, huh?”

“Yes and no,” Bob said. “I mean, if that thing wanted to end all life on Earth, it probably could. But it doesn’t.”

“Explain, please.”

“You’ve read Cromarty’s write-up?” Bob asked.

“Yeah. Seemed kind of poetical to me.”

“Cromarty wasn’t the chewiest crayon in the box, if you take my meaning,” Bob said, the skull’s chin bumping the shelf as he nodded. “He liked writing about all kinds of things he never actually had any experience with. Definition of an ivory-tower scholar, you know?”

“And here I was taking him seriously.” I sighed. “When am I gonna learn? Okay, tell me more.”

“Well, he liked dressing up like animals for recreation,” Bob said. “Not even shapeshifting, just dressing up, and—”

“Not about Cromarty, Bob. The Lurker. I know it’s connected to the Red Court.”

“Ah,” Bob said. “Well. It’s in the same family of blood-drinking demons as the one behind the Red Court. Less evolved, you might say.”

I frowned. “Wait a minute. There was a demon behind the Red Court?”

“More like a minor deity, by the time you came along,” Bob said. “It had transcended any physical form, ’cause it had been building for a while. Invading new humans when they were forced to consume possessed blood, causing them to thirst for more of it, taking full control of them when they killed, and then growing more powerful every time they drank. No one ever learned its name, which is why it wasn’t stopped. Call it the Red Thirst.”

“Making me the Thirst Quencher,” I mused.

“Ultimately, I guess,” Bob agreed brightly. “Any-way. The Lurker is like the simpleton little brother of the Red Thirst. It’s bound to a physical form.”

“That black spongy stuff?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Bob said. “It’s like a physical parasite but it operates in much the same way. Invade, set up shop in the stomach, and torment the host with thirst for animal fluids. It assumes more and more control of the host as it drinks. Doesn’t have to be human blood. Once it has done that, it spreads from the host’s stomach throughout the body and brain. It gains control of the host’s nervous system, can make it stronger and faster, and can grant a kind of limited immortality.”

“Wow,” I said. “Limited how?”

“You have to keep feeding it blood,” Bob said. “The more sentient, the better.”

“Uh-huh,” I mused. “I talked to it.”

“Oh,” Bob said. “That probably isn’t good.”

“Yeah, it tried to jump in to my mouth,” I said.

“Wow, very hentai.”

I rubbed at one eyebrow. “Bob, can we focus, please. It said something about being freed from its sibling.”

“Makes sense,” Bob said. “From the Red Thirst’s point of view, the Lurker was like the kind of relative you keep locked in the attic. It took care of the Lurker, made sure it had enough to eat to stay alive and sometimes serve a useful purpose—but it also kept it from branching out more than was good for the Red Thirst. I mean, there’s only so much blood.”

“The Red Thirst meaning the Lords of the Outer Night,” I guessed.

“It was a distributed consciousness,” Bob agreed. “But it would have placed the most of itself in them, yes.”

“So, when I set off the spell that nixed the Red Court,” I said, my heart suddenly sinking, “I set the Lurker loose.”

“I was never sure,” Bob said, “if the bloodline curse wouldn’t have taken out the Lurker too. And it seemed like you had enough on your mind already.”

“Okay.” I sighed. “So, this is partly on me.”

“Legally speaking, I don’t know if anyone could—”

I slashed a hand at the air. “I’m not speaking legally, Bob. I pulled that trigger. I’m the one responsible for the consequences.”

Bob fell quiet for a moment while I felt a dawning sense of sickening responsibility. More consequences of choices made. I’d taken out the Red Court to save my daughter’s life, because it had been the only way to get that done. But I’d knocked down a lot of fences in doing so—and the past few years had been largely about dealing with the things those fences had contained.

“Okay,” I said finally. “How fast can it spread?”

“Not fast,” Bob said mildly. “I mean, if that’s any consolation. It takes a lot of time for it to gain control—of humans, anyway. Animals are different.”

“Yeah, that makes sense,” I said. “It’s been mostly inside of animals.” I told him about my encounters with the Lurker so far.

“It won’t be in nearly as many people,” Bob said. “I mean, there’s always some percentage of folks who would be susceptible and fall easily, but as a whole, people are pretty unmanageable. Even if they got infected by the Lurker, most could probably resist cravings for a long time by just eating their steaks rare. It spreads slower than the Red Thirst. And anyone that’s fully possessed is going to have problems operating in even indirect sunlight.”

“Yeah, I saw that part,” I said. “They looked like they were suffering from some kind of mange or something. Emilio doesn’t look like he’s at the peak of physical health either. So, we’re talking about a cult-level influence here, not a civilizational threat.”

“It could be one,” Bob said. “If it wanted to. I mean, it could spread through the animal kingdom fast, then kill everything and have done.”

“So, how come it doesn’t?”

The skull’s eyelights narrowed. “Not sure,” he said. “It’s a more-physical being. And it seems to want to inhabit mortals, even though it’s not super good at doing that. Maybe it just wants the human experience.”

I grunted. “Yeah. That tracks. It only seems to take animals to use as weapons for a specific purpose.” I took a deep breath. “Now for the big question. How do I kill it?”

“I don’t know that you can,” Bob said. “It’s also a distributed consciousness. It would be like trying to rid the yard of mushrooms. You can pluck them out as they pop up, but getting to the roots is a lot more complicated. You’d need to somehow collect and contain the Lurker’s actual biomass.”

I grunted. “What about getting a piece of it to use to create a channel?”

“Would call for a lot of power, boss,” Bob said mildly. “Like the kind the Red Court tried to build up with the curse you turned back on them.”

Meaning drastic measures like mass human sacrifice would be necessary. “Yeah, okay. I see the problem.” I pursed my lips. “What if we just went local? Cleansed the city, not the whole world?”

“Maybe doable with the castle’s ability to collect ley lines,” Bob said dubiously. “But still really difficult.”

“And if Emilio truly is a wizard-class talent, he might be able to counter it. Even turn it back on me. Which means …”

I narrowed my eyes thoughtfully.

“Ooo,” Bob said. “There’s some kind of intellectual process happening over there. I can see the hamsters running on their wheels.”

“The Lurker,” I said deliberately, “is used to being kept on a leash. It lacks confidence.”

“I suppose,” Bob said.

I smiled happily. “And I,” I said, “am the Thirst Quencher. And the Warden of Demonreach. I need you to send word to Alfred. Tell him to be ready for a new resident.”

I heard footsteps approaching the lab’s trapdoor. I pointed my finger at Bob and said, “Scram.”

The eyelights winked out and Bob’s blue-light form zipped into the wall and vanished.

“Dresden,” Bear said, from the hallway above. “Father Forthill called. He said he’s got material for you and he’s sending over a package by courier.”

“Cool,” I called back. “Meet me in the library when it gets here.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Father Forthill was one of the guys in the Catholic Church who knew the real score about the supernatural. There were more of those guys than you would think, but almost none of them rose very far in the church’s hierarchy. When you know how dangerous the real world can be, you have a lot less time and patience for politics.

Once I knew about the Lurker’s connection to the Red Court, I’d called him to see what he could find out for me.

Bear came striding into the library, holding a brown paper portfolio, and passed it over to me.

I took it from her, opened it, and started scanning documents. “Ah-hah,” I muttered after a few moments. “I figured as much. For a subversive underground, the Brotherhood of St. Giles kept really good records.”

Bear frowned. “They were the half-vampire guys fighting the Red Court all through South and Central America, right?”

“Them and some of the more-militant portions of the Church,” I agreed. “Bingo.” I took a page out of the portfolio and held it up. “Estevez.”

“He was with the Brotherhood?” Bear asked.

“One of their operatives,” I said, nodding. “The Brotherhood weren’t a bunch of Boy Scouts. They were pretty much just as vicious as the Red Court. Maybe more so, because they had to be to survive.” I read through his profile. “He was pretty new, so when the blood curse hit him and stripped the rampire out of him, he didn’t lose much.”

“Rampire?” Bear asked.

“Red Court vampire,” I said impatiently. “It gets to be a pain saying it over and over.”

“Ah. Understood.”

“The Red Court made a lot of their money through criminal gangs,” I mused, reading, “as well as through governments, which are much the same but with more paperwork. Estevez was a young cartel hotshot whom they decided to promote to rampire against his will. Sent him straight into the arms of the Brotherhood of St. Giles. Where, get this, he was into researching the subordinate supernatural beings and organizations of the Red Court.”

I paused at the bottom of the original profile, reading the name of the Brotherhood operative who wrote it. Martin.

That bastard.

My fingers could still feel the phantom sensation of the obsidian knife in my hand.

The hot sprinkle of blood on my fingers.

I took a slow breath and brought myself back to the present.

“Then what?” Bear asked quietly.

“That’s the end of the original report. But it seems reasonable to assume that after the Red Court went down, Estevez went back to his roots to go into business for himself. Must have made some kind of deal with the cult of the Lurker to be his muscle. He’d have known about them from his work with the Brotherhood.”

“So, how come the Lurker doesn’t just take him over too?” Bear asked.

“Guy who fought off the Red Thirst for several years probably isn’t going to be nearly as troubled by the Lurker’s blandishments, I’d think.” I returned to scanning profile pages in the next section of the portfolio. “And here we go. Emilio. No last name. He’s the leader of a cult of practitioners. According to the Brotherhood, he’d been working with the Red Court since at least … eighteen forty-seven.”

“He’s hung in there,” Bear noted.

“If he’s a wizard-level talent, he would have, but he looks younger than me,” I said. “Must have made a deal with the Red Court—his services in exchange for immortality without becoming an actual rampire—which is where the Lurker comes in. Hell of an inducement the Red Court could offer. No wonder they could spread their influence so readily.”

“You think Emilio’s better than you?” Bear asked.

“If I’m not damned careful, maybe,” I said. “I wouldn’t think he had more raw power. But we both know strength isn’t always important in a fight. Plus, he’s supercharging black magic with human blood, and he’s got to have a lot of experience fighting dirty. He was smart enough to survive the death of his patrons too. Though without them, he’d have to start making some kind of new life for himself. Hence teaming up with Estevez.”

I put the profile pages back and closed the portfolio, idly spinning the string around the button to keep it that way, thinking. “Estevez. He and the Lurker are using each other. Emilio clearly has issues with his impulse control, but Estevez is a businessman. If he was the sort to give in to his urges, he wouldn’t have made the Brotherhood of St. Giles. And he wouldn’t be a threat to Marcone.”

“And Marcone wouldn’t have come to you,” Bear noted in a neutral voice.

“Hngh. Estevez is the dangerous one. The Lurker is just a weapon. Maybe kill it with fire wasn’t the best plan I could have come up with,” I said.

Bear grinned. “When it works, it works.”

“Yeah,” I said. “But now I’m thinking we’re going to have to go about this a little differently.”

“Different how?”

I sighed. “More gangster. Okay. Here’s what we’re gonna do. I want to set up another meeting with Estevez …”

Before I could continue, Fitz opened the library door and popped his head in. “Hey, guys, I’m dying for protein, gonna go cook. You want anything?”

My stomach gurgled at the idea. “Tough day,” I said. “We deserve steak. Bear?”

The big Valkyrie grinned. “I always like to eat.”

“About time for those porterhouses,” I said. “They should be thawed out by now.”

“Hell yeah, porterhouse,” Fitz said, and headed for the kitchen.

“Want me to set it up the same way?” she asked. “Broad daylight, lots of people?”

“Just the opposite,” I said. “Late, two nights from now. That’s their deadline. I’m thinking the bird sanctuary.”

The Valkyrie did not look pleased. “Montrose Point? That’s thick brush, away from people, with Lake Michigan cutting off three-quarters of the directions for a retreat.”

“I know, right?” I said. “They’d be fools not to hit us with everything they have. So, here’s how I want to set it up …”

We spent a few minutes plotting the meeting and picking the spot. Bear had some good ideas. We folded them into the plan.

And then the hairs on the back of my neck went up.

It wasn’t as intense as the sensation I’d experienced in the presence of Emilio, but there it was.

The Lurker was nearby.

Bear twigged to it only a couple of seconds after I did. “Uh-oh,” she said. “You feel that?”

“Yeah,” I said. “But it couldn’t have come in over the threshold. And the castle defenses would have gone up if it had even tried, unless …”

Unless the Lurker had infested one of the castle’s residents. Someone who had been directly exposed to its physical substance in close proximity.

“Fitz,” Bear said.

“Kitchen,” I snapped.

And then we were both up and moving.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Iwould have burst into the kitchen first, but Bear grabbed me by the collar and dragged me a step behind her with about as much effort as it would have taken me to round up an errant toddler. Bear was calm-natured and genial. It was easy to forget exactly how scary strong the Valkyrie was.

I came through the kitchen doors after her, and once Bear had a chance to assess the situation, she let me take a step around her to get a look at what was going on.

It was a commercial-sized kitchen and had kept up with the needs of a little more than thirty people in the months following the Battle of Chicago. Three large steaks were sizzling on a broad pan over a gas flame. A container of garlic salt sat on the counter beside the stove, along with three plates, forks, and steak knives.

And Fitz stood holding up the glass pan the steaks had been thawing in, tilted to drink from it.

My apprentice lowered the pan, a thin trickle of blood from it running down from one corner of his mouth. His expression was distant, his eyes unfocused.

His stomach gurgled, and the presence of the Lurker grew rapidly and steadily more intent.

“Fitz,” I said carefully. “Hey, man. How’s it going?”

“I’m just … wow,” he said quietly.

I stepped a little closer and found several other packages of red meat had evidently had their plastic wrappings popped open and had been drained of the leftover juice as well. We bought direct in bulk, and the butcher we used wasn’t always as neat as the ones at the grocery stores.

Fitz had drunk quite a bit.

I could smell the steaks burning.

“There’s power here, Harry,” Fitz said slowly. “I can feel it. Like I could start throwing fire the way you do.” He turned to me, his balance wavering a little, his eyes as glassy as a drunk’s. “Oh, yeah. I could get to like this. Let’s go find these bad guys. I can help you, man.”

“Bear,” I said quietly. “My lab, south wall, second shelf from the top. There’s a container of flasks of holy water. Bring me one.”

“On it,” she said quietly, and vanished.

“I’m serious,” Fitz continued as if I hadn’t spoken. He mimed a few slow-motion punches. “Man, I feel like I could blow holes in the walls right now. Let’s go fuck something up.”

The wall behind Fitz rippled, and Basil the gargoyle stepped out of it as if it had been no more substantial than a veil of mist. Basil was six and a half feet of living stone, with a head that was only a fair approximation of a lion’s and the build of something close to a muscular human being but with much-longer forearms.

“My lord,” Basil rumbled in greeting. “We have sensed a threat from within the castle. Are you well?”

“Keep everyone out for now, Basil,” I said quickly. Fitz wasn’t firing on all cylinders at the moment. I didn’t want him getting spooked by the presence of a gang of protective gargoyles and starting to see if he could blow holes in walls. “I’m fine.”

“I’m fine,” Fitz said with a small titter. “Just fine. This is incredible.” He held up his fingers, murmured something beneath his breath, and sent a quick, slender arc of lighting leaping from one hand to the other. “Oh, yeah, that was easy.”

“Fitz,” I said, keeping my voice calm. “I need you to engage in a mental exercise for a moment. Can you do that?”

He frowned a little and peered at me. “What exercise?”

“Analysis,” I said. “Look around the kitchen. I want you to tell me what’s happened here.”

Fitz looked around the kitchen vaguely for a moment. I saw him gather himself and focus. “Okay. Um. Oh, man, steaks are burning.” He picked up tongs and peeled them off the pan, flipping them over. “Hell, and I was so hungry too.”

“Right. You came down here to fix steaks, right?”

Fitz looked around blearily. “Uh. Yeah. Yeah, I guess I did.”

“Okay. Then what happened?”

“Um.” Fitz stared at the opened packages of red meat. “I … The blood off the steaks in the pan just smelled so good. So, I had some. And I got some more.”

“Here’s the exercise part,” I said. “Fitz. Is that something you would normally do? Drink blood?”

“Point of order,” Basil said in a pedantic tone. “That is not precisely blood. It is instead—”

I slashed a hand at Basil and made a shushing gesture. Technically, he was correct, but magically speaking, it was close enough for government work.

Fitz stared at me for a second and then licked his lips. He found the bit that had trickled from one corner of his mouth and looked distracted. “I … I know it must look weird. But you don’t understand how much … wow, how strong I feel right now. Look!”

He spun toward the set of stainless steel shelves holding pots, pans, and steel bowls, thrust out both hands from his chest and shouted, “Forza!”

The kid unleashed his will at the shelves and sent them smashing over onto their sides like they’d been hit by every lineman on the Bears at once, raising a tremendous crashing noise.

“Yeah!” Fitz cheered, turning back to me. “And I don’t even feel it, Harry! I’m not even tired!”

He found Basil standing between him and me, crouching, his clawed hands brushing the kitchen floor, lion’s face set in a stern expression of disapproval.

“Master Fitz,” Basil said firmly. His deep voice held the rumble of a leonine growl. “The kitchen is a place of order. Food comes in one side. Meals come out the other. Your behavior is unacceptable.”

Fitz eyed Basil and said, darkly, “How much you wanna bet I can throw some earth magic around right now too?”

I stepped to where the gargoyle wouldn’t be between us. “Fitz,” I said in a sharp, hard voice.

He turned to me, blinking.

I hadn’t spoken to him like that before.

“Harry?” he asked quietly.

“The exercise,” I said in the same firm tone. “Remember the exercise. What happened?”

“I drank the blood,” he said, his tone less certain.

“Okay,” I said. “Remember what we talked about earlier? What we’ve been dealing with today?”

“The … the Lurker,” he said.

His stomach gurgled again, and his face twisted in sudden discomfort. He put one hand on it.

“Right,” I said. “Keep going. Remember what it was?”

“It’s …” He belched, and his mouth turned up in a grimace of pain. “Oh … it’s a parasite?”

“Good,” I snapped. “Keep going. What happened here?”

Fitz let out a short cry and doubled over, hands going to his belly. “Oh! Oh, God!”

“Fitz,” I shouted. I stepped around Basil and grabbed him by the shoulders. “Fitz, keep going. What happened here?”

He looked up at me, his eyes bewildered, and then they widened. His voice dropped to the hollow ghost of a whisper. “It got inside me. Hell’s bells. It got inside me.”

“There you go,” I said. “There you go, kid. It’s influencing you. You’ve got to steady yourself against it. What are the five fundamental forces of magic?”

He gulped air, braced against another clench of his stomach, and closed his eyes in a scowl. “Fire. Air. Water. Earth. Will.”

“And which of those is also known as the quintessence?”

He writhed in pain, gasping. “Will!”

“Good,” I said. “Will. The only thing you can use to change the things around you. The only thing you can use to make choices. This is what it means to fight with your will, kid, right now. This is what it feels like when something is trying to use its will to overcome yours.”

“Ah!” he cried again, and lost his balance.

I stepped in close to help ease him down to the floor.

“What’s … what’s happening? Harry, it hurts.”

“It knows you’re fighting against it,” I said. “It’s trying to make you stop. It doesn’t want you to think clearly. What is Newton’s Third Law?”

Fitz was panting hard now, in obvious pain. “For every action there is an … ugh … equal and opposite reaction.”

“Exactly. Exactly like you’re reacting to the Lurker trying to move into your head, kid. You’re going to fight it and you’re going to win. Pythagorean theorem, go.”

He kicked one leg in some kind of futile effort to escape the pain. “The sq-square of the hypotenuse of a triangle equals the sum of the squares of the other two sides.”

“My lord,” Basil said, crouching beside us. “The malice within him grows.”

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s using the blood to gain mass.”

“It isn’t actually blood—”

“Dammit, Basil, that’s not helping!”

Fitz clawed at his jeans, unfastening them. His belly writhed and bulged weirdly. Fitz screamed.

“List prime numbers!” I snapped. “Do it!”

“Two!” he screamed. “Three! Five! Seven! E-eleven!”

The floor shook. A second later, I heard the pounding of heavy boots in the hall outside the kitchen, and then Bear came running in, carrying the bottle of holy water.

“Fitz!” I said. “The Lurker. What is its weakness?”

“Fire!” he moaned. “Sunlight. Blessed water.”

I took the flask of holy water, opened it, and pressed it into his hands. I could have just poured it down his throat, but this was too good of a teachable moment. He’d have to be able to handle this kind of thing for himself. “Think, kid. Think. What do you need to do?”

Fitz clasped the flask with both hands, stared up at me for a second, and then said, “Hell’s bells. This is going to hurt, isn’t it?”

But he made me proud.

He didn’t wait for an answer.

He upended the bottle and started swallowing.

And then his arms and legs flew straight out and he screamed.

“Hold him!” I shouted.

Bear and I got his arms. Basil pressed gently down on Fitz’s hips. My apprentice screamed and screamed, struggling wildly, too strongly for someone as slender as him, and made horrible, clogged, fluidic sounds mixed with belches. Stench erupted from him. And then he ripped his arm free of my grasp, turned on his side, and began vomiting.

“Let him, let him!” I shouted, and Bear and Basil let go of him.

Fitz went to his hands and knees, his body rebelling, tensing, casting out everything from his mouth. It was disgusting. Blood and black sludgy matter and bilious fluid all mixed together. The smell was hideous.

And some of it was moving.

It writhed and shuddered and seemed to blacken and half-boil away. I took up the dropped flask of holy water and immediately poured more over the moving parts, splashing it on anything that might have resembled the Lurker, and smoke and more stench arose as the thing was dissolved.

Fitz gasped, exhausted, his body shuddering with weariness, almost too tired to continue holding himself up. He made weary, guttural moaning sounds between spits. Then collapsed slowly over to his side, gasping for breath, shaking.

I went to him and hauled him up, half into my lap.

“Hey, hey,” I said, voice gentle now. “Hey, kid. Hey. You did it. You did great. You won. Good work. I got you. I got you. You did it. We’re gonna take care of you. Don’t worry.”

Fitz opened unfocused eyes and his mouth tried to form a smile.

Then his head just lolled to one side in total exhaustion.

“Ods bodkin,” Bear breathed quietly. She took his wrist for a moment and reported, quietly, “Feverish. Pulse is strong. His heart rate is steadying.”

“Basil,” I said quietly, “as soon as we’re out of here, would you and the boys clean this up, please? I don’t want any of it staying inside the castle. Gather it up, get it to the roof, and burn it as quickly as possible.”

“My lord,” Basil said, inclining his head, and sank into the stone as he did.

“Bear,” I said, “get him to the infirmary.”

“Of course,” she said, and gathered up Fitz as lightly and carefully as if he’d been an infant.

I stood up too. I turned off the burner under the ruined steaks.

“Tell Estevez I’m moving the deadline to tomorrow night,” I said quietly, and I felt my voice go to that place where people start giving me nervous glances. “We’re going to set up the meeting for the witching hour. Tell him if he doesn’t have the money by then, I’m setting fire to everything he has.”

“Is that wise?” Bear asked.

I set my hand gently on my apprentice’s too-hot forehead. “It’s personal.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Fitz was in bad shape throughout the night, moaning and weakly thrashing. Out of an abundance of caution, we gave the kid sips of holy water every hour, just in case any bits of the Lurker remained in his belly. Bear ran him an IV of saline for lost fluids and provided antibiotics through the line, since God knew what kind of conventional bacteria the Lurker had carried in with it when it got to Fitz. He threw up a couple more times, neither of them anything like the first.

Blue was coming into the sky before the young man settled down, his fever broke, and he fell into an exhausted sleep.

“I should have thought of it when that crow got in the back seat,” Bear said. “But he didn’t say anything.”

“He’s new to all this,” I said. “Kid was screaming, throwing his arms around, stomping a doom bird to death. Car was racing. Adrenaline, confusion, fear. Something could have gotten in his mouth without him even noticing.”

“It’s not new to me,” Bear said. “Vadderung says it’s a flaw in the thinking of most Valkyries. We deal with our problems directly, and we tend to think in those terms.”

“We lived. We’ll learn,” I said.

Bear nodded.

“What did Estevez say?” I asked.

“He’ll be there,” she reported.

Tripp came quietly into the infirmary, awkwardly carrying three cups of coffee. He handed one to Bear and then to me. His room was right down the hall from the infirmary, and he’d poked his head out in concern as we’d brought Fitz in.

He’d been there all night and he hadn’t said a word. Just gone and gotten coffee for us.

Bear sipped at hers and sighed. “I’ll need to get some things ready for tonight. Myself included. You should get some sleep, Dresden.”

“Soon as Dr. Lacalle gets here,” I promised. “Michael is going to sit with him through the day.”

Bear looked amused. “You haven’t even called him yet.”

“It’s Michael,” I said simply. I checked my watch. Four thirty AM. “He doesn’t get up for another hour. I’ll call him then.”

“Right,” Bear said. She got up and lumbered out of the room quietly.

I sat in the chair by Fitz’s bed and sipped coffee. I was tired enough that it might as well have been hot water, and mostly tasted like it. The pendulum of a mechanical clock on the wall ticked steadily back and forth.

Tripp finally spoke.

“What happened to the kid happened because of me,” he said. “ ’Cause he was wearing my suit.”

“Yeah,” I said.

He stared down at his own coffee for a minute.

“Christ,” he said, finally.

I grunted, not really saying anything.

“I got nothing against the kid. Or you. I never wanted anybody to get hurt,” Tripp said.

“But they did,” I said.

He grimaced. “Yeah.”

“Look, Tripp,” I said wearily. “Mostly, stuff like this? It’s the fault of whoever actually did it. In this case, Estevez and the Lurker. They’re the ones who hurt Fitz. But your choices created the circumstances that led to it happening.”

He thought about that for a moment before he asked, without heat, “So, if they’re the ones who did it, why’s it gotta be my fault too?”

“Because you can’t change other people’s choices,” I said. “You can only choose your own. So, when something goes wrong, you look at the part you had a hand in, you accept that you could have done it differently, and you make damned sure you don’t make the same mistake again in the future.”

He thought about that for a minute. Then he said, “If I’m the one who fucked it up … then I’m also the one who can fix it.”

“To the degree that it can be fixed. Yeah,” I said. “It’s not an easy way to look at things. It’s uncomfortable. It’s embarrassing. It’s difficult. But it’s damned useful for making a better life for yourself. And the people around you.”

Tripp took that in and sat with it.

He looked haunted.

“I’ve screwed up a lot of stuff,” he said.

“Yeah.”

“I don’t know how to fix it. I don’t know how to start.” He shook his head. “How come you know this stuff? They got a school or something?”

“My grandfather taught me a lot,” I said. “I read some books that made me think. I thought about it. For some people, they find a school of philosophy they try to follow. For others, it’s religion. Some people find fictional characters, try to emulate them as best they can. Maybe that’s why so many religions and societies tell stories to teach their kids. I don’t know.”

“My mom went to church,” he said. “St. Anthony’s. But she only talked about it to tell me what to do. You know?” He smiled faintly. “Never occurred to me church might be for more than that. And I never had no dad or grandpa.”

“Lost my dad when I was little,” I said. “My grandfather came later. Hard, not having a dad around.”

“Yeah,” Tripp said.

We sat quietly for a while.

“How do I fix this?” he asked me finally.

“You come with me tonight,” I said. “We’re going to meet with Estevez.”

Tripp looked up warily. “How come?”

“We’re going to get your money. You’re going to make a bunch of things right, and then you’re going to start doing some good.”

“I mean, how come I gotta be there?” Tripp swallowed. “What happened to the kid … that’s what they wanted to do to me. Right?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“I show up, they’re gonna eighty-six the both of us.”

“They’ll try,” I said, nodding. “But if you don’t show up, they won’t either. And they’ll keep hunting you anyway.”

Tripp thought about that for a minute. “I’m the bait.”

“Yeah,” I said.

“I don’t wanna do that.”

“Of course you don’t. You’re not completely stupid. It’s dangerous.” I shrugged. “But it’s more dangerous to do nothing.” I nodded toward Fitz. “And not just for you.”

Tripp looked tired and sickened. “Oh,” he said.

“You can try to dodge and run away from your problems your whole life, if you want to, Tripp,” I said. “Lots and lots of people do. I know you’re afraid. I know because I’m afraid too. But when you treat your problems like running from them is a solution, they just get bigger and worse.”

“So, what do I do?” he asked.

“Cowboy up,” I said. “Ride out and meet them. Deal with them.”

“Estevez is gonna deal with me first,” Tripp said.

“Nah,” I said. “I’m gonna handle him. Mostly, what you have to do is go there. Tell him you want the money you won fair and square off him.”

“What if one of those things gets inside me?”

“Could happen,” I acknowledged. “Just like it did to Fitz. If it does, we’ll deal with it.”

“What if he shoots me?”

“Could happen,” I said, nodding. “We’ll do our best to see that it doesn’t.”

“What if that Emilio guy throws that purple light at me and melts me like he did your tires?”

“He might,” I acknowledged. “But I’ll be more ready for him this time.”

Tripp licked his lips nervously. “Christ.”

“You wanted to know how to fix this,” I said. “This is how.”

Tripp set his coffee cup aside. He rubbed his hands across his thighs a couple of times. I could see that they were shaking.

Then he stood up.

“Okay,” he said.

“Okay,” I said. I finished the coffee and tossed the paper cup in the trash. “Go get some sleep. Get as much as you can. It will be a late night.”

“What are you gonna do?”

“Sit with the kid until the doc gets here,” I said.

Tripp frowned. You could see the gears grinding in his head as he thought his way through something he wasn’t used to thinking about.

“Some of this is on me,” he said slowly. He sat back down just as slowly. “I’ll stay here with you guys. Until the doc gets here.”

And suddenly, I was a lot less annoyed with Tripp.

“Good,” I said.

“What books?” he asked.

“Hmmm?”

“You said you read books. To make you think about stuff. What books?”

“Started with a guy named Louis L’Amour,” I said.

Tripp scrunched up his face. “Cowboy guy?”

“He wrote westerns, yeah.”

“What’s he gotta say?”

“With L’Amour, it’s more about what he isn’t saying,” I said.

“How’s that make any sense?”

“Because you have to fill in the empty bits yourself,” I said. “It makes you think.”

“Oh,” Tripp said. “Sounds hard.”

“Like life,” I said.

“Hah,” Tripp said. He looked at the sleeping Fitz. “Yeah. I gotta start doing hard stuff, I guess.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Sort of what it means to be a good person. But it’s a better kind of hard to choose than what you’ve done before.”

“Where do I get this guy’s books?” Tripp asked.

“I’ve got several of his paperbacks in my room,” I said. “I’ll loan you a couple.”

Tripp nodded and said, “All right.”

And we settled into a comfortable silence in our chairs. Tripp gazed out the window while the light slowly dawned.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Plans were made. Weapons cleaned. Defenses prepared. I don’t always go heeled, since it’s mostly illegal in Chicago and since I have options—but tonight, I wore a holster on my right leg with a Model S&W500 revolver with a 6.5-inch barrel in it, and a Sig P365X named Backup on my belt on the left side, rigged for a cross draw. I had my staff and blasting rod ready and wore my spell-armored duster as well as a Kevlar vest beneath it. In the pockets of my coat I carried a number of other items I thought might prove useful.

Bear came out of her room wearing body armor with a plate carrier vest that she’d had specially made to fit her. She wore her motorcycle leathers, had a short, heavy club hanging from her belt, and carried a round shield made of what looked like a slab of bronze that might have been made in ancient Sparta.

“No guns?” I asked her.

She opened up her jacket. Several spheres and cylinders, grenades, hung from the inside.

“Girl knows how to party,” I said.

“If it goes right, it’s mostly for show, anyway,” she said.

“Yeah. But my plans don’t ever go right,” I said. “Sometimes, I get a generally correct direction.”

“We’ll see,” she said.

We went upstairs and found Tripp coming down the stairs from the second level, where the infirmary was.

“He woke up long enough to eat some chicken soup and passed out again,” Tripp said. He was wearing Fitz’s overlarge motorcycle leathers. They’d been covered with protection spells like mine, though Fitz’s weren’t quite as potent. They fit Tripp quite well. He carried an aluminum baseball bat. “That Mortimer guy is staying with Fitz.”

I nodded. “You sure you don’t want a gun?” I asked him.

“I barely know which way to point them,” Tripp said. He looked a little pale.

“Just stay behind Bear,” I said.

Bear looked askance at Tripp. “Here’s where we see who you are, Mr. Gregory,” she said quietly.

“I told you,” he said. “I’m going through with this.”

“Everyone has a plan until they’re bleeding,” the Valkyrie said with a cheerful grin. “We’ll soon know.”

“Get the car,” I said.

“Sure,” Bear drawled.

And in moments, we were on our way.

Montrose Point Bird Sanctuary was on the north end of the city proper, an outthrusting promontory of land sticking out into Lake Michigan like a sore thumb. It was mostly long grass with occasional patches of trees and thick undergrowth. Dirt trails snaked through the place, between wide concrete paths that stretched through some of the thickest treed areas and along the shoreline of the lake.

The place had once had a reputation for being an anonymous hookup spot for gay culture, though that had faded over recent years. Maybe people were becoming more tolerant. Or maybe dating apps on phones were simpler.

The plan was for us to come in from the southern side of the park, on the concrete walk along the lakeshore. Estevez and two of his guys were supposed to come in from the north side, and we’d meet in the middle at two AM. The park wasn’t open then, but neither Estevez nor we were particularly uncomfortable coloring outside the lines. I’d hexed a couple of security cameras to uselessness. Bear had calmly broken a chain on a gate with a quick motion of just her forearms. Then we went in.

There was low cloud cover overhead, threatening rain. That could prove to be a problem for me, if it came down in a sudden deluge—that much running water would erode any use of magical power. But so far, it had held itself back to occasional droplets. The lights of Chicago reflected from the low cloud cover and gave the whole place a dim, ghostly werelight, though the shadows stretched long and the lake itself was a vast, black susurration of wind and lapping waves on our right as we moved down the concrete walkway. Very distantly spaced streetlamps overhung the walkway, casting pools of grungy orangish light that only made the darkness outside them that much more shadowed.

We’d been walking slowly forward for about five minutes when Bear’s bright eyes narrowed and she said, “They’re here. Just past the next streetlamp.”

My magical senses twigged to the presence of the Lurker a heartbeat later, my hackles rising. “Emilio’s there.” I closed my eyes for a moment, focusing on my senses, pushing my supernatural awareness out. I could feel more of the hideous presence of the Lurker, way out at the edge of my senses. The tree line was maybe thirty yards off. That’s where they’d be. “More,” I said quietly. “In the trees.”

Tripp swallowed audibly and gripped his bat. “How many?”

“Can’t tell,” I growled. “It’s all kind of one big thing.”

Up ahead of us, Estevez and Emilio stepped into the light at the base of the streetlamp. Both were dragging a pair of wheeled suitcases behind them. They let go of the suitcases, and Estevez waved a cheerful hand in our direction.

“Dresden!” he called. “I know you’re out there! We’re ready!”

“Bear,” I said gently. The lapping of the waves against the base of the concrete walk would cover any quiet sounds. “You ready for this?”

Bear settled the shield a little more comfortably on her left arm and stepped close to Tripp. “Just be careful.”

“Why start now?” I muttered.

And I started walking forward.

I let my staff rap on the ground with every other step. Estevez didn’t react to me, but Emilio did. The smaller man was getting wired tighter and tighter as I came forward. I stepped into the other edge of the streetlamp’s light and stood facing the pair of them from twenty feet away.

“That’s the money?” I asked.

“You were correct, of course,” Estevez said calmly. “I must pay off the bet or I will not be able to carry on business.” He gestured at the suitcases. “This is the money.”

“Show me,” I said quietly.

Estevez nodded at his bodyguard. Emilio laid one of the suitcases down with a grunt of effort and then opened it.

It was stacked up with Benjamins. A whole lot of them.

He picked out one stack, seemingly at random, and flipped through it, showing me the bills. The number 100 repeated over and over.

“Super,” I said. “You guys can go now.”

“Ah,” Estevez said. “But I have not seen you with Mr. Gregory. I have no way of being certain you are his representative. I stand to lose even more from being swindled out of the money than I do from not paying it.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Reasonable.”

I raised a hand and crooked my first two fingers.

Bear and Tripp came forward, into the light.

“Tripp,” Estevez said easily. “You’re a resourceful sort of man, aren’t you.”

“Sometimes,” Tripp said. He held the bat low by his leg, knuckles white as he gripped it.

“I thought I would make you an offer, Tripp,” Estevez said.

I traded a quick glance with Bear.

This hadn’t been part of the plan.

Tripp licked his lips. He was scared. But his voice was steady. “Like what?”

“Walk away,” Estevez said. “And I won’t place calls to St. Louis to let them know that you are alive and where to find you.”

Tripp went pale.

“I, uh,” he said. “I need the money, man. It’s going to help a bunch of kids.”

And keep me from getting in trouble with the IRS, among other things.

“Ah,” Estevez said. “That’s how you convinced Dresden to help you. Though, honestly, I’m surprised he fell for your con. He seems cagier than that.”

Tripp was silent for a minute. Then he said, quietly, “It isn’t a con.”

“Of course it is,” Estevez said. “You are what you are, Mr. Gregory. A small-minded petty criminal who looks out for himself first. That’s why you’re alive.” Estevez smirked. “Now. Be smart, Tripp. Walk away, and you can have your life back. I won’t say a thing to St. Louis.” He reached out, seized one of the suitcases, and sent it rolling a few feet past him, toward Tripp. “In fact, as a gesture of goodwill, take one. It’s your original bet and some extra besides. And it’s all in cash. You can go find a nice spot somewhere sunny. Settle down. Buy women. Live the good life. In fact, you’ll find travel documents inside that will allow you to leave the country, should you wish it. You can start over. Leave your past behind. I’d recommend Thailand, perhaps India. The money could easily last a lifetime there.”

Tripp tilted his head slightly to one side. “Why are you offering me a deal?”

“I am foremost a businessman,” Estevez said. “I merely seek to maximize profit.”

Emilio let out a little snicker.

Tripp stared at the suitcase for a moment. He licked his lips.

I could practically feel him straining not to step forward and take it.

Then he did take a step. And another.

“Tripp,” I said quietly.

He reached out with one foot and shoved the suitcase back toward Estevez. “I won fair and square. I came for my winnings.”

“Pay up,” Emilio said smugly to his boss.

Estevez sighed, produced a dollar bill from his pocket, and passed it over to Emilio without looking away from us. “I’m something of an idealist,” he admitted. “I had hoped reason would prevail.”

“Tripp’s here,” I said firmly. “You know he’s with us. Now you can leave.”

“No, Dresden,” Estevez said regretfully. “That was never an option.”

Emilio smiled, wide and weird.

“Now, Dresden,” he purred. “My offer for you.”

I narrowed my eyes.

Emilio didn’t move or gesture, but … things came out of the dark, from the woods, pausing on the low slope above us. There were half a dozen of them. Quadrupeds, mostly. Claws, hairless grey skin. Long muzzles with oversized canines. Baboons? Yeah, some kind of large baboon, I thought. They paused on the little hillside, eyes bulging too wide for their sockets. I could feel the demon’s energy inside them, making me feel sick.

Yeah. I’d had it up to here with this Lurker.

“There were only supposed to be three of you,” I said quietly.

“There are only three of us,” Emilio replied. “My director, myself—and the Lurker. Hear me out.”

“Okay,” I said. “What do you have in mind, Emilio?”

“Come with us,” Emilio said. “Let the Lurker in. And we will allow Mr. Gregory and the woman to live.”

I pursed my lips. “What makes you think I can’t manage that on my own?”

“I can put your power in check,” Emilio said. “Long enough for the Lurker and my director to put an end to the two of them. You may be able to fight your way free—but they will certainly not. The Lurker will have their blood. And after, you will be its exclusive focus.”

Estevez murmured, “As an additional incentive, you may take the money, Dresden. My investigations into your home, such as it is, have revealed that you are running short of funds. Ten million dollars will ensure your home and security.”

“Wait, what?” Tripp blurted. He looked at me, terrified.

I got it.

An offer like that had been temptation from the heart of Hell for him. And Tripp was the only thing he had to judge others by.

I looked at him and winked.

“Dresden?” Emilio demanded. “What is your answer?”

I’d been holding my blasting rod up the right sleeve of my leather duster. I let it fall into my hand, raised it, pointed it at Emilio, and screamed, “Fuego!”

Fire erupted from the tip of the rod, screaming as random raindrops vaporized instantly to steam, and streaked toward the other wizard.

I’d hoped the sucker punch would get through, but I’d been right about Emilio’s experience. He rolled with the magical blow, gathered up the fire in true wizard fashion, and sent it flashing back—toward Tripp.

Bear was already in motion, flicking something out of one hand toward the possessed baboons, and was there in an instant, bringing the huge bronze shield around to cover Tripp. The fire smashed against it, the metal ringing like a bell, flames rolling across and rebounding off it into the air in a dozen different colors as the shield shone like the sun.

Estevez produced a pair of pistols from behind his back, whipping them toward me. I raised my shield bracelet and staff alike as shots rang out, and I caught them on the glowing blue half-dome of the shield, sending them bouncing off it and into the air.

The possessed baboons screamed and came bounding forward with supernatural speed. Half a second later, there was an enormous thumping, crunching sound, and a flash of light and animal screams erupted into the night. One of the baboons curled up and crumpled into an uncontrolled roll, but the other five kept coming forward, straight at Bear and Tripp.

I dropped the blasting rod, dipped my right hand into my pocket, and whipped out one of several enchanted handkerchiefs—the ones in which I had captured pure, natural sunlight. I raised it over my head and flicked the handkerchief open, and light exploded through the dark like an enormous camera flash as I unleashed honest-to-God daylight through the rainy evening.

Emilio and the baboons screamed. He threw his hands up to his eyes in sudden agony, staggering to one knee. The baboons howled, their rush faltering, leaps ending in crashing tumbles as they tried to shield their eyes too.

Estevez wasn’t a dummy. He recognized the most serious threat and kept firing at me, forcing me to split my attention. I tried to reach for my blasting rod, and he put a bullet into the concrete an inch from my hand, sending the rod spinning and skittering twenty feet away.

Bear let out a war cry, raising the short club from her belt, and waded toward the baboons as they began to stagger back to their feet. A long, swooping blow of the metal club met with one of the baboon’s skulls with a wet crunching sound and sent the beast into a tumble that ended in a hideously still heap.

The others rose to their feet and swarmed the Valkyrie, and in less than a second, she was fighting for her life against things far, far too strong for their size and too fast to be easily tracked. When even normal animals fight, it’s a blur. Seriously. Humans just aren’t built to be quick enough to follow what is going on.

The possessed things were far, far faster than normal animals.

Tripp saw what was happening to Bear and turned to her with a cry, raising his bat.

Estevez saw Tripp standing there, his back uncovered, and tracked him with the barrel of one of his pistols.

I went for my revolver, but it was a big, heavy gun, and I was no gunfighter.

Estevez fired.

There was a thunking slap of impact, and Tripp fell to the concrete like a wet burlap bag.


chapter twenty


Tripp!” I shouted, and opened fire on Estevez.

His guns went off several times. Rounds hit my shield a couple of feet from my face and skipped off or shattered—he absolutely was a gunfighter, and if I hadn’t had the shield up, he’d have drilled me in the head. I’m not entirely incompetent with a pistol, but firing it onehanded while splitting my attention on keeping a shield up and trying to track what was happening around me, too, was a far cry from a session at the practice range.

I missed Estevez, missed him, missed him again, and then got lucky. A .500 round clipped his left upper arm and zipped on out into the lake. It hadn’t hit squarely, because the big bullet would have shattered bone and reduced muscle tissue to gory splatter and that would have been all for him for the night. Instead, he jerked to one side, his arm bloodied, and the pistol in that hand went tumbling to the ground.

There was no cover on the open sidewalk, no concealment, nowhere to run, and Estevez didn’t bother to try. He snarled, teeth showing white, brought his other pistol up and kept firing at me grimly, every shot aimed at my face, three more rounds, and then the slide locked open as the weapon ran empty.

Estevez released the magazine with a motion of his thumb, and his left arm twitched as he tried to reach for a replacement, but the limb didn’t obey his commands. Even then, he didn’t run. He squared off on me and lowered the emptied gun, spreading his right arm out to his side in a gesture of invitation, lifting his chin with a small smirk on his mouth.

If I hadn’t known any better, I’d have thought he was deliberately trying to keep my attention on him.

I whirled, raising my shield as Emilio, his eyes swollen and bloodshot solid red, hurled a comet of translucent purple fire at me.

I turned my face away from the impact as the black magic hit my shield, corrosive and nauseating. Once again, it tore away at the orderly fabric of the spell I’d been holding, ripping it into random chaos and stray energy, sending off a hail of blinding sparks and strange, wailing sounds that came somewhere between an animal’s scream and the sound of metal straining not to break.

As my shield failed, I brought the big revolver around, took a breath to aim, and fired my last couple of rounds at Emilio. The slender man swatted his hands through the air twice, as if slapping down slowly moving flies, and my bullets were deflected.

Bear was down on one knee, being swarmed by the Lurker-infested baboons, struggling mightily—but every time she was able to focus her attention on one of them, the others tore at her flanks and back with coordination that was nearly perfect, and she was being overwhelmed.

Emilio snarled and thrust both hands out at me, and a pair of tendrils of the Lurker seven or eight feet long, presumably escaped from the dead baboons, came slithering out of the dark behind him and toward me. He rushed ahead of them, hands flickering through complicated motions as he screamed in a language I didn’t know, a bulwark of purple energy building between us even as I raised my staff and triggered the release of a lance of pure unseen force stored inside the magical tool. It lashed through the air and was dispersed and absorbed by Emilio’s shield.

I started backpedaling as the tendrils and the dark wizard rushed me, knowing that the only thing awaiting me was a fall into the cold waters of Lake Michigan.

“Bear!” I screamed.

And the Valkyrie surged up from one knee. One of the baboons was sinking canines into her trapezius muscles. One had seized her around one leg and was biting into her thigh. She’d dropped both the shield and club and grabbed limbs of the other two in her huge, scarred hands. She sprinted toward me.

The tendrils and Emilio collided with me, driving me back through the air.

Bear dove forward, carrying every other living receptacle of the Lurker upon the field.

And we all crashed into the freezing water at once.

One of the tendrils of the Lurker slithered around my throat and closed down hard, while the other wound about my head, across one eye, and started pressing at my lips.

Emilio screamed and got a double handful of my hair, forcing my head under the water.

The sickening presence of the demon trying to get inside me was overwhelming. If my windpipe hadn’t been compressed so badly, I’d have had to fight to keep from vomiting. As it was, I felt nauseated, dirty, like I’d been rolled in filth and wanted nothing so badly as to get clean.

And I had to fight not to smile.

Because we were exactly where I’d wanted us all to be.

See, I’m not just the Wizard of Chicago. I’m not just the Knight of the Winter Court. I’m not just the homeowner of Merlin’s Fortress. I’m not just a nonstop witticism machine and a snappy ballroom dancer.

I’m the Warden of Demonreach.

Demonreach was an island in Lake Michigan, a supernatural prison containing the worst of the worst of evil, demonic, weird, and violent beings that had at various times rampaged about the elder world. As the island’s Warden, I ran that prison. I had the power to decide which, if any, of the beings within would be released.

And I decided who would go in.

I sank into the freezing water, feeling the cold as a thrill of excitement more than a sensation.

And, from the east, there came a rushing, green-gold light.

Demonreach itself, its spirit, its genius loci, had been put on alert earlier and had been standing by and waiting for me. Two points of light, like the eyes of some enormous oceanic being, rushed closer, a bow wave of pressure in the water running before it.

My heart was beating hard, my head aching under the pressure, and my vision was beginning to fill with red as the tendril of the Lurker choked me out. I reached up and seized a loop of the thing around my throat and the end of the tendril trying to get into my mouth.

And suddenly, the Lurker seemed to sense that something was wrong.

The stranglehold on my neck loosened. The serpentlike length of tendril on my head suddenly tried to escape. Emilio suddenly released my hair, and I heard him trying desperately to splash away.

I held on to the tendrils tighter, digging my grip in hard.

The two enormous glowing eyes exploded into luminescent, translucent, twisting tree-roots of magical energy, shooting forward through the water, winding around all the struggling forms there.

Roots whipped around the two tendrils I held, and tiny, glowing thorns emerged from the roots, digging into their spongy substance, subsuming them as readily as a boa constrictor wrapping around a rabbit. Others shot through the panicked forms of the possessed baboons as the Lurker sought to escape Demonreach’s grasp, tearing their physical bodies asunder, while more twining roots seized the tendrils of the Lurker that had been inside them.

I started kicking for the surface, watching as more writhing, glowing roots seized Emilio’s arms and legs, stretching him out into an X shape, while more plunged into his screaming mouth, forcing it wide open, and plucked from him still another writhing, spongy mass that bled clouds of red into the water around it.

Even more of the island’s roots wound around Bear and began to gently drag her toward the surface of the lake.

I broke the surface, spitting out a breath through my aching throat, kicking hard to stay above water in my heavy coat and clothing, and gasped out to the spirit of the island. “Alfred! Bring Bear and the mortal to me!”

I managed to get close enough to the shore to get a foot on a rock, and hauled myself up against the side of the concrete wall that supported the walkway we’d been on before we went in. I gulped in a couple more breaths, then reached out and grabbed Bear’s hand. I hauled her onto the shelf beneath me until she gained her own feet.

Then glowing roots dragged Emilio over to me through the water. I grabbed his long braid and dragged him to me, where he choked and gasped and made panicked sounds as his trembling hands flapped feebly against his mouth and his belly and he moaned, “No! No, no, no, no, no! Come back!”

“Hold him,” I said to Bear. The Valkyrie spat some water out, glowered at Emilio as she rolled a shoulder and winced, then took his braid in one hand and dragged him into an unceremonious headlock under one of her beefy arms.

“You’re paying for new leather, boss,” she said firmly.

“I know,” I said. “I know.”

The green-gold light withdrew swiftly beneath the water, vanishing toward the east, toward the island, where Alfred would be taking the pieces of the Lurker to be entombed beneath the lake with the rest of the horrors in my charge.

I fumbled my mother’s old pentagram necklace out from under my shirt. The battered old silver star began to glow with blue wizard light at a murmur from me, and I held it up and started peering around to look for a handhold so that I could climb back up to the walkway.

And that was when I saw Estevez staring down at me, holding his reloaded pistol in his right hand.

He had it leveled at my head.

I was soaked through in freezing water, cold enough that, in the wind by the lake, even my generally winterized body was starting to shiver just a little. I didn’t have any of my spells up, and my armored duster and Kevlar vest would do nothing for me if Estevez put a round through my skull.

I raised my hands, palms up and open, very slowly. “You don’t want to do that,” I said.

Estevez lifted an eyebrow. “That is where you are quite wrong,” he told me.

I saw it on his face. The instant he decided to shoot. The tightening of the skin around his eyes.

And then Tripp Gregory brought the aluminum baseball bat down hard on Estevez’s wrist.

There was a crunching sound, and Estevez screamed.

Tripp hit him again, and the gangster went down and out of sight. Then Tripp stuck his head over the edge, his face twisted with pain and concern and said, “Harry? Bear? You guys okay?”

“Heh,” I said. “Heh. Heh, heh, heh.”

I looked at Bear, whose expression went from startled to relieved and then faintly annoyed.

“Wizards,” she muttered. “Can you see a way up?”

“Yeah,” I said. Something bumped my leg, and I recovered my staff from where it floated in the water. “This way.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Tripp moved very stiffly and as if he was in a great deal of pain. Fitz’s apprentice-crafted protection spells had stopped the bullet from breaking his skin, but his back looked like someone had painted most of it purple, and it must have hurt like hell. He sat on one of the suitcases, looking like a man who had unexpectedly been handed his life back and wasn’t quite sure what to do with it yet.

Which was appropriate.

It took about five minutes for Estevez to come around. Emilio sat next to him, shuddering with cold and curled into a ball, his arms wrapped around his knees. The cultist seemed hollow somehow, as if his skin was deflating, sagging, right in front of my eyes. Liver spots had begun to appear on his hands. His hair was going greyer by the moment.

That’s the kind of thing that happens when you cheat time and suddenly have the means of that chicanery brutally extracted from you.

Bear loomed over them both, having recovered both her shield and her club. She hadn’t yet bothered to address the bite wounds she’d received, and looked extremely annoyed.

When Estevez woke up, he looked faintly surprised for a moment. He took everything in without speaking and then slowly sat up, wincing. Blood came from his scalp, though not as bad as I’d seen scalp wounds before. He had a swelling bruise on his head you could see through his hair. He’d regained some of the use of his left arm and used it to painfully cradle his broken wrist.

“Yeah,” I told him calmly. I sipped from a flask of holy water Tripp, Bear, and I had been passing between us since the fight—just in case. “You’re alive.”

“Why?” Estevez said calmly.

“Because your organization is bigger than just you,” I said. “I’m going to go ahead and assume that you aren’t the only former member of the Brotherhood of St. Giles in it. And that Emilio isn’t the only bruiser you lifted from the Red Court’s service.”

The gangster smiled faintly. “That’s true.”

“I kill you, I’ve got a whole new batch of assholes I have to fight, and I’ve only got so many hours in my day.” I nodded. “So, I’m going to offer you a deal now.”

Estevez tilted his head.

“See, I’ve got ahold of the Lurker,” I told him. “I’m not fool enough to think I’ve got all of it. But I’ve got more than enough. Enough that if I really want to, I can send some pretty horrible stuff after every single being it’s in. Enough that if I get really pissed off, I can outright kill it and every being it inhabits. Enough that I can gather it all together in one place, lock it up in a cage it can never escape, and make it spend the rest of time regretting its decision to come at me and mine.”

I nudged Emilio with my boot. “Tell him.”

Emilio didn’t look nearly so confident now. He glanced up at Estevez with wide, frightened eyes, and nodded shortly. He licked his lips and said, “Like he did to the Red Court.”

“Just like that,” I said. “So, here’s the deal. We’re calling things even right here. We’re taking the money. We’re taking Tripp. Your business with him is done. You don’t talk about him to St. Louis. Your reputation in the illicit-gambling community stays solid.” I nodded. “Neither of us goes to the authorities with any of this. And you and your organization stay the hell out of my town. We’ve got enough action here already.”

Estevez listened to my terms impassively, eyes narrowed. “If I do not agree to your terms?”

“I end the Lurker,” I said simply. “Take away your supernatural muscle. But not before I use what I have of it to find out all about your organization and tell John Marcone and the White Council exactly where and how to find you.”

Estevez glanced at Emilio again, who nodded in a quick, jerky motion. “He could,” he said, his voice thready. “He could do that now. You know what the White Council would do to us.”

The gangster let out a slow breath. “I know what Marcone would do to us.”

I dropped down to my heels to hunker over Estevez. “You’re a businessman. Do the math. You can have a bad day and lose ten million and carry on with business far from me. Or I can see to it you get enough bad days to last you the rest of your life. Your call.” I chucked him on the shoulder, where I’d shot him, stood up, and said, “Let’s go.”

And Bear and Tripp and I dragged ten million dollars in cash out of the bird sanctuary.

“Could you really do all that stuff you said?” Tripp asked me.

We were back in the castle, in the infirmary. Tripp was in the bed next to Fitz’s. His back had tightened up to where he’d had trouble walking as the adrenaline faded. Dr. Lacalle would be there to see him later in the morning, and in the meantime, Bear had given him one of her personal herbal concoctions for pain that had him looking relaxed and philosophical. An old paperback copy of The Shadow Riders lay next to him, opened to a few pages in.

“What stuff?” I asked.

“The killing-them-all stuff,” he said quietly.

“Technically,” I told him.

“What do you mean?”

I took a moment to reply. “I could do it. But I’d probably have to pay a serious price to get it done. Use black magic.” He frowned at me, and I clarified. “I’d have to kill people.”

He blinked slowly at me. Then said, “But you wouldn’t do that.”

“No,” I said. “But guys like Estevez and Emilio would, if they could.”

“But you wouldn’t,” he said. “How come they can’t see that?”

“Because they’re like you were last year,” I said. “People who are focused completely on themselves can’t see anything else. Can’t imagine another way to be.”

“You’re bluffing.”

I shrugged. “Not entirely. I probably could find out all about them and leave them vulnerable to interests who would spend a lot of resources to wipe them out. But they can’t see it that way,” I said. “To them, the threat is as real as taxes.”

Tripp mused on that for a long time and flushed a little in the cheeks. “I was stupid for a long time,” he said.

“You’re probably still pretty stupid,” I said. “Most of us are. But it isn’t about that.”

“What’s it about, then?”

“Being a little less stupid than you were yesterday,” I said. “You’re doing that.”

He shifted in the bed slightly and winced. “Maybe it doesn’t feel like that right now.”

I grinned. “Hey, you’re ten million richer than you were before you went out and faced your problems.”

“Yeah,” he said wistfully. “And I got fresh ID and everything. I could just poof, into the wind, with all that money. Spend the rest of my days in Pattaya or someplace. Living large.”

“But,” I prompted him.

“But it would bite me in the ass to do that,” he said. “One way or another. It would still be all about me.” He glowered at me. “It sucks that I know that now.”

I shrugged. “Only from a pretty stupid point of view.”

He grunted. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Do you think God would put a bullet in my head and send me back to the river if I did?”

“God wouldn’t need to get involved,” I said. “You’ve seen the way life goes when you live it like that. You’d get it done all by yourself.”

Tripp barked out a low laugh and then winced again as the movement pained him.

“Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, I would, wouldn’t I?” He settled his head back on the pillow. “What happens now?”

“We’ll meet with Max tomorrow,” I said. “Start figuring out how to arrange everything aboveboard with the IRS. Assume they’ll get about half of the money before it’s done.”

“Freaking government.” Tripp sighed.

“After that,” I said, “it’s going to be up to you to work with Max and Heloise. They’ll have a lot of rules about the money that aren’t going to make sense to you at first and will be hard to follow. But you’ll need to trust them, that they know what they’re talking about.”

“Yeah,” Tripp said, a little blearily. “Max seems pretty smart.” I thought he’d drifted off, but then he said, “Helping kids. That’s a pretty good thing to do, right?”

“Kids and animals,” I said. “Tough to argue with those.”

“Animals,” he said thoughtfully. “Yeah. I felt bad. All those poor animals that thing was using.”

“One of the ways we know they’re bad guys,” I said.

“Five or six mil is still a lot,” he mused. “Maybe I can help some animals too.”

“One thing at a time, Tripp,” I said. “But you’re thinking in a good direction.”

“Dresden,” he said. “You should take one of those stacks. For helping me.”

“Nah.”

“Don’t be a dope,” he said. “Nobody turns down cash. You worked for it.”

“Wasn’t doing it for the money,” I said.

“Estevez says you need it.”

“There’s a bunch of kids who need it more,” I said. “Wouldn’t feel right. Those stacks already have a purpose.”

“Thought you’d say something like that,” Tripp said. “You talk to Max?”

“Yeah,” I said. I grinned at him. “He says the courts are overloaded enough as it is right now. Abernathy told the State’s Attorney office not to bother, and they’ve already got enough work that they probably won’t.”

“What about the judge freezing the money?” he asked.

“Hathaway’s going to dismiss the request for the restraining order,” I said. “I guess accusing Max of bribery like that was a hell of a lot more serious than I thought it was, and Hathaway has been pretty slimy in the past. Max told him he could see to it that an ethics investigation happened, and Hathaway wanted no part of tangling with the old man. Looks like he was worried about people rummaging around and finding skeletons in his closets.”

“Man,” Tripp said. “Being a dick can really come back to bite you in the ass.”

“It often does,” I noted.

“You’re just still trying to convince me to be a sucker straight like the rest of you guys,” Tripp said.

I grinned at him. “It’s harder. But it’s a hell of a lot more satisfying when you win.”

“Yeah,” Tripp said wearily. “Yeah. It kinda is, ain’t it.”

He went to sleep smiling faintly.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Marcone showed up at my door the next morning, and I went out to meet him as before.

“Sir Knight,” he said pleasantly.

“Baron.”

“I have monitored the situation with Mr. Gregory as best I can,” he said. “I trust you see why I thought this action worthy of you, in terms of squaring our accounts.”

“Organized crime backed up by a demon cult,” I said. “One with the potential to spread far and wide. You could have just said something.”

Marcone arched an eyebrow at me. “Oh? Could I?”

I thought about it and shrugged. “Probably not. I wouldn’t have trusted you. Since, you know, I don’t.” I eyed him. “We’re square now?”

“I consider the debt repaid,” he said, nodding. “Though if you would consider a discussion about cooperative efforts against the Lurker—”

“Let me stop you right there,” I said. “There’s a difference in helping out someone trying to be a decent human being and someone who isn’t.”

“Did I not send someone who wished—from your perspective—to better his life to someone who could help him do so, despite significant powers stacked up against him?”

“Yeah, you outsourced. You could have done it yourself.”

“Ah,” he said. “I suppose you are technically correct. I could have used illicit influence and corrupt officials to accomplish much the same as you and Valerious did with honesty and integrity. Though that would have undermined the moral foundation of his reversal of course, would it not? And because I did not do that, you do not regard me as decent?”

“I’m not entirely sure you’re human.”

Marcone’s eyes wrinkled at the corners, and he tilted his head like a fencer conceding a point. “Nonetheless. I thank you for your assistance.”

I wanted to say something that would have made Bugs Bunny proud to have gotten an R-rating.

But Marcone had saved my life.

“We’re even,” I said, and nodded to him. “Stay out of trouble, Baron.”

He mirrored me. “Good day, Sir Knight.”

His limo swooped in and picked him up, and I went back into the castle to find Bear lounging about. The enormous Valkyrie had already healed from her wounds.

“Well?” I asked her.

“You’re going to be content to leave things like that?” she asked. “Estevez’s gang and the Lurker still running loose about the world?”

“The Lurker’s been around a long, long time,” I said. “The world’s still here. And guys like Estevez are everywhere—I mean, except here, because I kicked him out.”

The Valkyrie folded her arms calmly. “And because they are common, it means they shouldn’t be fought?”

“Maybe you missed the part where I just fought them,” I said.

She tilted her head to one side in concession.

“There are battles all over the world,” I said. “Everywhere. Everyone’s life is full of them. And no one is big enough to fight them all. We’d kill ourselves trying.”

“And that isn’t giving up?” Bear asked.

“It’s acknowledging that not everything in the world is about me,” I said. “I’m not in this alone, either. Others will stand up.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I just took an enemy,” I said, “and made him into a friend. A little enemy, sure. And maybe not much of a friend yet. But there he is, working to do some good. And who knows? Maybe one of those kids he helps will grow up to handle the Lurker problem. And if that’s how it turns out, I’ve already fought the damned thing and won.”

“Optimism?” Bear asked, smiling faintly. “Faith, even. From you?”

“Stranger things have happened,” I said. “We won the day. That’s all we have, really. The future is a murky place.”

Bear snorted in agreement.

“Let’s get a little sleep. Then meet me back here at noon. Have the car ready. Fitz is feeling better, and Tripp is moving again. We’re going out.”

She nodded. “Where are we going?”

“We’re meeting Max and Heloise at McAnally’s,” I said. “For a beer and a steak sandwich. We earned it.”
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