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To my mother. These aren’t your kind of books, but if I’m doing my own thing it’s because I know you’ll love me anyway, and that is the most precious gift any parent can give.














Why should I be dismayed


Though flame had burned the whole


World, as it were a coal,


Now I have seen it weighed


Against a soul?


—From “A Friend’s Illness” by W. B. Yeats















PART THE FIRST



Baby Come Back













Prologue



BOSTON: 1965


It was four thirty in the morning, and Tess Arbiter was up and had breakfast cooking when I went to pick up my partner, Nick. Red-haired, pale-skinned, medium-sized with a bit of heft to her after six kids, Tess was swathed in a thick, soft-looking light blue nightgown. She didn’t even try to get me to sit down at the dining room table, just shoved a paper plate with a toasted ham-and-egg sandwich, two potato cakes, and some sausage links into my hand. I took off the top slice of bread and began to add the sausage and the potato cakes to the sandwich.


“I hate it when you do that,” Tess grumbled while she poured me a cup of coffee. “It’s like you just want to get the meal over with as fast as possible.”


“If I don’t have a hand free, your husband will want to drive,” I explained. “Assuming he ever finishes his constitutional.” That’s what the Arbiters called it when Nick spent a lot of time on the can: his constitutional.


“Nick’s not that bad a driver,” Tess said loyally, but she was smiling while she said it.


“That’s right!” Nick exclaimed as he swaggered downstairs. He didn’t make any attempt to move quietly or lower his voice, but all of the Arbiter kids could probably sleep through earthquakes or thunderstorms after growing up in a house that had five siblings and Nick in it. My partner was a tall, burly guy with bushy hair and a booming voice and a big beard. Nick’s midlife crisis was taking him to some strange places, and he was wearing a shirt that was supposed to be multicolored but mostly had varying shades of tan and brown swirling around. The shirt also had wide-open flaring collar flaps and two buttons undone to expose Nick’s hairy chest. “All those speeding tickets prove it. If I was a bad driver, I’d have wrecked by now.”


“That’s like saying someone can’t have a drinking problem because he’s put so many beers away,” I said.


Nick raised his palms up and spoke to the sky theatrically. “Jesus, how did I wind up with two mothers? And how is one of them male and thirteen years younger than me? That’s got to be some kind of miracle, right? Maybe not an immaculate conception, but something.”


“Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain!” Tess scolded as she brought Nick a thick black all-weather coat. “You need God on your side.”


“That wasn’t swearing; that was a sincere question to the divine,” Nick said equably as he shrugged into the coat. “Geez, Tess, this coat is a little warm for this time of year, isn’t it?”


“She’s trying to hide that shirt from the eyes of man,” I mumbled through a mouthful of sandwich.


“Shut it,” Nick advised.


“Do you want another sandwich like Johnny’s before you go, Nicholas?” Tess asked.


“Tess, relax,” Nick told her. “We’re just going to check out the North End Tunnels again. Unusual rat activity.”


Tess looked like she wanted to swear. The North End Tunnels were a constant problem. They ran under a large section of Boston, and nobody seemed to know who had really built them. The tunnels seemed to attract ghosts and undead and cult activity like some kind of freak magnet too. Every couple of years, we had to send coordinated teams in to clean the place out when too many high school kids or vagrants started hearing weird things or going missing. But Tess was a knight’s wife, and she focused on the essentials. “What kind of unusual activity? Are rats coming out of the place or going into it?”


“Turcopolier Crockett didn’t say,” I answered. A turcopolier was one of three men in the Order who functioned as both leader and liaison, coordinating between the various chapters and incorporating outsiders as needed. Sometimes, these outsiders were mercenaries and outlaws hired to do a limited, specific task without knowing why or who they were working for. Sometimes, they were lay sergeants, men who had failed out of knight training but were still useful in a limited combat capacity, or people who weren’t of the blood but who had stumbled into our world and were very capable fighters. Sometimes, they were lay servants, people of the blood who weren’t suited for any kind of combat but were still compelled to serve, or ordinary people who had learned about our world and were permitted to live in exchange for being useful in more passive ways. “Which would make you feel better?”


Tess aimed a clout at me for some reason, then noticed that I had finished my sandwich. “You’re done already? Do you want another sandwich? I’ve got plenty left over here.”


“Tess, leave it,” Nick grumbled. “I’ve already got seven mouths to feed without pouring food down the human garbage disposal here.”


I topped off my coffee while they squabbled. One way or another, the topic of food wound up taking up about seventy percent of all the Arbiters’ conversations, or at least their public ones. It was the socially acceptable outlet through which Tess expressed both love and anxiety, and she had too much of both for such a limited medium. When we were finally ready to leave, Tess gave me a hug that silently asked me to take care of her husband, and I gave her a back pat that said I’d do my best.


Nick and I walked out onto the dark street where I had my Mustang parked. It was early fall, and the morning air was chill and damp with last night’s rain, the kind of insidious cold that clings and seeps. We were supposed to be insurance investigators, and Nick’s neighbors were used to him coming or going at weird hours and leaving for days or weeks at a time. They certainly didn’t suspect that we were Knights Templar, or that we hunted any and all monsters who broke the ancient truce that kept the world of magic a secret from mankind.


I turned on the radio, and the Seekers’ “I’ll Never Find Another You” came on. I had mixed feelings about rock and roll—it seemed like a distilled version of swing to me, and some of it was catchy and some of it was powerful and some of it just seemed like drug-soaked morons who couldn’t carry a tune, screaming into a microphone because they badly needed an ass-kicking.


“Let’s get some news.” Nick reached over for a radio dial, and I slapped his hand away.


“Here’s some breaking news.” I put on my best radio announcer’s voice. “Early this morning, John Charming told his partner Nick Arbiter to keep his big fat paws off Charming’s radio.”


“That’s not news,” Nick grumbled sourly. “I already knew you were uptight.”


“Nope. I’m calm, and I’d like to stay that way,” I replied. “Listening to you bellyache and come up with conspiracy theories takes me out of my center.” Lately, it seemed like all of the news was about assassinations, riots, blackouts, Soviet aggressions, and US escalations that nobody wanted to call a war even though we’d officially sent marines to Vietnam. Like the rest of the country, Nick and I couldn’t seem to agree on what it all meant.


“Stay in your center? Jesus, you sound like the beatniks,” Nick complained. To Nick, all protestors were beatniks no matter what they called themselves nowadays. “What do I care about your center? I’ve got six kids! I haven’t been able to focus for twenty years.”


“You went through the same meditation training I did.” It was a fascination with Eastern arts and philosophies that had originally gotten the Knights Templar branded as heretics and forced them to go underground in the first place, and our chapter in particular emphasized martial arts and meditation.


“Yeah, but I was smart enough not to take it too seriously,” Nick took a piece of foil-wrapped gum out of his chest pocket. “Is that why this car smells like incense? Have you been meditating in here?”


I didn’t respond.


Nick laughed. “You still shagging those college girls?”


“They say they’re liberating their sexuality,” I said mildly. “I’m just trying to help.” The truth was, the whole free love thing was starting to feel a little empty.


“Uh-huh.” Nick smacked his gum noisily. Beneath all of his bluster and tough talk, Nick was a family man. I wasn’t, and I wasn’t ever going to be. “Listen, John, you got a bad deal. I know that. What with the vasectomy and all.”


I was a monster hunter whose mother had been bitten by a werewolf while she was still pregnant with me. I had never shown any sign of werewolf taint as a child, but the Knights Templar had made me get a vasectomy at the age of twelve anyhow, just in case. It was one of their many conditions for letting me live.


“Me and Tess have been thinking about this,” Nick said seriously. “You’re getting up in years, man. And it’s not like there aren’t all kinds of orphans with knights’ blood in them. You know what our orphanages are like.”


I did. Intimately. “What are you getting at, Nick?”


“You’re what? Twenty-seven? Twenty-eight?” Nick asked. “You can’t have kids. So what? Get married and adopt! There are all kinds of women who’d go for you. Even some with knight’s blood now. That whole malaria thing proved you don’t have any werewolf in you.”


I kept quiet. The malaria that had almost killed me, the same malaria that Nick took as proof that I was entirely human, had actually woken up something latent during my body’s last-ditch efforts to save itself. I had never changed shape during a full moon, but ever since that brush with death, my senses had been getting sharper, my muscles stronger, and my ability to heal faster. In a few years, I would find out if I aged normally or not, and if I didn’t, I was going to have some big decisions to make.


“Maybe you could find a bug hugger,” Nick sounded uncharacteristically awkward. “Bug Huggers” was slang for a small, much-mocked chapter of the Knights Templar who believed that the Order was going to have to focus more on working with the supernatural world instead of just policing it. “None of their women would give a flip about… you know.”


“Thanks, Dad,” I said. The Righteous Brothers’ “Unchained Melody” came on, and I turned up the radio.


“Hey, man,” Nick said uncomfortably. “We’re partners.”


“I’ll think about what you’re saying,” I promised, and we pulled into the construction site where our chapter’s turcopolier had called the meeting. The large abandoned brick building was set off by aluminum fencing and a network of orange girders with panel-board walkways between them. The place had been a small factory that manufactured explosives during both world wars, but a decrease in demand and an increase in safety regulations had put it out of business. Now it would be cheaper to build a new factory than upgrade this place to modern standards. I didn’t know what Templar-owned business had bought the place or for what reason, and didn’t care.


I stopped in front of the gate and waited for someone to identify my car and come out to let us in. Nick stared at the old factory with subdued interest. “It would be hard to become an architect after all this.”


“What?” I asked.


Nick gestured vaguely at the building. “Don’t you ever wonder what you’d have done if you hadn’t been born into this life? Or if you hadn’t made it through knight training? I would have liked to build things.”


I didn’t say anything. All knights were bound by a magical pact our ancestors entered into with the Fae centuries ago. The geas hummed in our blood and vibrated in our bones. Whatever we could do to keep the existence of the supernatural a secret, we did. There wasn’t much point complaining about it.


A big grey block of a man in a construction helmet emerged from shadow and unlocked the gate. He was accompanied by a guard dog and carrying a transistor radio, but the radio was really just to make sure that no strange magic was operating in the area. Any spell strong enough to matter would interfere with radio reception. The guard checked our licenses, inspected our thumbs to make sure the fingerprints had been burnt off, and shone a light into our eyes. Then we both made a secret sign, but Nick knew the guy and whatever I was, it wasn’t enough to set dogs barking, and it was all pretty perfunctory.


It wasn’t that the guard was being sloppy exactly. When members of our chapter were six years old, they attended a ceremony where they had to hold a brooch shaped like a beetle. It was a haunted brooch, and any normal person who wasn’t protected from outside mental influences by a knight’s geas would imagine the brooch coming to life and burrowing into their skin. Any normal person who didn’t fling the brooch away died from a heart attack or embolism within half a minute. It was the Order’s way of making sure no cuckoo birds somehow wound up in a knight’s nest; the geas that bound us to our duty was the tightest security there was. We couldn’t betray the Order if we wanted to.


Nick introduced us, and the guard, Tom, was polite enough, but he was from an older generation, and I saw something flicker behind his eyes when he heard my name. We drove on to what was probably consecrated ground. Other cars were already in the lot, and we parked and made our way through the gutted carcass of the building. At the bottom of a concrete stairwell was a storage area that had been converted into a bomb shelter in the ’50s. Ten knights were already down there, as well as my chapter’s quartermaster, three priests, and Turcopolier Crockett.


“You’re late,” said our turcopolier.


Nick ostentatiously checked his watch. “We’re five minutes early.”


“For a knight, that’s late,” the turcopolier said flatly, and he had a point. Left to my own devices, I would have shown up earlier and canvassed the place more carefully before entering, but I wasn’t about to make Nick look bad by saying as much. If Nick wasn’t burned out, he was definitely getting a little toasty. I just had to keep him alive until he couldn’t pass the physicals any longer, and then the Templars would put Nick to work in some other capacity, maybe even give him a desk job at the insurance company that we supposedly worked for, one of the many businesses that the Order owned and ran as a legitimate front. Nick could spend the rest of his middle age sifting through insurance claims, looking for signs of unusual activity.


The room was large, about the size of a small gym, and the walls were covered with the more traditional weapons of monster hunting that would work under any magical conditions. There were swords and crossbows and longbows and silver steel knives and axes and pikes and flasks of holy water along with kerosene lamps and torches and stakes. We exchanged some terse greetings with a few other knights, but the quartermaster was standing in front of the open door to a weapons storage room, and he called Nick over to where he had a flamethrower set aside. “Arbiter, come here. You’re operating your team’s flamethrower.”


Nick already knew the safety procedures—the big guys always got the flamethrowers and the bulky suits and tanks that went with them—but he listened patiently while the quartermaster reviewed the basics of flamethrower use. I drifted behind him. Cleaning out the North End Tunnels always required weapons that were too dangerous or specialized or unconventional for knights to keep in private homes or car trunks. I would probably wind up handling incendiary or poison gases, or low-grade explosives, or flasks of flammable moonshine whose stills had been primed with holy water.


Except… something was wrong. I caught a whiff of the quartermaster’s scent with the enhanced senses that I wasn’t supposed to have, and the thing talking to Nick smelled like the quartermaster, but… it also didn’t smell like the quartermaster. The quartermaster—or whatever was pretending to be him—smelled wrong in other ways too. He was leaking hate and rage into the air though he was acting calm and professional.


What was going on? Knights couldn’t be possessed, and the quartermaster’s appearance couldn’t be an illusion. The same magical blood oath that bound us knights to our duty kept any other kind of mind magic from affecting us. A doppelganger or a nix wouldn’t smell like the quartermaster, and a fetch would never have made it past the building’s wards. Was this some kind of cunning person who had come up with a spell that actually combined them with the quartermaster? Could something be animating the quartermaster’s corpse?


I hadn’t had my new senses long, and I still didn’t entirely trust them. So, I looked at the thing’s eyes—a lot of times, odd glints or dilations or even inverted reflections in the pupils will give shape-changers away, but the move was a mistake. The thing looked up. Its eyes met mine, and we both knew instantly. It knew I knew it wasn’t the real quartermaster. I knew it knew. I can’t explain how. I was looking at some completely different person, some cold and alien and hate-filled thing peering out at me from the husk of the quartermaster’s body. The skin it was wearing was completely irrelevant. The skin it was wearing. A name popped into my head: skinwalker. It was the last coherent thought I had.


The thing reached for a sawed-off shotgun that it was wearing holstered in a hip sheath like a handgun. I was faster than it was, but Nick was between us, and he’d sensed some movement or tension from me even though I was behind him. My partner was in the middle of pulling on a lot of bulky gear, and when he started to turn, he forced me to move even farther to get around him. The skinwalker tilted the shotgun in its straps and pulled the trigger while I was pushing Nick out of the way of the blast. There was an impossibly loud sound and a searing hot pain in my gut, and then I was somewhere propped against something and unable to move.


A massive pounding, rushing sound filled my head, like my head was inside a giant seashell, or a giant seashell was in my head. I still saw bullets tear holes in the skinwalker’s clothes without puncturing its skin. Or more to the point, without puncturing its skin suit. The skinwalker fired another shot with its shotgun and then reached for the handgun holstered at its other side, drawing and firing while it moved back toward the machine guns.


A silver steel knife flew straight between the skinwalker’s eyes, but the tip of the blade skidded over flesh that was not the skinwalker’s flesh, as if the point was sliding on ice.


That was the last thing I saw. There was no enclosing field of darkness. I was just gone.


The sound of muffled screams and the smell of burning flesh woke me, and I came to under a pile of bodies. Nick’s eyes were staring at me emptily from a blood-covered face. I shifted and saw the skinwalker with his back to me, standing there three yards away in his natural form. He was a wiry male with all of his hair shaved off. His naked body was covered in sigils and symbols made out of fresh blood. The suit he had made out of our quartermaster’s skin was carefully laid out on the floor by his feet like a suit of Sunday clothes.


Turcopolier Crockett was the one screaming through a gag, and in a moment I saw why. The skinwalker was cooking the turcopolier’s right foot in a portable camp stove, doing some kind of dance around the flames while he chanted in a language I didn’t know.


Skinwalkers weren’t illusionists. They had the ability to literally assume someone else’s form. The neutral ones could do this by looking in another person’s eyes, and claimed that their gift came from the Great Spirit, but the evil ones learned to duplicate that power through unnatural means. They mimicked another creature’s form only after making a suit out of that being’s skin, a suit that they wore like a pelt. This skinwalker obviously planned to make a suit out of the turcopolier. Maybe it was working its way up the Knights Templar’s chain of command.


From a purely tactical standpoint, that probably saved my life.


The most dangerous thing about the evil skinwalkers was that their magical disguises were also a form of magical armor. The skin suits redistributed energy down their length and into the fourth dimension where they were anchored, like a chain that conducts electricity and disperses it into the ground. The magical disguises worked that way with all energy. Heat. Impact. Whatever.


But the skinwalker wasn’t wearing one of his magical skin suits now.


I erupted from beneath the bodies of my brothers. The skinwalker was moving at the normal human speed that I had left behind, and I broke his neck with a forearm hammer before he had half turned around.


The skinwalker collapsed, and I stared at Turcopolier Crockett. He lay there bound, broken-limbed, and bleeding.


He had seen me take a shotgun blast to the stomach. He had seen too much.


“Do it,” the turcopolier rasped. “And to hell with you.”


I unstrapped my belt and began to make a tourniquet around his right leg. “I’m not that kind of a monster,” I told him.


At least I would have a head start. The turcopolier’s gaze told me everything I needed to know. A skinwalker had just killed fourteen of his men. A skinwalker, the worst kind of cunning man there was, even worse than necromancers, and that wasn’t an exaggeration. Before skinwalkers could leave their original human forms behind, they had to kill one of their parents or siblings or children. Skinwalkers had to commit incest, or sleep with a corpse, or practice cannibalism. Some said that skinwalkers had to do all of those things. It was only when skinwalkers had symbolically destroyed all of their ties to their own humanity and individual identity that they were able to assume someone else’s.


And the turcopolier was staring at me, the man who was trying to save his life, as if I were more of an abomination than the thing I had saved him from. And then it wasn’t the turcopolier staring at me like that. It was me. It was me who lay there bound and bleeding, staring back at me—at myself—with loathing.


“This will work out in the end,” I assured the me that was lying there. “The knights will have to stop hunting you eventually. You’re the one who’s going to end a knight/werewolf war in the twenty-first century. The knights are going to start working with a pack of good werewolves calling themselves the Round Table. You’ll find a woman named Sig, a valkyrie, and she’s not going to blame you for any of this.”


Wait. What?


I woke up fully alert, missing Nick and Tess and their kids, Maggie and Robert and Brian and Marie and Kevin and John, as if I’d just lost them. But then an awareness of the present began rushing into me like the tide filling a hole in the sand, and the pain began to fade. Not go away but integrate with the experiences of the last half-century. I just lay there, careful not to wake up Sig, who was half draped over me. Her head was nested on my shoulder. Her long cool hair trailed over my naked stomach, and her left leg was curled over mine.


That hadn’t felt like a normal dream. I had relived that memory before, while a prisoner of the Knights Templar. Was I experiencing some kind of posttraumatic symptom from holding the Sword of Truth? I’d had some weird experiences with dreams while hanging out with a cunning woman named Sarah White too, and she’d as much as told me that I’d opened a door that didn’t close. Was the dream just a dream? Are they ever?


I listened to Sig’s breathing until I fell back to sleep.
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OOOH BABY


Once Upon a Time, I was too happy. I know that’s not rational, but there’s still a part of me that blames everything that happened afterward on that one simple fact. Something bad had to happen. I was having one of the most perfect days of my life, and I allowed myself to be too happy.


It had snowed while Sig Norresdotter and I were camping in the Cascades, one of those early April snows that have been becoming more common in southwest Virginia in recent years. Our heaviest snows have begun in February, and from March onward, the mountain weather seems to fluctuate forty degrees every three days, going from snow to T-shirt weather back to snow again, as if the weather were bipolar.


In any case, there’s something about getting naked and keeping warm in an insulated tent while the world around you is frozen that adds a layer of intensity to the experience. Sig had kept up a running joke about how the weekend wasn’t exactly the kind of date with Prince Charming that most women pictured—she would make proclamations about needing the Royal Roll of Toilet Paper before going off into the woods, or start yelling for footmen to come make us s’mores while we were entangled in our sleeping bag—but she was cracking jokes because she doesn’t like getting mushy, not because she was being passive-aggressive.


I suppose I could have found the Prince Charming references slightly annoying—my name may be John Charming, but I’m not royalty, and nobody in my family ever was—but Sig and I were in that physical-intoxication phase of a new relationship where every word, gesture, and glance is saturated in a hormonal nimbus. I wanted to fill my hands and mouth and heart with her. Her skin felt like it should be glowing, and she smelled like home. Honestly, she could have belched loudly and called my mother a whore, and I would have had to struggle not to view it as some kind of delightful postmodern irony.


The hike back down the mountains had been magical too, like traveling through a series of paintings. The Freezing-Your-Ass-Off collection, maybe, but still beautiful. Then we’d decided to bypass the interstate and wound up getting lost in a little nowhere Appalachian town called Eccleston about twenty minutes outside Blacksburg, Virginia. We stopped at this brick building that looked like an old-fashioned general store, and discovered that it was a restaurant called the Palisades. It was like finding a diamond in a plug of tobacco.


Warm air gusted through antique grates in the wooden floor while we drank hot cider and thawed out. I was trying not to release obscene-sounding sighs when the waitress brought out some of the best focaccia I’d ever had in my life. The outer crust of the bread was lightly dusted with spices, and when my teeth broke through that crisp surface, they sank into soft warmth lightly infused with cheese.


“Sweet mother of all that’s good and crunchy,” I said reverently. “Forget the pizza. I just want six more of these appetizers.”


“I can’t believe you ordered pizza anyway.” Sig had refused to give up the menu even after she ordered, and she was still studying it intently as if trying to make sure that it wasn’t some kind of trick. “You can get a pizza anywhere. How many places around here have food like this?” Sig had ordered quail that was stuffed with chestnuts and Italian sausage and then covered with some kind of cranberry glaze, and I could see her point.


“I ordered before I tasted this appetizer,” I said. “This place doesn’t look all that swanky, and it’s hard for anybody to screw up a pizza so badly that I can’t get behind it.”


“It’s not like we look all that fancy ourselves,” Sig observed. “I haven’t showered in two days.”


“Don’t worry.” I reached over and got her to put her menu down by taking her hand and planting a lingering kiss on the back of her wrist while I lightly stroked her pulse. We made eye contact, and I promised, “When I get you into a shower, I’ll clean you thoroughly.”


Sig cleared her throat. Her voice was a little huskier than usual. “You do realize that thoroughly means focusing on more than two places, right?”


“Those areas behind the elbows and knees are very important,” I said virtuously.


Sig laughed and released my hand. “Oh, please. Whoever said cleanliness is next to godliness never showered with you.”


That made me smile. “You know, you’re joking around a lot more these days.”


“I’m happy.” She confessed this as if it were a character flaw. After a moment’s reflection, she added, “You’re joking around less. Or at least not in the same way.”


“I’m happy too,” I told her, meaning it.


That’s when her cell phone rang. See what I mean? It was like the universe was speaking.


We both froze. We’d had a no-cell-phone agreement for the weekend.


“Shit,” Sig swore as the phone rang a second time, then confessed. “I checked my messages while you were in the restroom. I forgot to turn it back off.”


I nodded. “You’d better answer it.” It might not be logical, but if something bad occurred while Sig and I had our cell phones turned off for the weekend, that’s just the way it was. But if we ignored an active cell phone ringing and later found out that something bad had happened…


Sig answered the cell phone. My hearing is sharper than a normal human’s, so I didn’t have to wonder why her face went blank. The voice on the other end was Ben Lafontaine, and he sounded urgent and grim. “Hey, Sig, this is Ben. Is John with you?”


Ben Lafontaine is in charge of the somewhat whimsically named Round Table, the alliance of werewolf packs who have made a treaty with the Knights Templar. Ben is also technically my leader, a fact that we both skirt around because of my authority issues and the fact that neither of us is sure who would win in a fight. I’m pretty sure Ben would gladly let me lead the Round Table if I wanted the job and wouldn’t be a complete disaster at it. In practice, Ben is somewhere between a mentor and a qualified ally and a friend, and I would pretty much do anything he asked me to do anyhow as long as he was asking. I owe Ben a lot. Sig handed the phone over to me wordlessly.


I didn’t waste any time. “What is it?”


“It’s Constance,” he said. “Our goddaughter has been kidnapped.”
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THE TRUTH, THE HOLE IN THE TRUTH, AND SOMETHING LIKE THE TRUTH


As soon as Sig and I got off the commuter plane, we were greeted by Ben and an impossibly handsome blond-haired man. The private airstrip was disguised as a straight patch of road between two vast stretches of cornfields in the middle of nowhere, Massachusetts. It was dark and bitterly cold, but I already said it was Massachusetts, so at least one of those three facts is probably redundant.


“This is Simon Travers,” Ben said, handing me a large white paper bag full of thick, greasy hamburgers. I was carrying a guitar case that had a couple of interesting items beneath the false bottom and wearing the backpack from my hiking trip, so I had to make some minor adjustments. “He’s your Grandmaster’s fixer.”


My Grandmaster?


Ben was a large Chippewa slab of craggy, big-boned muscle, and the scowl on his face was fairly ominous. Ben smelled bad too, and I don’t mean he stank in any conventional sense; Ben was dumping rage pheromones into the air like toxic waste. Constance wasn’t even a year old, and I don’t think Ben had spent much more face-to-face time with her than I had, but our goddaughter’s abduction was still hitting him on some primal level. Ben had lost a child at some point way back in his long life, maybe a century ago, maybe more, and that’s all I knew about it. Maybe that’s all I’ll ever know about it. But I occasionally catch glimpses of how that loss has defined him.


And that wasn’t even taking his wolf instincts into account.


“I won’t say it’s a pleasure, Mr. Charming, but I’ve heard a lot about you.” The blond man offered me a brief handshake and a tight smile. He was so good-looking that he was almost pretty, but if he was Emil Lamplighter’s number one fixer, this Simon was a dangerous man. He turned his attention to Sig, and his smile became less perfunctory. He took her hand and held it rather than shook it. “And I’ve heard about you as well, Miss Norresdotter. I’ve never met a Valkyrie before.”


Something about the way he said it made it clear that he meant he’d never slept with a Valkyrie before. This Simon was a charming fuck, dressed in some vaguely European-looking black outdoor jacket that was thin but well insulated. His teeth were white and straight but not too perfect. His eyes were green and bright and clever and cold. The two weapons that I could spot barely made bulges.


“Let go of my hand,” Sig said pleasantly.


“Oh, right.” Simon smiled a smile that somehow managed to be both sheepish and dazzling, and released her hand as if suddenly realizing that he had become entranced. Which was bullshit. This guy didn’t do anything by accident. “I’m sorry.”


“That’s not what your mom says,” Sig said.


He looked at her puzzled. “Is that some kind of yo mama joke?”


“Valkyrie talk to the dead,” Sig reminded him. “Your mother says you’re not sorry. In fact, she says you’re a complete shit toward women. I don’t think her spirit is going to find peace until you grow up, settle down, and stay faithful to one woman.”


Simon Travers paled. He somehow managed to physically recoil from Sig without taking a step backward.


“Let’s fucking get on with this.” Ben rarely cusses, and I checked off a mental box that said uh-oh.


“Right, I’ll get the car.” Simon hightailed it for a nearby barn before we could offer to walk with him.


“Did you really see his mother’s ghost?” I asked Sig conversationally.


“No.” Her tone was matter-of-fact. “But I can tell that he doesn’t have any living family. Some people carry that around with them. And men like him always have mommy issues.”


Ben didn’t give a shit. “The knights think Constance’s abduction is an inside job, John. They think there’s a werewolf traitor.”


I doubled down on that uh-oh. “They would.”


“Here’s what I don’t understand.” Sig hadn’t been thrilled to discover that I had a goddaughter I’d never told her about, and her voice was taut. In my defense, I had been trying to honor a promise. Constance Lamplighter is the last surviving family member of the Templar’s Grandmaster; she’s got knight’s blood and a werewolf strain just like me, and Ben and I had agreed to become her secret godfathers as part of the treaty between the werewolves and the knights. “If you have a goddaughter, why haven’t you been a more active part of her life?”


“Believe it or not, some people think I’m better at finding trouble than preventing it,” I said dryly. Sig made a sound that was half a sigh and half a snort.


“Exactly,” I agreed. “Ben and I decided that it would be safer if I kept my distance while so many knights and werewolves still blame me for upsetting the old status quo. He’s Constance’s protector. I’m her insurance policy.”


“And I did a great job,” Ben said stonily.


Sig reached over and put an arm on his shoulder. “We’ll find her, Ben.”


Valkyries have ways of finding out things that nobody has any business finding out, and I have a knight’s training and a werewolf’s innate tracking abilities. Modesty has its place, but if Sig and I couldn’t find Constance… no, screw that. We were going to find Constance. But I have a hard time making promises I can’t really guarantee, so I said, “Whoever did this did it to make trouble, Ben. They want us to lose hope or control.”


Ben took a deep breath, and when he let it back out, his shoulders shifted as if adjusting to weight. “Yeah, I know.” And then he walked off a few steps and stared in the direction Simon had gone. The gesture was purely symbolic. We would be able to hear anything the other said for a lot farther off than that, but I respected his request for a little space.


There was a brief lull. I heard a car door open and close, but the vehicle must have been soundproof, because it didn’t move and I didn’t hear any sounds coming from inside it. Simon was probably taking the opportunity to have a few last-minute words with whatever knights he’d brought along, I decided, or making the last private phone call he would have for a while. Sig decided to take the opportunity to start another conversation. “I’m not happy that you’ve been keeping secrets from me, John.”


“I know,” I admitted. “I don’t blame you.”


“And I’m not happy that we don’t have time to really talk about it either,” Sig said.


We’d had a few hours in the plane, and Sig had barely said anything except to intermittently ask me questions about Constance. But I didn’t bring that up. I actually appreciated that Sig hadn’t said much while I was struggling with some serious rage and she was primed to say the wrong thing. So, I kept it simple. “Thanks for coming anyway.”


She smiled faintly for the first time since we’d left Virginia. “Thanks for not trying to stop me.”


I grimaced, and after a moment, Sig bumped her shoulder against mine. “You know I’ve got your back, right?”


I had difficulty swallowing for a moment. It had been a long time since I’d had someone who really knew me and who I could still count on. “Yeah.”


“That doesn’t mean I’m not going to make you pay for this later,” she clarified.


Ben turned slightly and started to smile, but the expression turned into a spasm and twitched out. “We’ve got to get to later first.”


Some kind of Nissan family vehicle began pulling up. At a guess, the SUV would blend in better wherever we were going than an Aston Martin. Simon was in the shotgun seat, and the big man driving was broad-shouldered and flat-skulled, his hair shaved down to stubble. Two empty seats were by windows in the middle of the vehicle, and the space between them led to a back row where a thin older man and a young woman somewhere in her late twenties were sitting. The silver-haired man seemed like the kind of person you would call a gentleman, wearing an expensive beige suit, a grey overcoat, a maroon scarf, and a faint smile that just barely peeked out of his neatly trimmed beard. The woman had her pink hair done up in a ponytail and was wearing a Blink 182 T-shirt beneath an open blue parka. Her skin was pale and her makeup was vivid to accentuate that fact. She was a solidly built, fit woman with bright, curious eyes and strong cheekbones.


“The two in the back are Nathan Weber and Dawn Jenkins,” Ben grunted. “They’re merlins.”


“Merlins?” Sig asked.


“The knights’ magical researchers and psychics,” I explained. “Knights don’t like to call them cunning folk. When I was a knight, they were sort of a dirty little secret that wasn’t really a secret. Like America’s electoral college.”


Ben still wasn’t inclined to chat. “Times are changing. The driver’s name is Tom something. He doesn’t talk much.”


Simon stepped out of the car and opened the trunk, a hatchback. Sig and I threw our stuff in the back while Ben went ahead and got in.


“That was a cute stunt, bringing up my mother.” Simon spoke to me, completely ignoring Sig. She loves that. “But let’s make sure we understand each other. This alliance between the Order and the werewolves is a fragile thing. If we screw this up, you could wind up being hunted again.”


I slapped the SUV. “This SUV is red.”


Simon waited for me to expand on that point.


“It’s cold outside,” I said.


Simon still stared at me.


“You’re kind of acting like a dick,” I tried.


“What are you doing?” Simon demanded.


“Oh, I’m sorry. I thought we were playing some weird game where we made completely obvious statements,” I explained.


“According to your file, you’re almost a century old,” Simon turned and went back to the front seat. “Maybe it’s time you grew up.”


He probably had a point. On the other hand, I am pretty old, and one thing that’s a constant is that when people tell you to grow up, what they usually mean is that you should do what’s expected of you. If I was any good at that, I’d have died a long time ago.


Ben had already sat between the two merlins by the time Sig and I piled in, so we took the middle seats. You can often tell a lot about a person by the inside of their vehicle, but the SUV we were in was so clean and impersonal that I wondered if our hosts had left any fingerprints on it. It smelled like gun oil and dark chocolate.


Sig tensed and stared at the woman, Dawn. “You smell like death.”


Dawn stared back. “Umm… I use deodorant?”


Sig didn’t laugh. “I don’t mean a literal smell. Death is clinging to you like an odor. It’s weird.”


The woman’s expression cleared, but it was the older merlin who spoke up. “Dawn has been walking in the shadows of the dead.”


“What does that mean, exactly?” Sig asked. Her stillness was kind of like a dog’s when it’s heard something it can’t quite identify.


“I’ve been psychically retracing people’s last moments, trying to figure out why they got killed,” Dawn explained. “I can’t read knights when they’re alive, but once they’re dead, I can pick up some of the psychic impressions they left behind. It’s kind of like being a medium, I guess. I’m echoing the thoughts of people who aren’t alive any longer. But they are just echoes, not active presences.”


Sig nodded slowly, so I picked up the slack. “Why are there dead knights? Somebody tell me about Constance’s kidnapping.” I went ahead and took a burger out of the bag Ben had given me. It was cold, but werewolves burn a lot of calories. I offered one to Sig, but she made a face and declined.


“There’s not much to tell yet,” Simon said. “Constance lived with four people: two retired knights pretending to be her grandparents, a werewolf pretending to be her mother, and an active knight pretending to be her father—”


“Wait a minute,” Sig interrupted. “Why was a werewolf with the knights?”


“Mr. Lafontaine insisted that there be a werewolf involved in protecting Constance too,” Simon explained, his face and tone still expressionless. “She’s been acting as Constance’s nanny.”


“It’s Tula,” Ben told Sig.


“Tula,” Sig repeated blankly. Tula had been one of my claw back when I was doing my own version of Dances with Wolves back in Wisconsin, and that had been my first reaction too. Tula was a natural killer long before she became a werewolf. She likes to fight, and Tula had come to America specifically because there was a war going on between werewolves and the Knights Templar at the time. In fact, the only reason Tula left the Finnish military was because they wouldn’t let her into sniper school.


“I thought it would be good for her,” Ben explained.


When Tula had first become a werewolf, she had left a human child behind in her old life because she thought it was safer for the child that way. That decision still haunted her. Ben was doing his subtle-leader thing—providing one of his most competent and trustworthy wolves for security and helping her deal with some of her issues at the same time.


“The werewolf claims that Constance was up all night the night before, and that might be why the werewolf fell asleep on the couch downstairs,” Simon informed me. “She woke up because the lights were flickering, and then they went out. The werewolf says she heard a bedroom door open upstairs, and then there was a strange sound. She described it as a noise like you’d hear sitting next to a window on an airplane. Then the door closed and the sound stopped. The werewolf says she ran upstairs and pounded on Constance’s door. No one answered. She says she couldn’t hear anyone moving in the house, and there was a funny smell in the air—”


“Marshlike, I believe she said,” Nathan interjected.


Simon frowned impatiently at the interruption. “—so she kicked down the door. And the room was empty. She searched the rest of the house, and she found the bodies of the knights pretending to be Constance’s grandparents. They had been poisoned. The knight, Austin, and Constance were gone.”


I didn’t like the way Simon kept saying she says, with a subtle emphasis on the says. I didn’t like the way he wouldn’t use Tula’s name either. But I understood his suspicions. “So, you or somebody like you showed up,” I said. “And Tula is saying that maybe this Austin kidnapped Constance and killed two other knights and disappeared down a magic rabbit hole. And she has no proof. Is that about it?”


“No,” Simon said. “Tula wasn’t alone. Somebody like me showed up, and Constance was missing and there were a bunch of werewolves in the house.”


“Tula called me first,” Ben said. Well, yeah. Of course she did. And of course Ben took steps to make sure she didn’t wind up getting disappeared. But what a hot mess. The knights blaming the werewolves. The werewolves blaming the knights.


“Dogs and cats, living together,” I commented. “Mass hysteria!” Nobody laughed. Well, it was a lot funnier when Bill Murray said it.


“Do you realize what this means, John?” Sig asked.


“I think that’s pretty obvious,” I said cautiously. “Constance is missing, and we need to figure out who did it.”


“It means the werewolves and the knights have a difference of opinion they can’t resolve,” Sig said gently. “And they want you to be the diplomatic mediator.”


Oh my God.


“Look, help walk me through this a little slower,” I said to the car in general. “Does the house have a security camera setup?”


“It does, but it’s not internet-accessible,” Simon said. “That would be as big a security weakness as it would be a defense. The cameras show the grandparents going to their room and falling asleep. They show the werewolf lying down on the couch. Austin picked Constance up in his arms and walked her around in circles in front of the stairwell. And then the cameras stopped functioning.”


Magic will do that. “Was Austin walking Constance around in circles like he was trying to put her to sleep, or like he was doing some kind of ritual?” I asked.


“And I would know that how?” Simon asked.


Okay. “Were there any other signs of magic?”


“Constance and Austin’s scent trail ends at the bedroom,” Ben said grimly. “But I don’t pick up any other funny smells around it.”


“And I didn’t pick up any signs of runes or sigils etched into the door,” Nathan added. “No traces of smoke, powder, paint, or chalk. No scratched engravings.”


“I didn’t get any weird psychic impressions off the door either,” Dawn added. “As far as I can tell, it’s just an ordinary door.”


“We all know how to confuse scents,” I said. “This Austin could have backtracked.”


“We’ve been over every inch of that house. There aren’t any secret doors that we don’t know about,” Simon said. “I didn’t just check the surfaces; I measured the dimensions of every room, hallway, and ceiling, and checked them against the rest of the house.”


Yeah, well, there are dimensions and there are dimensions.


“I’m guessing the place is warded to keep outside magic from getting in,” I said dryly.


“I did the defenses myself.” Dawn had an accent straight from South Boston. “That place is sealed up tighter than a nun’s butt.”


At a guess, Dawn hadn’t enjoyed being a female with magical proclivities raised in a Catholic order.


“So, how did magic get in?” Sig somehow made the question sound idle.


“If there was magic, it would have had to be initiated by someone inside the house.” Nathan sounded like he regretted that fact, speaking softly and calmly.


“Tula doesn’t know magic,” I pointed out.


“Neither does Austin,” Simon replied tightly. “I went to the same training center that he did. We became knights together.”


Great. So, it was personal for everybody.


“Tula’s not in a good place now,” Ben added, as if I’d made that last observation out loud. “And these people are acting like she’s a traitor.”


“Where is she?” I tried not to growl it.


“She’s not being tortured,” Simon didn’t say that like the possibility was absurd. He said it like he regretted the fact. “She’s in lockdown.”


“I seem to recall the Knights Templar having a sword that can compel people to tell the truth,” I said tartly. I’d held the sword myself, and it wasn’t one of my fondest memories. Grasping that hilt was like giving your soul an enema. “It should be pretty easy to clear her.”


“I don’t think you understand how tight the security is around the Sword of Truth. Claimh Solais is one of the four great treasures of the Tuatha De Danaan.” Simon’s voice was equally tense. “We can’t just check it out of its location like a library book, not if we don’t want to draw attention to it. Constance’s existence is a secret.”


“Apparently it isn’t,” I snapped, but then I tried to tone it down a little. Thinking about my own issues with the Knights Templar and interrogations and captivity wasn’t good for my cool. “I see what you’re saying, though.” I saw what he wasn’t saying too. If the sword was that important, somebody might have even kidnapped Constance because they wanted the sword, and this might be a ploy to draw the sword out of its safe place. We would get all the facts we could through traditional methods first.


Nathan seemed to pick up on something in my body language or my silence. His voice was soothing. “No one is chained up in a dungeon. There’s a secret basement level beneath the house, but it was made to provide extra living quarters.”


I struggled to refocus. “What about toxicology? Somebody said the two grandparent stand-ins were poisoned. Did anybody work up a lab on Tula? If she was poisoned, it might explain why she fell asleep. Most poisons wouldn’t kill a werewolf, but they might knock them out.”


“We’re still working on that,” Nathan replied. “This all happened relatively recently. Mr. Lafontaine brought along a lot of werewolves who were good at fighting, but he didn’t bring a mobile lab.”


The driver spoke for the first time. He had a soft voice for such a big man, but every word still sounded like an accusation. “If Austin had poisoned the bitch, he would have used wolfsbane.”


Simon interceded, speaking with an undertone of menace that was more effective for being casual. “Tom, shut up. If I wanted your opinion, I’d cut it out of you.” And this Tom shut up. Fast.


Nathan spoke up again. “You’re assuming anyone who poisoned Tula would have wanted to kill her, Thomas. But that’s a faulty assumption. The one thing we can be sure of is that whoever kidnapped Constance did it to cause trouble between werewolves and knights, and the best way to do that was to leave Tula alive. If she was dead, she wouldn’t be causing friction right now. We would all be united, looking for Austin or whoever kidnapped him.”


I liked this guy. Not only did Nathan use Tula’s name, but he seemed to be a voice of reason. Perversely, this meant he was somebody I had to keep an eye on. If I were pulling strings and playing people against each other, that’s exactly how I would act. Everybody thought Iago was a good guy too.


“What about this walking-in-the-shadow-of death business?” Sig asked. I couldn’t tell if she was being healthily skeptical or territorial. Communicating with the dead was her job. “What did you find out, Dawn?”


“Not much. Did you ever see that show, Star Trek: The Next Generation?”


When no one responded, I cleared my throat. “I’m more of a Firefly fan myself.”


“Fine, I’m a geek,” Dawn said. “The show had this character who was an empath, Deanna Troi. She could sense emotions, but all she ever did was say useful things like This alien who’s trying to kill us is hostile, Captain. Or This person who’s crying hysterically is very sad. That’s me right now. I can tell you that Beth and David didn’t suspect anything before they were poisoned. I can tell you that Tula is very angry and sad and feels guilty and is barely holding it together. But she could be that way because she feels like she failed Constance, or because she feels bad about betraying us.”


“And you can’t read Austin’s psychic impressions because his geas keeps anyone from picking him up on any kind of psychic radar,” Sig finished. “But doesn’t that mean he’s still alive?”


Simon clearly didn’t like all the implications of that. “The other aspect of Austin’s geas is that it would have kept him from betraying the Grandmaster.”


Ben grunted. “Can I talk freely without getting any of you killed?”


I couldn’t see it, but there was a smile in Dawn’s voice. “That is so sweet! Thank you.”


“We’re all fairly high in the Grandmaster’s confidence,” Simon said cautiously. “That’s why we’re here.”


“Then you know all that stuff about knights not being able to be traitors is horse dung,” Ben growled. “If some Templar loon decided kidnapping Constance was the best way to keep magic a secret for some crazy reason that only made sense to him, his magical oath wouldn’t have done squat.”


Sig became more alert. This was another thing about the bargain Ben and I had made with Emil Lamplighter that she didn’t know about. I had only told one other person Emil Lamplighter’s secret, and that was because Akihiko Watanabe had already deduced most of it, and I had needed to gain his provisional trust in order to kill him.


“Yes, but less than twelve people in the world know that,” Simon said carefully. “And half of us are in this car.”


“Perhaps you’d better make that eleven,” Nathan said matter-of-factly. “The Valkyrie doesn’t know what we’re talking about, Simon.”


I could feel Sig tighten next to me. All of her. I had kept another secret from her, and now that fact was being rubbed in her face in front of a bunch of strangers.


I looked at Sig sheepishly. “You complete me?”


Sig’s face was rocky soil. No expression was growing there.


Simon glanced over his shoulder at Sig. “Do you really not know?”


“I promised I’d keep Emil’s secrets,” I responded for her. I know, I know, she doesn’t like that either. “And the only way to keep a secret is not to tell it.”


Sig didn’t look like she was impressed by my integrity or my reasoning. “You might as well tell me what’s going on now,” she said to the car in general. “You’re going to need my help, and I want to know how mad at John I am.”


Urrrgggh.


I opened my mouth.


“Shut it,” Sig advised me, and after a few seconds, I decided to take that advice. It was better than having a knock-down drag-out argument with her in the middle of all of these people and keeping any of us from focusing on the issue at hand.


“You know that we descendants of the original Knights Templar are bound by a spell, correct?” Nathan verified. “We have to keep the existence of magic a secret from the outside world. It’s in our DNA, like a command in a computer’s operating system.”


“Yes, I know about your geas,” Sig said shortly. Her last relationship had left her with some serious trust issues. “John told me that much.”


Nathan chuckled. “That part’s horrible, but it is also fairly simple. Where it gets complicated and…”


He paused for the right words, and Dawn supplied them. “Fucked-up.”


Nathan grimaced slightly. “It gets complicated and messy the same way that most things get complicated and messy. Someone told a lie, and we are still going to increasingly convoluted extremes trying to cover up that lie.”


“What lie?” Sig asked guardedly.


“We knights are taught from birth that our geas involves all sorts of other boundaries,” Nathan answered. “For example, we are told that our geas forces us to stay loyal to the Knights Templar. We are told that it prevents us from killing other knights. That it compels us to have many children and train those children to fight and be otherwise useful.”


Sig’s mouth tightened. “That sounds like a lot of lies to me.”


I sighed. “They’re all tangled together in one big lie, Sig. Our geas compels us to keep the existence of the supernatural a secret, period. It doesn’t specify how.”


Sig is quick, but it was a lot to take in. “I don’t understand. Wouldn’t the knights… I mean, you know… figure it out sooner or later? Kids are told that Santa exists too.”


Nathan plugged back in. “But Santa is not a consistent and culturally reinforced lie throughout a person’s lifetime.”


“Here’s another thing,” Dawn added. “Most of the things tacked on to the geas like constitutional amendments are common sense. If you’re of the bloodline, and you’re compelled to keep the supernatural a secret from the world, it doesn’t take long to figure out that you can’t do it by yourself. And since you know this, the geas really does compel you to do what you can to keep the Knights Templar together.”


Sig’s voice was thoughtful. “So, because you have to keep the secret, and you know you need the Templars to help you keep the secret, the geas forces you to stay in the Templars just like you’re told it will?”


Isn’t that what Dawn had just said? I decided not to ask that out loud.


“If these made-up provisos are the kind of thing that the geas naturally kicks in and enforces anyhow, why make up a lie in the first place?” Sig asked.


I couldn’t see Simon’s face, but he sounded like he was sneering slightly. “Because not all humans have common sense.”


“And some people are just flat-out insane too,” I added. “A sociopath knight might seriously believe the best way to keep the supernatural a secret is to start assassinating his superiors so that he can take control. In that case, his geas wouldn’t kick in naturally. Hell, it might actually make him go through with the idea.”


“And this big lie prevents that?” Sig demanded skeptically.


“It does!” Nathan’s enthusiasm came back. “Belief is the most powerful force there is. This hypothetical sociopath John’s talking about doesn’t even think about shooting his superior, because he knows he can’t. Just like I wouldn’t walk into a desert if I grew up being told it had high levels of radiation from being used for atomic bomb testing, and I’d had friends who’d died from wandering into the area. It would never even occur to me. This hypothetical sociopath would start to get a panic attack if he even thought about shooting another knight seriously, and then he would be convinced the geas was causing it.”


Seeing Sig’s doubt, I backed Nathan up. “It’s true. In World War II, a nurse ran out of pain-killers and told a burn victim that a sugar pill was morphine. The soldier had seen other wounded soldiers relax and go to sleep after taking a pill, so he ate that sugar pill and didn’t feel the pain from his third degree burns anymore. His mind shut his pain centers completely down. That experiment’s been duplicated hundreds of times under lab conditions. It’s called the placebo effect.”


“And belief works in negative ways too,” Nathan chimed in. “There are documented cases of people who died because they thought they’d been bitten by a poisonous snake and hadn’t been. People who have died just because a houngan or witch doctor pointed at them and told them to, and I can tell you for a fact that magic doesn’t work that way.”


Sig sighed unhappily. “So, basically, you knights are all brainwashed from birth.”


It was Dawn who responded to that. “Exactly.”


“I can see why the Templar bigwigs want to keep this Big Lie going,” Sig admitted. “But some knights still must figure out the truth.”


“Sure,” I said. “And then knights like Simon here eliminate them for the greater good.”


“Or recruit them,” Nathan amended. “That’s how I met Dawn. But Dawn is one in a million.”


I glanced over my shoulder. It was dark, but something about Dawn’s expression made me think she was blushing. “A lot of us merlins have the sight.”


Ben had been waiting patiently for his moment, and he took it: “You say less than twelve people know the truth, Simon. But that’s what you hope, not what you know.”


If there had ever been any real emotion in Simon’s voice, it had died somewhere during the conversation. “Even if Austin has gone rogue, and I don’t think he has, we have to act like that isn’t even possible.”


“While you hunt him down and eliminate him, you mean,” I clarified.


“If it comes to that,” Simon agreed. “Not raising too many of the wrong kinds of questions is as important to the Grandmaster as Constance’s safety.”


“To him, maybe.” Ben’s voice was stark. “I promised Emil Lamplighter I wouldn’t tell his secrets, but I also told him that I’m not sacrificing any of my people for his games. If Constance is alive, I’m bringing her home.”


Nathan tried another approach. “No offense, Mr. Lafontaine, but how is you being convinced that a knight is a traitor any better than Simon wanting to believe your werewolf is responsible?”


“Because there were three knights and one werewolf.” Ben’s voice was cold. “The odds are on my side.”


It seemed to me that somebody should say something. Then it seemed to me that the somebody was probably me. Then it seemed to me that my mind should shut up and mind its own mind business, but it was too late. “He’s right, Ben,” I said reluctantly. “All these agendas are just getting in the way. Maybe there is no traitor. For all we know, an intruder could have figured some way to get past the defenses and abduct Austin while he was walking Constance to her bedroom, or impersonate him. I saw something like that happen with a skinwalker once.”


Was this situation what that weird dream had been about? Was there a skinwalker involved, or some other kind of magic impersonator, and was a skinwalker the closest metaphor that my mind could grasp? Hopefully not. I’d once had a dream where I was in a restaurant and saw my name on the list of pizza toppings too. The last thing I needed was supernaturally significant dreams bringing more magic weirdness into my life.


“I read about that incident while I was researching you.” Simon’s voice dropped below zero degrees. “But that was half a century ago.”


Sig forgot that she was mad at me for a moment. “John’s just saying that we need to keep our minds open. For example, Tula wasn’t protected by a geas. She could have been possessed by something. Or one of you knights in this car could be an insane traitor, since you know how the geas really works.”


None of the Templars were offended when Sig mentioned that last possibility. They didn’t even have an awkward moment. That’s a knight thing.


“If Constance is—” Ben started, but then the satellite radio that Simon had on low in the background stuttered off, and we all fell silent for a second.


It could have just been bad reception, but we were already paranoid and keyed up, so the first thing that occurred to everyone in the vehicle was that there was magic in the atmosphere disrupting the wireless, ungrounded technology. We were on a mountain road at this point, going around a curve, and our headlights illuminated a large fallen tree lying across the road. The driver, Tom, started to instinctively hit the brakes, but Simon’s reactions were faster. He lunged his foot over Tom’s side and stepped on the gas, grabbing the steering wheel and turning the SUV off the road, over a steep embankment.
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ANNNNNND… ACTION!


Simon’s actions weren’t as suicidal as they seemed. The bank was only moderately steep, not a sheer drop-off, and he was a professional paranoid. His mind instantly added up “magic” and “tree blockade” and came up with “ambush.” And since somebody wanted to make our vehicle stop right in front of that tree, Simon wanted the opposite. The trees were fairly dense but not impossibly so, and Tom began to aim us for a patch where there were a good two hundred feet of relatively clear ground. He angled us just enough to slow our descent down the bank but not cause us to tip over. The SUV scraped and rebounded off one tree and completely shattered a smaller one that got in the way. Tom’s airbag triggered, but Simon already had a gun in his right hand by that point, and he instantly fired a bullet through the inflating air bag and out the front windshield while grabbing the steering wheel with his left hand again. Tom regained visibility and control in a few seconds.


Yeah, Simon was Emil’s go-to fixer for a reason.


So, going over the bank was a desperate move, but it turned out to be the best option we had. After a startled pause, someone—actually a lot of someones—from the road up above started firing at us with high-powered rifles. Most of the shots smacked into trees or went over our heads. Firing at a moving target on a slope is difficult under the best of circumstances, much less at night among a lot of tree cover. But the back window of the SUV still shattered, and bits of brain and bone blew out over my shoulder.


Bits of Nathan Weber’s brain and bones. Dawn began screaming.


A moment later, the window next to me shattered, and I actually felt the air from the bullet’s passage like an icy slice against my cheek as it kept going and made another puncture wound in the front windshield.


A man—it was dark and the SUV was vibrating and bumping and shaking painfully, and I only got a brief impression of a Caucasian in a red stocking cap with a large brown moustache—appeared in our high beams, running at us on Sig’s side of the vehicle from the woods below. He paused to bring up a shotgun, but Sig had reached around the front seat and removed a large handgun from the driver’s holster by this point, and she shot at the attacker three or four times before the SUV passed. She didn’t bother to roll down her window, and I heard glass shattering through the loud rumble of the SUV and the man’s roars. And make no mistake, he was roaring. It was an animal challenge that I recognized immediately.


He was a werewolf.


I was hearing all of this, not seeing it, because a lot of things were happening fast and simultaneously, and while Sig had been removing her gun, I had been removing my seat belt. At the same time that she was firing, I was opening my door and throwing myself out of the vehicle. It wasn’t a well-thought-out plan. It just seemed like the SUV wasn’t going to end well, and there were going to be attackers coming after us; I wanted to put myself between them and Sig. I mean, between them and the others. I hit the ground rolling and didn’t break anything doing so.


The SUV took the light with it, but the optic nerves beneath my retinas were shifting and twisting as my infravision kicked in. The man Sig had shot was still a reddish blur rather than an outline, but I heard him gargling some twelve feet away from me, and then I heard something else: the howls of wolves. At least some of our attackers must have been waiting to pounce on us in wolf form. They hadn’t had time to tear off their clothes and shift. Hell, I didn’t have time to tear off my clothes and shift.


My guitar case was in the SUV, and all I had was my silver steel knife. I always have my silver steel knife. It was in my hand before I even thought about it. The knife wasn’t enough to deal with several shifted werewolves, though, so I ran for the guy Sig had shot. He’d had a weapon, and the odds were pretty good that the shotgun shells were loaded with silver fragments. If the werewolves had known where to ambush us, they’d also known who and what they were ambushing.


Sig had shot the man twice in the chest, and the gun she’d taken from the driver must have had werewolf-killers in it. Of course it had. I anchored my knife in the trunk of a nearby small tree so that I could pick the shotgun up, then swiveled. The werewolves weren’t howling anymore; they were moving silently and fast. I had a brief impression of three dark silhouettes coming in fast and discharged one barrel of the shotgun, then the other.


It was a large-bore shotgun, and it really must have been loaded with silver shot. I dropped two wolves. Unfortunately, the shotgun also couldn’t hold more than two shells at a time, and another wolf was almost on me. I dropped the shotgun and yanked my knife out of the tree trunk, and only the fact that the wolf was approaching fast from a higher elevation saved me. Instead of coming in low, it leaped for me, hoping to barrel me over and find my throat.


Instead, I swiveled, and the wolf’s momentum carried it past me. Its teeth tore off part of my left ear and its claws tore furrows down my chest through my jacket, but nothing that would kill me. When the wolf landed several feet away, my knife was anchored in the base of its skull at an angle.


The SUV wasn’t hurtling through the woods anymore. I hadn’t registered any large crashing sounds while I was fighting for my life, but somewhere below me, the SUV’s headlight beams were still, and its wheels were making spinning sounds. Vague heat blurs were moving down from the road, but they weren’t coming down on top of me. These were attackers who had been positioned behind the felled tree, and they were running down the bank toward the SUV at an angle that would carry them below and past me. There were at least a dozen of them, and they were moving on two legs.


Some kind of cross-country motorcycle—I never did read a logo—came down the bank at me then. I had the warning of its motor gunning to life and saw the headlight beams lipping over the side of the bank, and I whirled around a tree for cover. Even with the tree between us, I saw the bike’s headlight beam drop lower and grow larger. There was a low-hanging branch next to my shoulder, and I brought my weight down on the frozen wood hard with slightly greater-than-human strength and a whole lot of adrenaline. The branch snapped off with a sharp crack.


I didn’t have time to be smooth. The motorcycle came fast, and when I went back around the tree, I didn’t swing the branch like a baseball bat. I couldn’t. It was maybe eight feet long, and its tip was slender and spreading out into narrow twigs. I charged the rider and used the branch like a springy jousting lance. He tried to swerve, but that actually made the bike slide out from beneath him even before I shoved the branch into his shoulder.


The bike went shuddering and thudding past me on its side and the rider went down flat on his back and kept skidding toward me, but he wasn’t stunned. I dropped the branch and tried to knee-drop the wind out of him, but the asshole moved to his side and started grappling with me before my weight even came fully down. I got my fingers around the edge of his motorcycle helmet, and it was strapped tight, thank God. I threw my weight violently to the side, off of him, and his muscles tensed to resist me, his weight anchoring him. It was his first instinct and his last mistake. His neck broke.


Weapon. Weapon. Weapon. I found a handgun holstered by his side. I couldn’t see what kind it was in the dark, but it had a magazine and the heft of a Colt .45, the kind that used to be a standard military-issue sidearm. A lot of Colt .45s wound up in a lot of black markets and gun shows and pawn shops when most of the armed forces stopped using them. All those supply sergeants had to pay for their kids’ colleges somehow. I removed the magazine and checked the top bullet. The metal hummed against my fingertips in a way that was unmistakable. Silver. Good. There was gunfire in the woods below me, and a heat outline coming from the side where another of the attackers had broken off from the main group.


A voice called out, “Joe?” This werewolf could only see an infrared outline, and I guess he wanted to verify that I wasn’t his friend or brother or lover or whatever this Joe was to him before he fired. That was so sweet. I rewarded his concern by putting two bullets in his center mass. People who have tender feelings shouldn’t kidnap my goddaughter. I could tell from the hot trails his blood made in the cold dark air that he wasn’t wearing a bulletproof vest. I left the bike rider paralyzed so that we could ask him questions later. If there was a later.


Time time time time time. The remaining attackers were firing continuously somewhere down the bank, their bullets smacking into and off of metal. It sounded like they had pinned the survivors in the SUV down while they were still recovering from whatever had stopped the vehicle. There was no way to call for help even if I knew who to call, not with so much shapeshifting filling the air with ambient magic. I had to do something big and stupid and fast.


The first crazy thing that might work flitted through my brain, and I went with it, took a handkerchief out of my back pocket, and ran toward the motorbike. The gas tank had a screw-on cap, and I found a stick and jammed it into the middle of the handkerchief, then stuffed the handkerchief partway down the opening. When I pulled the cloth out, it was soaked in gasoline. I managed to screw the cap partially back on over the handkerchief, with half the handkerchief in the motorbike’s tank and half sticking out. There was no time to think of all the reasons what I was about to do wouldn’t work, so I pulled the bike up, kick-started it, and took off down the bank, aiming for the larger concentration of heat outlines.


Ironically, it was someone from the SUV who fired on me, shooting out my bike’s headlight and taking a chunk out of my left thigh. The werewolves who had set up the ambush couldn’t immediately tell if I was the original motorbike rider back on task or not, and they hesitated long enough for me to get within striking distance. I had some matches—I always have matches—but I couldn’t light them and carry a gun and steer a bike at the same time, so I lowered the handgun until it was right next to the gas-soaked handkerchief and fired through it into the ground. Nothing happened, so I fired again, and this time, the handkerchief ignited.


I didn’t wait, not for a second. I pulled the handlebars up into a wheelie and aimed the motorbike in the ambushers’ general direction, and dropped off the back. The bike actually went a lot farther on one wheel than I thought it would, the handkerchief burning from its side. The bike might have gone all the way past the concentration of trees that the ambushers were firing from if the gas tank hadn’t exploded. But it did.


The blast wasn’t like the movies. The motorbike didn’t become a huge bomb that would have taken out half a city block. In fact, I don’t think any of the werewolves got hit by shrapnel, or seriously hit anyway, though two trees and a lot of fallen leaves caught on fire. But the gunfire stopped, and I lurched to my feet and staggered toward the ambushers, still holding on to my gun. The werewolves had been staring at the bike with infravision, and their heat-sensitive eyes were temporarily blind from the burst of fire and light. They couldn’t orient on me with their hearing because their acute ears were temporarily deaf from the loud explosion of sound. They couldn’t smell me because the air was full of the smell of burning gasoline.


And I walked straight into and around their tree cover and murdered those blind, deaf bastards until my bullets ran out, firing head shots off into disoriented opponents from close up. I tried to move from tree to tree and maintain some cover, but something impossibly heavy hit me in the chest and took me down anyway. I don’t know who shot me.


I had some limited vision because of the flames caused by the bike. A werewolf ran up to me and leveled a high-powered hunting rifle at me, but then a large fallen branch literally took his head off. The branch flew straight through the air like a spear the size of a small battering ram and removed his head from his shoulders. Sig’s work. A large grey wolf bounded over me and surged toward the remaining attackers—Ben, alive—and I heard someone scream. One of the knights from the SUV was firing continuously, evenly spaced, unhurried shots. Another wolf came at me, but then Sig was there, picking the wolf up by the throat with one hand and stabbing it through the chest with a silver knife that she’d picked up from some fallen knight.


I guess I figured it was safe to pass out then. Or I had no choice. My last conscious thought was that I was wearing the jacket Sig had gotten me for Christmas. It was ruined.
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