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1


Pain is a fire.


That’s true for all of the people, some of the time. If you’ve never had to stand in that fire, be patient: Your turn is coming.


Whether the pain is physical or purely mental doesn’t really matter—it turns out that your brain reacts to it the same way, lighting up many of the same centers of perception. Some brainy types in lab coats proved that one fairly recently. The suffering from a broken heart is similar to that from a gunshot wound, in terms of how our minds react over the long term.


It all hurts.


When you have to live with that hurt, with that pain, when there’s no way to turn it off or get away from it, you start to make adjustments. Your choices in how you deal with your pain determine the course of your recovery. That’s why people who go through a difficult ordeal sometimes come out stronger, and sometimes they come out broken—but they always come out …


Changed.


Pain is a fire.


I opened my eyes so I could stop seeing Murphy’s cold, dead face.


Her lips, turning blue.


“Murph?” I mumbled, looking around.


But I was alone.


I checked my windup Mickey Mouse alarm clock. Three thirty a.m. That meant I had slept fifteen minutes longer than I had the night before. Almost one hour and thirty minutes of rest.


Progress.


It had been somewhere around three weeks since Karrin Murphy died and a big bite of the city got stomped flat. Three weeks since Chicago had lost tens of thousands of innocent lives, seen a million people displaced from their homes, and had its infrastructure wrecked by an EMP—an energetic magical pulse. Three weeks since I had seen young wizards I had helped train, friends, die before their enemies. Three weeks since I had been cast out from the White Council of Wizardry entirely.


Three weeks since the battle with Ethniu had announced to an entire metroplex of poor innocent normies that the things under the bed and hiding in the closet weren’t just in their imaginations anymore.


The alarm was set for five a.m. Which gave me about ninety minutes of my own time when no one with a kind, concerned expression was watching me.


Alone time.


I let the pain have me. Replayed old memories of those who were gone. Relived the most hideous moments of the battle, and of battles past.


I don’t win them all.


I cried. I cried and I screamed into my pillow until my stomach muscles were sore and my throat ached. In the snug, lonely little chamber in the basement of the castle, with stone walls a foot thick, no one was going to hear me.


That used up maybe thirty minutes. Then I sort of sank into a stupor, staring while tears came steadily.


When the alarm rang, I started putting myself back together as best I could. I got up and washed my face and brushed my teeth. I went through a stretching routine that the ignorant would call yoga. I made the bed.


I still had a broken arm. The gunshot wound in my calf had closed and healed up nicely. My ankle wasn’t swollen anymore. Those didn’t really trouble me. None of the physical injuries did.


The real pain was all in my head.


That’s why the routine was important. Fires are all chaos. Putting them out requires the imposition of order, and getting your head back into order means routine. I didn’t feel like doing any of the standard morning things—mostly I wanted to lie there and hurt. But that wasn’t the same thing as healing.


There would be time to let myself bleed again tomorrow.


And there were people who needed me.


So I followed the routine, trusting that the pain would slowly grow less. It hadn’t, that I could tell, but it would.


I kept telling myself that. Out loud. I’d been devastated before. I’d healed before.


I just needed time.


I got dressed in exercise clothes and shambled out into the castle’s early morning. Pain focuses the mind wonderfully—since you can’t really think about very much else. I went to the kitchen to make myself eat some breakfast, get the morning report, and then I would hit the gym for a couple of hours.


Squats focus the mind wonderfully, too.


Will Borden was waiting for me in the kitchen. He looked like a statue of Hercules at three-quarters scale, maybe a little under five and a half feet of heavy muscle. He wore jeans, a button-down shirt, and a blazer, all tailored to fit someone of his unusual proportions, and his eyes were thick with sleep. Will had been living in guest quarters in the castle (which was to say on an air mattress in a dank stone chamber) and had taken some time off from being a successful engineering consultant to serve as my de facto castellan.


“Harry,” Will said with a yawn and passed over a cup of steaming coffee, black.


I felt seen.


I picked up the coffee, mumbled something that could have been a curse or a greeting under my breath, and drank liquid morning for a minute or two. Will did the same. The castle’s commercial kitchen was huge, all stainless steel and polished concrete. It was also empty, for the time being.


In a bit, the volunteer cooks from the Ordo Lebes would come in and start preparing a meal for me and my staff (Will). They’d also cook for the refugees from the neighborhood, folks whose homes had burned and who had been unable to find another place to stay—about thirty people total in a few different families.


Then there were a half dozen Knights of the Bean, all single men who had survived the battle and had nowhere else to go.


Oh, and a couple of kids who had been homeless already. The streets were a hell of a lot worse than they’d ever been, and child services were swamped. So I did what I could.


I told them all they could stay with me until they got back on their feet. Most of them were sleeping on air mattresses and camp rolls, but they had a roof, which was better than a lot of the town was doing. I could imagine how horrified the stuffier members of the White Council of Wizardry would be at my opening up my home like this. If I’d been a community activist or a cult leader instead of a wizard, I’d have been off to a great start.


But for the moment, Will and I had the place to ourselves—except for the occasional rustle and whisper of one of the Little Folk, my personal bodyguards, who were always on hand when I was outside my private chambers.


The Little Folk had stopped a bombing attempt by parties unknown a week before. The bad guys had sent gremlins. Maybe I should have put out a hit on Joe Dante.


“Okay. What’s today, Will?” I mumbled.


“Back day, so get a few extra carbs,” the brawny young man advised me.


I got out some oatmeal, eggs, bacon, and fruit. Started making breakfast for us. Second breakfast would come after the workout.


“After that?” I asked.


Will checked his list. He said something, and then said it again more slowly, and then said, “Harry?”


I looked up from where I’d been folding eggs for a few moments and remembering the blood draining from Murphy’s face. “Sorry.”


He gave me a lopsided smile. “’S’okay. I said you have a meeting with Michael at noon. He’s done roughing in the residential chambers upstairs and wants to talk about how you want to arrange things in the main hall.”


I grunted. “Anything else?”


Will consulted his checklist. “No—you wanted this afternoon left open to get ready, remember?”


I frowned, got out some pans, lit the gas stove, and started cooking in earnest. I honestly couldn’t recall what he was talking about and reminded myself not to beat me up over it. I wasn’t firing on all cylinders for an excellent reason.


I just needed time.


“Ready for what?” I asked him.


“Um,” Will said, frowning. “Your first date with Ms. Raith. It’s tonight.”


My cylinders did a slow turn. “Ah,” I said. “Right.”


Lara Raith was the power behind, above, under, around, and everywhere else except on the throne in the White Court of vampires. She’d had enough clout, a few years ago, to get the US Navy to send a ship to support yours truly after the Battle of Chichén Itzá, and word had it that she hadn’t slowed down since. Apparently, on the internet she was in pictures with a lot of people in big money. And big tech. And big pharma. And big oil. And big politics.


I wouldn’t say that they were helpless against her charms, but only because I didn’t want to be that lame guy observing the obvious out loud. When Lara crooked a finger, a lot of people came running. They couldn’t help it. She was the next best thing to a succubus, and I wasn’t sure even one of them could have been more dangerous.


And here I was, engaged to her.


We hadn’t been on a date or anything, unless you counted the fights we’d had beside (and against) each other. Given my record with women, I honestly wasn’t sure which column to put them in. We were, however, to be married in just under a year, by decree of my boss, the Queen of Air and Darkness.


I mean, I know politics makes strange bedfellows, but this was ridiculous.


I realized that I’d been sitting in my room and staring blankly at the wall for about twenty minutes while I went over all these thoughts. My brain just wouldn’t get moving. Maybe I needed caffeine. I took another five minutes to think about that and was interrupted by a knock at my door.


“Hmm,” I said, with no particular emphasis.


“Harry, it’s me,” said Molly. “I’m coming in. All right?”


“Hmm,” I agreed.


The door opened, and a tall young woman came into the room. She was wearing dark blue leather pants that didn’t creak and a purplish drapey top that showed off her collarbones. She looked like she’d skipped a lot of meals, her blue eyes were sharp, and her long hair, silver-blond, hung down to her lower back. Molly liked changing her appearance a lot.


She took one glance at me and winced. “Oh, for the love of … Harry, are you all right?”


“Fine,” I said. “Just … you know.”


“Let’s assume I don’t,” she said quietly, and came to sit on the bed beside me. She generated subtle tension by doing it. I noted it and let it go right on by. Just as I always had.


“Hey,” she said. Then a few seconds later she said, with gentle emphasis, “Hey.”


I blinked and looked up at her. “Oh right. Sorry. I haven’t been sleeping so well.”


“I know,” she said.


“How’s that?” I asked.


“I feel it when you dream. You haven’t done much of that. None of it is very friendly.”


Molly was the Winter Lady, a genuine faerie princess. She’d been simply mortal once, but that time was past. Now she carried Power, and a lot of it, and she had responsibilities I wasn’t sure I understood completely. Power was a dangerous thing to hand to anyone. It makes people more of what they already are. So far, Molly had been more focused and more disciplined, but there were times when I wondered how much of her was still that person I’d known since she was a kid, and how much of her was the Winter Lady.


She took my hand and held it in both of hers, and I felt some tension I hadn’t sensed ease out of me. Today, at least, she was just Molly.


“Look, maybe I can get this delayed for a while,” she said.


“Get what delayed?”


“Your date with Lara?” she reminded me gently.


“Right, right.” I shook my head. “Mab seemed pretty insistent last time she came by.”


“You’re in no shape for it,” she said.


“I’m fine,” I said. “I mean the arm has a ways to go, but other than that.”


Her hand squeezed mine. “Harry, come on.”


I closed my eyes and bowed my head. “I just keep seeing her die, Molls.”


She put an arm around my shoulders and pulled me toward her.


I leaned in. She felt warm and kind, and part of me whispered that I didn’t deserve such comforts after all the things I’d done wrong.


That’s what pain sounds like when it talks to you.


I don’t know when I started crying, but I did it in stillness, without sobbing. Just tears.


“Christ,” I said. “I’m tired of this.”


“I know, Harry,” she said. “I know. But I need to know where your head is.”


“It’s on your shoulder,” I said.


She bumped my leg with her knee. “I’m serious.” She was quiet for a moment. Then she said, “Once upon a time, there was an apprentice wizard. Her mentor was kind, but sometimes rash, and determined never to let an innocent be harmed.”


“I don’t think I’ve heard this one,” I said.


“Shut up, wiseass,” Molly said absently. “I’m telling a story. The apprentice learned from her mentor and made mistakes and tried to make up for them. Until one day, her mentor was shot and killed.”


“The end?” I guessed.


She put a thumb in my trapezius muscle, the one I’d twinged in the gym that morning, and dug into it absently. It felt amazing and I shut up. “She blamed herself for his death. And she went out and made all manner of unwise choices. She got involved with dark powers. And she did some dark things.” Molly paused to think. “And the whole time, she kept thinking to herself that it couldn’t really get any worse, and if it did she’d probably earned it.”


“Thanks for cheering me up.”


She let out a soft snort through her nose. “Harry. I’m just saying. I’ve been to a place kind of like where you are now. Before I expose you to Lara Raith, I need to know that you don’t think you deserve horrible things for what happened.”


I was silent for a long time.


Because I’d thought about it.


When one of the White Court feeds on you … it feels good. Nothing else feels as good. Nothing else matters.


Nothing hurts.


The thought of letting Lara take a nibble of me was like standing with my toes on the edge of a cliff. I could wiggle them and feel the little pebbles falling out from under them and think to myself, What if?


Lara had once offered me surcease. Leaned in and whispered the word, like an invocation. It had haunted me ever since.


But never more than now.


I closed my eyes. And I thought of the one thing that protected me from that delicious, probably poisonous promise.


Maggie. My daughter.


She was at that age where I’d been starting to outline awkward but necessary talks with her about biology and such. She wasn’t quite there yet, but the time was coming. I had her lined up for school at St. Mark’s Academy for the Gifted and Talented, and my dog, Mouse, was going with her. She liked to snuggle up next to me for the second movie at a drive-in, and almost always fell asleep with her head on my chest before it was over.


I thought of the trust and love implied in her sleepy, heavy warmth. And, like always, I took a step back from the cliff.


“I’m not planning on drinking Lara’s Kool-Aid,” I said quietly.


Molly lifted her head, lifted my chin with her fingertips, and peered at my expression closely. “You’re sure?”


“I’m …” I sighed. “I’m hurting. I just need time. I’ll get through this.”


Her beautiful features looked uncertain and worried.


“I’m sorry Mab is making you … you know.” I grimaced. “Plan everything.”


Her mouth quirked in a sardonic smile. “Yeah. Well. I’m just worried about you.” She took in a deep breath. “If Lara tries to use her come-hither on you, she’s breaking the agreement for the first outing. Winter’s people will be nearby. All you have to do is say the word, and they’ll be there.”


“If she can’t use her mojo on me,” I said, “why are you so worried?”


“Because she’s charming, manipulative, extremely intelligent, and she’s forgotten more about seduction than most will ever know,” Molly said. “Plus, she’s a woman. And history suggests you don’t deal well with those.”


“Hey,” I said. Then I scowled. “Yeah. Well. It’s just coffee. Right?”


“This time,” she said. “But I need your head in it, okay? Focused.”


I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and willed my thoughts to clear.


It was possible that they reduced their opacity. Slightly.


I just needed time.


And I wasn’t going to get it.


“Okay,” I said. “Let’s do this.”
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Chicago was closed for remodeling.


The Eye of Balor, a magical superweapon currently residing deep under my very own private spooky island of Demonreach in Lake Michigan, had inflicted the equivalent of a massive electromagnetic pulse on the whole town.


Anything with a microchip in it was history. Pretty much anything that did anything with electricity was history. Light bulbs, automobiles, televisions, radios, streetlights—and generators and batteries—all had been rendered into inert junk. Massive numbers of circuit boards, capacitors, chips, filaments, and all other manner of electronic equipment had to be replaced, and the country quite simply didn’t have enough parts to get the job done.


Less than a month after the pulse, Chicago was back in the dark ages, with a curfew of eight o’clock, and candles and chemical glow sticks provided most of the light after sundown. Emergency priority had been given to police and utility services, and they were working around the clock to get things up and running again, but Chicago being Chicago, that meant that the Gold Coast was starting to slowly light up again and most of the rest of the city got real wary at night.


All the dead automobiles were gradually being towed away, but there were so many of them that they’d had trouble finding places to store them until they could be repaired, if they ever got enough parts to get the job done—assuming you weren’t one of the unlucky ones whose cars got smashed out of the way by heavy military equipment rumbling through the pulse zone to combat “the terrorists” who had inflicted it on the good citizenry.


“The terrorists” was how everyone was talking about it on TV, Bob the Skull had reported to me. That’s how Ethniu’s attack on Chicago was being interpreted by the mortal world: as a terrorist attack. One that had leveled skyscrapers and left eight million people with medieval levels of technology.


The smell was becoming medieval, too. The sewers mostly didn’t require much in the way of electronics to function, but the treatment plants did, and so did the pumps that filled the water towers. For the most part, bathing had become something you did with bottled water, if you didn’t have access to your own nineteenth-century tech.


The only reliable way to get around town at the moment was on motorcycles that had been brought out after the pulse (since you never knew which streets would be blocked by stalled cars) or bicycles, or walking. Some of the main roads had been cleared enough to let military and FEMA support vehicles in, but in most of the town it was blind chance whether or not any given street was open.


The federal government had responded with a massive effort to go to the aid of the citizens of Chicago, and to give them credit, most people seemed to have enough bottled water—but food was tight and getting tighter. A city the size of Chicago needs its roads like a living animal needs its arteries. Despite a massive outpouring of help from the rest of the nation (everyone from the NAACP to the Red Cross was collecting canned goods and sending them our way), the real problem was that it was hard to ship food into the city, hard to do business, hard to transport things around town, hard to carry the food up the stairs to apartments.


Things were getting tense.


A million people had been displaced from their homes, either in buildings that had been destroyed or in the neighboring buildings that had been flooded with dust and smashed and damaged by debris. A large but unknown number of citizens had simply been killed in the battle, mostly as collateral damage. Thousands, if not tens of thousands, more were dying for lack of advanced medical care caused by a combination of an overloaded system, no power, and greatly curtailed communications. Millions were trying to flee the city for areas that still had electricity and clean water and plumbing, causing even more problems along the choked roads.


Those who stayed were mostly the stubborn, the foolish, the well-prepared, those too old to flee, or those tied down with small children who couldn’t chance walking them out of the disaster zone.


Oh. And predators.


Wolves get fat in winter.


Chicago’s version of that metaphorical winter was always summertime, when it got warm enough for the violence to escalate. It was hard to get local news, what with nothing working, but word from the few friendly faces I still had in the police department was that murders and violent crime had gone up a hell of a lot more than expected. They thought. The police were having trouble even keeping track of how much violence was going on—the chaos was a giant flashing neon opportunity sign for anyone who wanted vengeance on anyone else to go out and take it.


After all, guns still worked.


I came out the doors of the castle wearing my long black leather duster and a black baseball cap over my shaggy hair. A couple of the Knights of the Bean were on guard outside the place, shotguns that would normally have been anathema in Chicago in hand, and they nodded to me in passing. I wore jeans and motorcycle boots and a black T-shirt with white lettering that read WHINE LATER. SUCK IT UP NOW, because I respected the Stoics.


This was a date, so I wasn’t carrying my staff, or an assault rifle or a rocket launcher, but my blasting rod was tied to its thong inside my duster; my shield bracelet was ready.


If I needed more than that to survive a coffee date, I was kind of screwed anyway.


Outside, a carriage was waiting for me, a slim little glossy black number behind a glossy black horse. I knew the fae driving it, one of the Sidhe wearing a red driving cap. The Redcap didn’t even glance at me as he waited in the driver’s seat—his unnaturally bright eyes were scanning everything in sight all at once, somehow, his body tense and ready for action.


I didn’t speak to him, either, or show any discomfort. You don’t show weakness to the Winter Fae. They get ideas.


I stomped over to the carriage and got up into it, and a second later the “horse” (I didn’t believe for a second that it was a natural horse, and a quick probe with my wizard’s senses told me it was just something, maybe a Black Dog, glamoured to look like one) took off at a trot and soon we were moving, clippety-clop down the streets of a modern city.


A lot of people were out walking. Not many jobs were still functioning, but cold storage of food had vanished, so everyone had to get out for a lot of things most every day. That meant either walking a long way or standing in a long line, or both, so simply procuring victuals had become a full-time job for many. They kept mostly to the sidewalks by pure habit, but a lot of kids and young people were using the streets, and the few cars that were moving around them proved to be no faster than my own conveyance.


The city was weirdly silent. No one was talking much. People stayed in tight groups or defended the space around them with body language and glares. I got a lot of glowers as the carriage went down the street. I even heard someone mutter my name to a companion. That’s Harry Dresden. Wizard.


The looks I got weren’t friendly ones.


The government might have been trying to convince people that terrorists had hit the city, but the people who were actually there knew how full of crap the government was. They’d seen mythic armies smashing into one another, seen monsters tearing people apart, seen giants and ogres and elves and twisted things with no names go screaming into battle with their own eyes. They’d seen their neighbors run down and killed. Their homes smashed and burned.


They knew the supernatural world had come to their town and gutted it.


And I was the town wizard. The guy in the phone book. A known quantity of weird. The fact that I’d been fighting to keep the town safe wouldn’t matter much in the aftermath, not to people who were as hurt and scared and shocked and tired as I was. I understood. And I just didn’t have the energy to be angry about it.


Well. No one threw any rocks at me. At least that was something.


The carriage took about forty minutes to make a trip that had taken ten a month ago, and wound up outside of McAnally’s Pub.


There was a crowd gathered in the parking lot, where a sort of impromptu market of walled plastic canopies and tents had popped up. I recognized a lot of the faces from the local supernatural community. There were several of the larger and rougher types from our crowd hanging around conspicuously, returning the glares of passersby with level looks, while the rest of the magical crowd conducted business, doing some with cash and some by barter.


A lot of enclaves like this one had sprung up around the city, where neighbors or other like-minded folk had gathered together, forted up, and posted guards. Wolves like easy targets. If they had a choice between going at an organized group and going at isolated individuals, they went for the loners.


At the same time my carriage was pulling up, there was a shining white and silver cart drawn by a pair of muscular security guys who wore light jackets, even on a simmering July evening on bicycles, coming down the street from the other direction. The black carriage and the white cart stopped opposite each other next to the little parking lot, and the not-horse and the Redcap traded steady looks with the two security guys, who dismounted and braced to attention.


I got out of the carriage, while Lara got out of her white cart.


Lara Raith cut a stunning figure, like always. She was a woman who looked like a magnificent thirty, though I knew she was at least a century old. She wore black riding boots, blue jeans that she made look amazing, and a simple white T-shirt that was dating out of its class, like me. Her raven-dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail that fell past her shoulders, and silver glinted at her pale throat and upon her ears. She smiled and nodded at the nearest people in the crowd outside of the pub.


They smiled back, even if they did it nervously.


I knew how they felt.


Lara’s summer-sky-blue eyes fell on me, and her smile widened as she walked toward me. I went forward to meet her about halfway between our guards.


“Harry,” she said, and extended her hand.


“Hey, Lara,” I said. I took her cool fingers in mine, and my body’s engines revved, somewhere in the background. They weren’t important. I bowed over her hand, almost brushing her fingers with my lips, but not quite. Then I stepped forward, capturing her hand under my arm, and she fell into step beside me smoothly as we approached the pub. The sun cast our shadows out in front of us, hers slim and straight, and mine long, wide, and looming.


I felt her fingers tighten slightly on my duster’s sleeve and stroke it thoughtfully. “Isn’t that terribly hot?” she asked.


“Yes,” I said.


She looked up at me for a moment, lips pursed, began to say something, and then seemed to think better of it. She fell quiet, nodding to those we passed like a queen.


I suppose she was one, of sorts.


We went down the steps to the sunken entrance. I opened the door, and we went into McAnally’s.


It was my favorite pub. The thirteen ceiling fans spread throughout the barroom were still now. Thirteen wooden columns carved with figures from the Grimm fairy tales, the unvarnished ones, supported a fairly low ceiling. Thirteen stools stood along the winding bar, and thirteen tables were spread throughout the room. The layout of the place was intended to disperse and disrupt negative magical energies, and it had always felt like being home. Behind the bar, Mac himself was tending to a woodstove and a charcoal grill, both being vented by battery-powered fans blowing up into their hoods. The bar and all the tables but one were filled, and that one in the far corner, set a bit away from everyone else.


“Look at all the witnesses,” I muttered.


“Depending on how it goes, I suppose they could always be innocent bystanders,” Lara said, the corner of her mouth quirked.


“Heh,” I said, a little surge of something that wasn’t quite so heavy flickering through my chest. I walked her to the table, nodding to a couple of folks I knew, studying a lot of faces I didn’t. The alliance between the White Court of vampires and the Winter Court of the Fae was big news. The marriage I’d been threatened with was a part of that alliance. I think it was mostly a PR thing. That was the whole reason for the series of dates Mab had required—we were showing the flag for the new alliance.


I held out a chair for Lara, got her settled, then took off my duster, looking around the room for any potential hostile gazes. Jokes aside, I didn’t have any illusions about innocent bystanders. The proper people to witness Lara and me together had been carefully curated—and some of them would probably be representing beings who didn’t like me very much.


A lot of eyes dropped as my gaze swept around the room.


Damn. What did my face look like?


“Mac,” Lara called. “Coffee?”


“Ungh,” Mac said agreeably, without looking back. An old wooden sign hanging up behind the bar read, in plain lettering, TIPS APPRECIATED. It was an artifact I’d stolen from the vault of Lord Hades himself. The working of its power was so subtle that I would never have felt it if I hadn’t known what to look for, but it was doing its job. Things would be peaceful here.


“You look like hell,” Lara said frankly.


“No,” I said. “I’ve been there. Looks different than this.”


“Worse?” she said. “Or better?”


“Oh, way better,” I said, and told the corners of my mouth to turn up a little.


She studied my face carefully. “You haven’t been sleeping, have you?”


“It’s all been so exciting,” I said in a dull tone.


“It must be difficult to be in Chicago,” she said. “Have you considered leaving for a while?”


I arched an eyebrow at her.


Her mouth quirked at the corner again. “No. Of course not.”


“A lot of people got a lot more hurt than I did,” I said. “I’m looking out for some of them.”


“Are you?” Lara asked. She put her hands flat on the table and chose her words carefully. “I know you want to. You’re a protector. That’s who you are. But you clearly aren’t your usual self.”


“I’ll be fine.”


“Harry,” she said. “I know that when you see people with empty cups, it’s your instinct to fill them.” She studied my face. “Can you do that if your own cup is empty?”


I was quiet for a long moment.


“Coffee up,” Mac said from across the room.


I pushed myself slowly to my feet, walked across the room, got the two cups, and carried them, and fixings, back to Lara.


I put my cup down in front of me and set hers gently in front of her. I sat down, took the cup in both hands, lifted it to my mouth, and inhaled. Glorious. Plain old coffee-flavored coffee.


“I have to try,” I said.


“No, you don’t,” Lara said. “There are plenty of people who aren’t trying.”


“Yeah,” I said. “That’s why I have to try.”


She added cream to her coffee, and broke and emptied a plastic stick of honey into it. She stirred it gently, without clinking. Every movement was precise and orderly and controlled and beautiful. It would have been very, very easy to watch her and not think about anything else.


“Let me help you,” she said.


“Help me with what?”


“Let me help you protect them,” she said. “What do your people need?”


I sipped my coffee slowly and set it back down just as carefully.


In my experience, you always have to get really, really careful when the monsters offer to help.


I wanted to tell her to go jump in the lake. That was my first, angry reaction.


But that wouldn’t have done my people any good.


“Beds,” I said quietly. “They’re sleeping on foam pads and air mattresses. They’re surviving. I want them to live.”


“What else?” she asked.


“A doctor. Antibiotics. A supply of insulin. I’ve got a diabetic who is running low, and there’s none to be found. Some kind of painkiller. There’s not many of those, either, and I’ve got casualties from the battle. They only get enough to get a little sleep and spend their awake time … making do.”


She nodded, and I could see her taking mental notes. “Anything else?”


“More hours in the day,” I said wearily. “I need more time.”


“Oh,” she said gently. “Yes. I know that one. When I have a solution, I’ll let you know.”


I nodded. We both took a sip of coffee, and she studied my features carefully, without speaking. She didn’t seem uncomfortable in the silence. There was an aura of patience around her that I’d only really felt among older, much older, beings.


“I’ve tried to track Justine,” I said finally.


Justine was my brother Thomas’s woman, had been since I’d known him. She was carrying his child and had been possessed by a spiritual entity that had blackmailed him into attempting an assassination on Etri, king of the svartalves. He’d barely survived it, and now he was stuck in stasis out on my spooky island—and Justine was missing.


Lara frowned. “Oh?”


I nodded. “The thing possessing her destroyed anything easy that I might have used to do it. Hair, nail clippings, that kind of thing. It was very thorough.”


“Then how did you manage an attempt?”


“Goodman Grey swiped a lock of her hair just in case. Sent it to me with my invoice.”


Lara smiled faintly. “The man is nefariously professional.”


“I used the lock,” I said. “But she must have shaved her head. I barely latched onto anything, and it was a long way off. I think she’s in Europe.”


“That agrees with what I’ve been able to find out,” Lara agreed. “She’s been sighted in Romania.” She swallowed. “How is Thomas?”


Thomas was her half brother, the same as he was mine, though through different parents. “I went out to the island two days ago. He’s still … asleep. What he went through was bad enough that his mind isn’t ready to deal with it yet. He’s safe, and his body is healing. The island is keeping his Hunger from doing him any further harm.”


Lara exhaled. “Like a medically induced coma.”


I nodded tiredly. “Yeah. Exactly like that. I’ve been doing some research, trying to figure out how to keep his Hunger from starting in on him again. It’s … slow work.”


Lara’s expression looked gently pained. “I believe it.”


I’d spoken more words all at once in the past few moments than I had in the previous week. I felt exhausted. I fell into silence again as we sipped coffee. Again, that patient stillness just radiated out from her. The rest of my dander that had been riled up settled down, and I just felt sad and weary.


“Why?” I asked her, moments later.


“Why help you?” she asked.


I grunted in the affirmative.


She took a moment to consider her answer. “I could tell you it was because I simply want to help you, but you wouldn’t believe that. You’d consider it a manipulation. I could tell you that it was because it would look good for the alliance, and that would be the truth. But it also wouldn’t be the whole truth, and you’d sense that. I could tell you that it’s because the possibility exists that I might be feeding on you in the future, and I don’t want to poison myself with so much pain and despair, and there would be a certain amount of truth in that. I could tell you it was because you are effectively holding my brother prisoner, as well as keeping him from dying, and I want to put you at your ease, and that would be part of the truth as well. And I could tell you that it’s clear that you are recovering from brutal losses in the battle, and that I need you operating to the fullness of your abilities to save my brother, and that also would contain truth.” She shook her head. “There are always dangers to cultivating the kind of reputation I have made for myself. The answer is, ‘it’s complicated,’ Harry. But among all the pressures and crosscurrents of interest, I do want to help you.”


“Yeah. But why?” I asked.


She smiled faintly. “Why do you want to help them?”


“Because I can,” I said. “Because it’s right.”


“I would take it as a personal favor if you would consider this possibility,” she said.


“What?”


She met my dark eyes with her very blue ones for a daring moment. “That, just occasionally,” she said, “I think so, too.”
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Lara walked with her hand on my arm as we went back to our waiting carriages. The shadows were getting longer as the sun went down.


“So,” she said. “Next month?”


“Sure,” I said. “My people will get with your people.”


She sighed. “Yes, I suppose so.” We stopped and she took her hand back, studying my face. “Fill your cup, Harry. Whatever it is that gives you yourself. Do more of it.”


“I’ll get by,” I said.


“Getting by is surviving,” she said. “I thought you wanted to live.”


“Can’t always get what you want,” I said. “Ask you something?”


“I suppose.”


“What’s with your eyes?” I asked.


She tilted her head, her deep blue eyes narrowing. “How so?”


“They’ve been blue all day,” I said. “I’ve seen them grey. Silver sometimes. Sometimes white.”


“Ah,” she said. She seemed to consider it for a moment and then said, “When you see that, you’re seeing my Hunger peeking out.”


“You ate before our date,” I said.


“Sometimes three is a crowd.”


“So, when your eyes get lighter, I need to worry.”


Her expression was unreadable for a moment. Then she said, “We both do. May I ask a question in reply?”


“Seems fair.”


“Why won’t you meet my eyes for more than a second?”


“Bad things can happen when a wizard does that,” I said. “It’s called a soulgaze. I see you as you are.”


“That seems like it would be an advantage.”


One side of my mouth pulled up bitterly.


Murphy was gone by the time I’d decided to try it with her.


“Not really,” I said. “You’d get to see me back.”


“Would that be so terrible?”


“People have screamed and fainted,” I said.


Lara tilted her head. I looked at her eyes long enough to see the wheels spinning, then lengthened my gaze past her. “Now. That is fascinating. Good night, Dresden.”


I watched her go to her cart, which her bodyguards had turned around while we were inside. The Redcap had done the same with my carriage.


The two sets of guards tried not to show that they were watching the others too much. I got into the black carriage so that it rocked on its springs and slumped back into the seat. I pulled the brim of my cap down, folded my arms, and told the Redcap, “Drive.”


Perhaps wisely, he didn’t say a word to me. He clucked to the not-horse, and clip-clop we went down the clearing streets. The shadows were cooling off the streets as the sun went into the west, and people who remained outside had the look of those in a hurry to get somewhere safe.


Body removal had been a problem. Most of the people who died in the open had been collected by now, but there simply wasn’t the time or space to deal with them all. There were mass graves being dug somewhere out west of town, but the dead didn’t have priority over bringing in supplies for the living, so the faintest taint of death was in the air almost anywhere you went. They kept finding remains in the wreckage of buildings, in nooks and crannies where people had crawled off to die.


The first two weeks had been positively ghoulish.


Now it was just a fact.


The carriage passed into some deep shadow that gathered beneath some tall buildings, and when it came out into the next column of setting sunlight, the seat next to me was occupied.


Mab, the Queen of Air and Darkness, ruler of the Winter Court, sat primly in the seat next to me, dressed in white pants, silvery heels, and a winter-blue blouse. She wore a broad-brimmed summer hat and black plastic sunglasses that reflected the colors of sunset in a deep blue and purple spectrum. She was beautiful like few beings I had ever seen, and her lips were rich and soft-looking and the color of frozen mulberries.


The air around her was chill. It was like sitting next to an open refrigerator.


The Redcap turned enough to touch the brim of his cap and incline his head to her, then went back to driving.


“Barely adequate, my Knight,” Mab said in a calm, cool voice.


I didn’t move or react. “Gee. And here I was, longing for your approval.”


She didn’t move her head, but the weight of her gaze on me was palpable nonetheless. “Time is fleeting,” she said. “We have little to spare in preparation. This alliance is part of that preparation.”


“For what?” I asked.


One corner of her mouth twisted. “The next great conflict. The vampire wields a great deal of power among the mortals. That influence will be critical to my efforts. You must secure her … cooperation. By whatever means necessary.”


“Lara likes girls, too. Go seduce her yourself.”


“There are days when you say inane things,” Mab said. “And then there are days when you run your mouth and remind me how utterly young and witless you can be. I have a Knight for a reason, fool.”


“I’m not looking to get myself an addiction on top of my other problems,” I said. “And the way I am right now, I don’t think I’d be particularly healthy for Lara, either.”


“Mmmm,” Mab said, nodding her chin once. “True. You are currently more useless than you have generally proven in the past.”


The way she said “useless” made me shift uncomfortably in my seat.


“You are not irreplaceable,” she reminded me in a quiet voice.


“I’m not invincible, either,” I replied in a dull tone. “I went to war just like you wanted me to. There’s a cost for that.”


“Perhaps it was too high to be borne,” she suggested in a very lovely, very poisonous voice.


I glowered at her from beneath the brim of my cap. “Perhaps I let Ethniu out and you can dance with her again,” I said. “Perhaps if anything happens to me, that’s already set up with Demonreach. Perhaps that’s the real reason I went out there before this first date.”


Mab’s face turned slowly toward me. She stared for a long moment.


“Finally,” she said. “You are at least learning something, my Knight.” She turned back to face front and was silent for a moment more. “You will give yourself to Ms. Raith. If not now, then later. But it will happen.”


I let out a light breath through my nose.


“Time will tell,” Mab said smoothly. “Meanwhile, you have another task.”


“Oh?”


She nodded. “King Etri of the Svartalves knows that you have somehow concealed Thomas Raith from him,” Mab said. “He has demanded that I give him your head in compensation for the loss of Raith.”


I swallowed. “Oh?”


“You will mend fences with Etri,” Mab said. “In the conflict that is coming, the svartalves are necessary allies. They are my armory, and thanks to your actions, they refuse to speak to me or my court, or to the allies I have chosen for the fight, much less arm any of us. That will not do. Fix it.”


“How the hell am I supposed to do that?” I asked her. “Etri is old-school. Thomas killed one of his closest henchmen. Even assuming Etri is willing to bargain, he’ll want a life in recompense.”


“Then provide it,” Mab said in a soft, sharply edged tone. “This matter falls upon you. Rectify the situation.”


“Or what?”


“There is no ‘or what.’ You will do it. This task is more necessary and needful than anything you are capable of imagining. If I must seize your mind and walk you like a puppet through negotiation and give you over to Etri’s service in repayment for the life-debt, I will do so.” She regarded me over the rims of her glasses, her eyes a poisonous shade of green. “Or some other life connected to yours.”


The dull void of emotions I felt thanks to my essential weariness vanished in a sudden boiling flash of rage.


“Did you,” I asked very quietly, “just threaten my daughter?”


“There would be a certain amount of justice in it,” Mab said. “Blood for blood.”


“You try it,” I said, “and I will empty Demonreach’s cells and give every single one of the things in it your address.”


Mab let out a low laugh. It was cold and it was cruel. “You would unleash a black tide upon humanity itself, should you do that.” She settled back into her own seat, relaxed and confident. “Do not assume you can predict the outcome of such an act. Far better for both of us and for tens of millions of your precious mortals that we work in tandem with one another.”


I ground my teeth. “Even if I wanted to pacify Etri,” I said, “I’d have no idea how to go about it.”


“I have great confidence in your base cunning and ingenuity,” Mab replied. “You will think of something. Or else.” She pushed her sunglasses back up on her nose. “That,” she added, “was a threat.”


“Okay,” I said. “So you want me to addict myself to the personification of heroin, and pull off a major diplomatic coup between supernatural nations at the same time.”


“Yes,” Mab said, her tone very, very faintly exasperated. “At any point did I stutter?”


“If you did, I might have missed it,” I said. “I wasn’t listening as closely as I usually do.”


Mab pressed her luscious lips together and shook her head. “I suggest, Sir Knight,” she said, “that you pull yourself together as quickly as possible. I know you suffered loss. But there is no time to waste upon your mourning.”


“It doesn’t work like that for mortals, Mab,” I said quietly. “It hurts until you’re done hurting. You heal as fast as you heal. I just need time.”


“You haven’t been exactly mortal in quite a while, my Knight,” Mab said in a low, firm tone. “There are too many lives at stake for you to fall to the ground weeping. And not even I can readily summon extra seconds from the void. There is no time. Get up and fight. Or I will find someone who can.”


The carriage passed into another deep, cool shadow, and when it came back out into the bloody sunset shafts of light again, I was alone.


God, I felt tired.


“Pick up the pace,” I growled at the Redcap.


He didn’t speak to me. But he nodded and flicked the reins, and the not-horse began to trot faster.


I closed my eyes and summoned images of my daughter to raise like a shield against nihilistic despair. Honestly, I wasn’t sure I cared enough about me to work all that hard to keep myself alive.


Maggie was a different story.


She needed her father.


How the hell was I going to handle this one?
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Three days later, I’d finished my workout in the bare-essentials gym on the second floor of the castle, and Will and I were talking with the parents of the families currently staying with me—four couples and a harried single mother whose husband had gone missing during the fighting and hadn’t turned up. Two of the families had sick kids who weren’t getting better like they should have. The single mother was the one with a diabetic child. All of them were worried.


Three of my Knights of the Bean were loitering in the great hall at a folding card table, playing listless hands of poker using M& M’s as chips. I’d have joined them, but when I did, I spent most of my time eating my bets.


Will was doing most of the talking, while I nodded and made the occasional monosyllabic comment, and at precisely eight o’clock, someone started pounding on the castle’s great door.


The reaction was instantaneous. Will came to his feet, whipped off his T-shirt in a single smooth movement, and rippled into the form of a lean, terrible timber wolf who stepped calmly out of his sweatpants. The Knights of the Bean rose, taking up weapons—shotguns and a high-powered deer rifle, in this case. The parents acted a beat later, rising and hurrying back out of the great hall toward their chambers, doubtless to round up their kids.


I glanced back over my shoulder until the civilians were out of the way. Then I put down my cup of coffee, rose deliberately, and started for the door, taking up my staff as I walked, passing into the entry hall.


The front doors of the castle were great double doors twice as high as the average Joe. We opened both doors whenever the troops needed to sally out, which was never, and the rest of the time we used the smaller door that was built into one of the big ones. The knocking was coming from the small door, and I shot the bolt without preamble, calling enough power into my staff to set the runes carved into it ablaze with green-gold light and to fill the air with the faint scent of woodsmoke.


Then I faced the door and called, “What’s the password?”


The knocking stopped.


There was a silent moment, and then a scratching sound beneath the larger doors. With a little difficulty, someone managed to wiggle a small vellum envelope beneath the door.


I picked it up, testing it with my wizard’s senses, but there wasn’t anything to it but paper. I mean, I suppose someone could have put anthrax in it or something, but when I opened it carefully there wasn’t any powder or anything. Just a note:




Harry,


What you asked for and a little more.


—Lara





I scanned the note and then held it down at eye level for Will, who let out a suspicious growl.


“I know,” I said. “It’s weirding me out a little, too. Stand ready.”


The Knights of the Bean fanned out and covered the doorway from several angles. I just hoped none of them would shoot me in the back. They had hearts of solid oak, and they’d stood to fight when Chicago needed them, but they weren’t professionals.


I waited until they were in position and opened the door.


“Hi!” boomed a large, cheerful-looking woman on the other side. “I’m Bear!”


I blinked for a moment.


When I said she was a large woman, I meant larger than me. Seven feet tall if she was an inch. She wasn’t any kind of lean, mean fighting machine, either. She probably weighed around four hundred, and that was before you added in the heavy canvas sling bag she had on her shoulder, the rifle cases under one arm, and the scaled-up, stuffed-full ruck she had on her back. She was pretty and round-cheeked, with forest-green eyes and dark brown hair pulled into a braid as thick as my forearm, and her smile was absolutely radiant. She wore comfortable jeans and a battered old black biker jacket over a golden T-shirt.


“I like it when they answer their own door,” she said. “You’re the seidrmadr, huh?”


“Uh,” I said, looking up at her. That was not an angle to which I was accustomed. “I’m Dresden.”


She tilted her head back over her shoulder. “I come bearing beds, meds, and a doc,” she said. “Plus me.”


I leaned my head out enough to look past her, though I had to stand on tiptoe to do it. Sure enough, on the street outside was a trio of little workhorse four-wheelers, each of them hauling a trailer big enough to handle several mattresses. I recognized Lara’s head of security, a guy named Riley, at the head of the column. He was helping a middle-aged woman carrying a satchel with a red cross on it off the back of one of the four-wheelers.


“Plus you?” I asked, feeling somewhat bewildered. “Oh wait. Seidrmadr. You’re a Valkyrie.”


Bear clapped my shoulder, and several things in her ruck and bags clanked. “Buddy,” she said, “I’m the Valkyrie. And I’m here to protect your skinny ass. Invite me in.”


“Hah,” I said. “How do I know you’re who you say you are?”


Bear scowled at me, nodding. “Careful. That’s smart. Well, Riley over there will vouch for me. Freydis told me to tell you a seven is better than any man has done since Hastings and to call her if you want to share a bottle. And here.” She stuffed her free hand into her jacket pocket, pulled out a heavily folded sheaf of papers, and thrust them at me.


I took it and unfolded it as best as I could. It had what appeared to be barbecue sauce stains on it, but the paper was on familiar letterhead. Monoc Securities. I scanned the contract, between said corporation and Lara Raith.


“… whose sole duty will be to protect the person and home of Harry Dresden, wizard, currently residing in the city of Chicago …” I muttered. “Term of service of not less than five years.”


I practically choked upon reading that. I’d looked into what it might take to hire one myself, and Valkyries cost way more than a guy with a couple of gym socks full of mystery diamonds could afford.


“You want, call One-Eye,” Bear said affably. “He’ll tell you what I look like.”


I stared at her for a moment and said, “Will. Watch her.”


“Hey, a werewolf, excellent,” Bear said, her smile widening. She fell a pace back from the door. “Good to see you got a lick of sense, seidrmadr. Make this job a lot easier. I’ll wait. I get paid the same either way. And it ain’t like I’m getting any older.”


I strode away, back down into the guts of the castle, past my chambers, and opened the door in the floor that led down to my repaired and recoalescing laboratory, the only thing standing from my original home in Mrs. Spunkelcrief’s rooming house. It was little more than five levels of wire shelving around three walls and a long worktable in the middle, with a little space for a writing desk and a fire-ruined copper summoning circle built into the floor at one end of the table.


But it was home.


I could breathe here.


“Bob,” I called, letting my impatience show in my voice.


A blue streak of light suddenly appeared on the white paint of the concrete wall. It swept around the room to the old shelf where an ancient human skull rested, nestled among a pile of paperback romances. The skull’s eye sockets kindled to life with glowing red-gold embers a moment later, and it burbled, “You have but to call and I am here!”


“I noticed.” I sighed. The spirit of intellect that lived in the skull was an old friend and confidant, or at least a mostly faithful assistant. When I had moved into the castle, it had become clear that the building had been constructed with a great many magical systems built into it—but it had to have a spirit to run it, a genius constructi, if you will. Bob had taken to the place as gleefully as a fourteen-year-old who’d been given the keys to a monster truck. He could inhabit the stones of the castle as easily as he could his own skull, and he’d been positively bouncy ever since.


“Look, I know you get satellite and radio and television signals now,” I began.


“And internet!” Bob burbled. “Do you wanna watch Lord of the Rings again?”


“You’re never going to convince me that Arwen was actually wearing lingerie the whole film,” I said soberly. “You edited.”


“Well,” Bob said sullenly. “Just be glad it wasn’t Gimli.”


“I need to speak to Vadderung,” I said.


Bob whistled. “Harry. You don’t just call up One-Eye himself.”


“Good God,” I said. “We’re not summoning him. I’ve got more sense than that.”


“Do you, though?”


“I need to confirm that the Valkyrie at the front door is who she says she is,” I said.


“Oh, easy, then,” Bob said brightly. “That’s a corporate thing. I’ll just call his office.”


“Thank you,” I said. “Please do.”


“Riiiinnnng,” Bob said. “Riiiinnnng!”


There was a clicking sound from the skull, and a woman’s cold, calm voice said, “Monoc Securities, Mister Vadderung’s office. Who may I say is calling?”


“This is Harry Dresden, wizard,” I said.


“Oh,” she said, her tone clearly disappointed.


“Please let him know I need a moment of his time,” I said.


“I am skeptical of that,” she replied, and suddenly Muzak started playing. I never knew Wagner could be Muzaked.


“Dresden,” came a deep, resonant voice a minute later. “I take it Bear has arrived.”


“Yeah, Andrea the Giant in a motorcycle jacket, green eyes,” I said.


“That’s the one,” Vadderung said with a low chuckle. “Ms. Raith seems somewhat determined to ensure your safety. Bear is my best.”


“Huh,” I said. “You read her contract?”


“Negotiated it myself,” Vadderung said. “Bear is practically family.”


“So this is on the level?” I asked.


“As far as I can tell,” Vadderung replied. “You have my word.”


“Okay,” I said. “Uh. Thanks, I guess. That’s all I needed.”


“Make sure she gets enough to eat,” Vadderung suggested, “or you’ll regret it.” And then he hung up.


I blinked. “I have to feed her?”


“Whoa!” Bob exclaimed. “Harry, you’ve got a Valkyrie bodyguard!” His eyes flicked toward the front doors of the castle, as if he had no trouble gazing through the earth and stone between the two points. “A big one! Wow!”


For a second, I wished it could have been a little one.


About five feet tall and blond would do.


I closed my eyes.


“Harry!” Bob said, in a tone that suggested he’d already said it several times.


I blinked my eyes open to find Bob’s glowing presence in the wall nearest my head.


“You okay, boss?”


I scowled and said, “I’m getting tired of people asking me that.”


“Well,” Bob said, “stop checking out in the middle of conversations, maybe.”


I grunted. “Thanks, Bob. We’ll do movies later tonight.”


I went back upstairs to the front doors and found Bear sitting on the rifle cases, her face tilted up to the sun. She looked down and opened her eyes as I approached, and then stood up.


“Okay, wizard,” she said. “We in business?”


“We’re in business,” I said. “Come in. We’ll find you quarters.”


“You’ll put me in a room next to yours,” she said cheerfully, scooping up her gear again. She must have been carrying a couple hundred pounds of stuff. She slung it around like a kid with a book bag. Then she turned, put her thumb and forefinger in her mouth, and let out an ear splitting whistle. “Hey, Riley! Let’s unload this stuff! Doc, you’re with me.”


She stepped back as I pulled some bolts and opened one of the main doors to make room for the men carrying mattresses in, and a second later, Bear came stomping in, with a few extra stomps as if testing the firmness of the flagstones beneath her feet.


“Oh, hell yeah,” she said. “Proper fortress spells here. You got a nice setup, wizard. Doc, come here. This is Harry Dresden. Harry, this is Doctor Lacalle.”


The middle-aged woman with the shoulder bag nodded firmly at me. “Ms. Raith tells me you have sick children here.”


“Yeah,” I said quietly. “We do.”


She gave me a professional smile and a nod. “Well then,” she said. “Let’s see how we can help them.”
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A couple of days later, I was wrapping up back day in the gym, finishing off by running the rack of mismatched dumbbells with bent-over rows, starting at hundred pounders and moving down in five-pound increments without stopping between sets. My form wasn’t fantastic, but it didn’t need to be—this one was about endurance. Will was up on the third floor of the castle, working with Michael Carpenter and his people on getting the living quarters made livable.


I had gotten down to thirty pounders when Bear came stomping into the gym. “Hey. Boss.”


“Hnghf,” I gasped. I finished the set with the thirties and shifted immediately to twenty-fives.


“There’s this stocky little bald dude with a seriously spooky vibe standing in the entry hall with a kid, maybe twenty. Says he knows you and needs to talk.”


“Mort?” I groaned. My lats were on fire. “Mort Lindquist?”


“Yeah, I think,” Bear said.


“Almost … nnnngh … done.”


“Yeah, those twenty-fives are doing you dirty, Mighty Mouse.”


“Bite … mmmmngh … me.”


“You’re all bone. Be like eating sparrow wings.”


I had a snappy comeback, honest I did, but I didn’t have enough breath to give it to her. So I worked until my body was too full of exhaustion for me to notice my mind and heart, and when I finished the last set with a pair of fives, I had to use hip action to get them back up onto the damned rack.


Bear tossed me a worn but clean towel, and I mopped at my face with it, the chill of the castle, a steady fifty-five degrees, even in the heat of summer, settling over my sweat-soaked body almost instantly. It felt fantastic. By the time I looked up, Bear was handing me a canteen full of cold water, and I drank down half of it before I said, “Thanks.”


“I been to the bad place a few times,” she said. “Seen a lot of men there. Tough fight?”


I thought of the sound of falling buildings and the sight of smashed baby carriages. Then the direct psychic exposure to the mind-ripping hatred of a Titan. “Little bit. Memories.”


“Those are burdens,” she said, her voice serious. “Lot of times, they never get any lighter.”


“Yeah,” I said. “So I’ll get bigger.”


The Valkyrie gave me an approving nod. “You hang in there, string bean,” she said. “You’re on the right road. Hey, what’s the kitchen making for lunch?”


I went down to my office, which had been a rather large cleaning supply closet a few weeks before. Now it had room for a small desk with a chair, a couple of filing cabinets, and one chair for a visitor. I finished the rest of the canteen of water on the way, and in a few minutes Bear appeared with Mort Lindquist.


Mort was only a little taller than Will, and his thickness had more to do with age than muscle. His usually bald head had grown out some stubble, and his eyes looked sunken and tired. He wore his black suit and black shirt, but they hung a little loose on him. Well. Pretty much everyone in town except Bear was getting thinner.


Mort had a young man with him, and I recognized Fitz immediately from my days being mostly dead. He’d grown maybe three inches in that time, and filled out with more muscle. He had sort of reddish hair and came from a heritage more mixed than a barrel of bar nuts. He, too, wore black, though with him it was black jeans and a black hoodie, so that he looked a bit like the shadow Morty might cast behind him from a low-angle light.


Fitz had been a street kid. No parents. Mixed up with bad company in his day. I knew he’d been hanging around with Mort in the years since, but there was something about him that reminded me of a feral cat. He stood with a kind of constant, restless wariness, with one eye always on the door, showing about as much trust in his safety as a plate of cookies in a kindergarten.


I leaned across the desk to shake hands with both of them, and Fitz said, “Finally I can put a face to the voice.”


“Heh,” I said. “I heard you’d taken up with Mort as an apprentice ectomancer,” I said.


Fitz glanced back and forth between me and Mort uncertainly.


“Yeah,” Mort said. “About that.” He took a deep breath. “Harry, you know I don’t screw around with the White Council. There are seriously scary people there.”


The White Council of Wizardry had kicked me out on my ass in the aftermath of the battle. Apparently they found a rogue wizard with his own city-killing Titan in a Poké Ball a little intimidating. They were not notable for their kindness and tolerance.


“Yeah, I’ve got to watch my step with them myself these days,” I said. “What have they got to do with your visit?”


Mort hooked a thumb over his shoulder at Fitz as he sat down. “The kid bloomed.”


I tilted my head and studied them both. Fitz’s talent had been minor and erratic at best, the last I checked. “In ectomancy?”


Mort shook his head slowly. “In everything. I think he’s Council material.”


I settled back in my seat and let out a low whistle. “That so, kid?”


Fitz shrugged uncomfortably. “Things just kept getting easier. And during the battle, things went nuts and there was this old couple running away from this Uruk-hai-looking thing and I”—he waved a hand vaguely—“set it on fire.”


I stared at the kid for a moment. “Did you.”


“I worked with him, best I could,” Mort added, nodding. “Showed him what I knew, but I pretty much only deal in spirits, Harry. The kid can access all the elements, and he gets stronger every day. I don’t know much, and what I do know tells me that he could get out of control fast. He needs guidance from someone with real experience, before …”


Mort let it hang, but I knew where his thoughts were going. The Wardens of the White Council spent a whole hell of a lot of their time hunting down rogue wizards. Unfortunately, a lot of those rogues were kids whose talent had gone out of control and hurt or killed somebody.


“I hear you,” I said tiredly. I shook my head. “Look. I’m not much these days.”


“I heard,” Mort said quietly. “My condolences. She was a remarkable woman. I saw her shade once …” He studied me closely for a moment and frowned. “Harry, look. I don’t have the tools he needs to get his gift under control. You do. Otherwise, I have to go to the Wardens and ask for their help.”


“Neither of us wants that.” I sighed. “And I guess I owe him a favor or two, don’t I?”


“Seems like that,” Mort said seriously.


“How about it, Fitz?” I asked him. “I can show you how to not hurt anyone. That what you want?”


The young man grimaced. He looked between me and the door warily. Then he said, “No.”


I traded a look with Mort. “Go on,” I said.


“My whole life I’ve … been on my own. In the system. In the street. Even in the gang.” He lifted his chin a little and said, “I used to think I’d be dead by the time I hit twenty. Now there’s this whole new world. I … I want to see how far I can go.”


I exhaled through my nose. “That’s a very different kind of request, Fitz. If the White Council finds out I’ve taken you on as an apprentice, that could get real violent, real fast.”


“I don’t want to cause you any trouble,” he said quietly. “But … I’ve seen what the White Council does to people.”


“Oh, they’re definitely a freight train of dicks,” I said. “But they know their business. I’m not exactly in good odor with them right now. They hear I’m training you up, that could go bad for both of us.”


“Oh,” Fitz said, frowning and looking down. “I didn’t realize.”


“Well, you’d best start realizing things,” I said. “Especially if you’re going to be working with me.”


“You’ll do it?” Fitz asked, his face brightening.


“Not yet,” I said in my grumpiest wizard voice. “You’re going to have to think about this one. Sleep on it. Mort, you know how the White Council operates. Answer his questions. Give him some perspective.” I looked back at Fitz. “Kid, once upon a time you did me a real solid. So, if you have a long talk with Mort and you still want it, yeah. I’ll train you.”


Fitz blinked several times and then his face brightened. “Thank you!”


I held up a hand. “Lesson one. Too soon. Wait a few years to see if you owe me thanks or a punch in the nose. Sometimes it can be hard to tell.”


“I … Okay. Yeah, okay, right,” Fitz said.


“Go on, kid,” Mort drawled to Fitz. “I need to talk to him alone for a minute.”


“Sure,” Fitz said, nodding, clearly elated. He stepped out of the office, and I heard his light footsteps heading down the hallway toward the stairs up.


“I’m not sure you’re doing the kid a favor here, Mort,” I said, once he was gone.


“Me?” Mort asked.


I waved a hand. “I’m not sure I am, either. My outcome record with apprentices isn’t exactly sunny.”


“Look. I’ve met a bunch of White Council assholes,” Mort said. “You’re the only one of them I know who ever seemed to give a damn about people. You were me, which would you choose?” He looked over his shoulder and his face became troubled. “He’s a good kid, Harry. I mean, he walks around like a cat at a dog convention. He ain’t got much in the way of trust. And there’s something chewing at him he won’t talk about, not even after all the time he’s worked with me. But he’s kind. Gentle. You should see him handling the shades of children. Helping them on their way.”


“They’re all good kids,” I said quietly. Even you, Harry, once upon a time.


“Yeah, but I’ve seen what the Council does to them.” Mort shook his head. “I think the kid is at a crossroads. He could go either way. I’ll take my chances with you.”


I wasn’t sure I had it in me to be the kind of stable presence an emergent wizard needed to help him embrace his power effectively and wisely.


But I was sure I didn’t have it in me to turn him away.


I’d been Fitz once.


“You think I can help him?” I asked.


Mort blew out a breath. “I think you have a shot. Better than me, anyway. Sure as hell better than those pricks on the Council. If you can get him to open up with you, I think it could go a long way.”


And if I couldn’t, it could go a long way, too. And I wasn’t in the best of shape.


But I had to try.


“Okay,” I said. “Have him show up with a couple of changes of clothes and as many books as he wants.”


“Thank you,” Mort said quietly.


I nodded. “How about you?” I asked him. “How’s your side of town?”


Mort shook his head. “Business is … booming, I suppose. I’ve spent the past couple of weeks sorting through crowds of newborn shades. The Eye of Balor killed a lot of people and left a much higher percentage of shades than natural deaths.”


I sighed. “I hadn’t thought about that one. But it makes sense. What’s happening?”


Mort shrugged. “They’re confused as hell. A lot of them don’t even have a proper grave yet. They have to go back to their corpses to get away from the sun. That doesn’t bode well for their sanity. I’ve been sending in tips to Lieutenant Stallings about where there are bodies that still haven’t been found, but … Jesus, Harry, the death rate in town has tripled or quadrupled at least.”


“Killings?” I asked.


“Some of them,” he said. “But a lot more are just people dying of things that could have been recovered from if the town hadn’t been blown to hell. Heart attacks, accidents, illnesses. I’ve got an old crystal radio, so I can get some of the news, but nobody has any real idea of what’s happening in the city. Until we get communications back up, everyone’s on their own.”


I sighed and rubbed at my head. “Halloween is going to be the spooky season for real this year.”


“Most likely,” he said, nodding. “Me and Fitz been doing our best, but there’s only two of us—and now it will just be me.”


“It’s not just you,” I said quietly. “We’re all in this train wreck together.”


Mort gave me a cynical tilt of his head. “You don’t get out of the castle much, do you?”


“Not for a few days,” I said.


“There are groups forming,” he said. “Some of them have been going after people they think are connected to the supernatural. Showing up at night. Harassing them. Tagging their apartments and homes.”


“Violence?” I asked.


“Not yet. But we’re getting there.”


I exhaled slowly.


I should probably start paying more attention to things outside of my routine. But the very thought sent quavers running through my belly that might have sent the shade of my breakfast spewing from my mouth.


When I looked up at Mort, he was watching me with a troubled expression.


Hell’s bells.


He wanted me to tell him what to do.


My breakfast struggled to manifest into the physical world. I didn’t want to do this. I wanted to stick to my routine. To grieve. To heal.


I just needed time.


Instead, I spoke. “Talk to Artemis Bock,” I said. “His bookstore is still a hub for our people. Ask him to start gathering information on what’s going on. Before you do that, head for the kitchen. The Ordo Lebes is there. They’ve coordinated on establishing protection for the community before. They’ll be some of the best folks to figure out what can be done now.” I nodded. “After that, I want you to keep doing what you do, and keep me informed. If things get really bad in the ghostly way, maybe we can put together some kind of ritual to keep things under wraps.”


“What about McAnally’s?” Mort asked.


“There’s a market set up in the parking lot,” I said. “Mostly our people. Good place for information. But Mac wants his place peaceful and neutral. He wants in, he’ll let us know.”


Mort closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. “Yeah. Okay. Makes sense.”


I’d just been making it up as I went along. But I supposed there was no need to burden Mort with that. “Sure,” I said. “I’ll … uh, I’ll expect you to go over the risks with Fitz. But we both know he’ll want to do it. Tomorrow. Six a.m.”


“That early?”


“Might as well start the way I mean to continue,” I said.


“He’ll be here.” Mort rose to leave but paused by the door. “Harry … thank you. You do a lot that people don’t see. I know what that’s like. So thank you.”


I felt responsibility piling up on my shoulders like lead weights.


But I nodded at him and said, “Sure, Mort. You’re welcome.”
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August came with furious heat that year. It did bad things to the city.


The smell of death was everywhere, even if it was fainter than it had been. It hung about at the very edges of perception, a ghost that reminded everyone of that horrible midsummer night of the battle. Trash had piled up, too. There was simply too much of it to be moved through the limited access of the streets. That smell dominated the air, along with effluvia from sewers that had been clogged by the debris of destroyed buildings.


More people had moved out of town, maybe half of them. It made the streets eerily empty. At night, no one went outside. Ghouls had been drawn to the vast stench of death, and they haunted the night even in places where they would never have dreamed of coming out before. It was to be expected at any tragedy large enough. They wiggled into ruins and ate corpses—and probably made some new ones.


Inside the castle, it wasn’t too bad. The heavy stones kept out the heat. Only some of the rooms had windows, and we kept those curtained.


“Three more minutes of push-ups,” I said to Fitz. “And keep reading.”


The kid was dressed in gym shorts and sneakers, like me, as we worked out in the castle’s upper dining hall, which had been converted into a gym. I’d had Fitz doing a lot of calisthenics when he expressed skepticism about lifting weights. I was working the heavy bag, building up the arm that had been broken and just gotten out of its cast. I was taking the opportunity to charge up my kinetic energy rings, each of the magical tools storing back a little energy every time I threw a punch.


“I’m … sweating … on the pages …” Fitz gasped, laboring to keep his body straight and his arms pushing and contracting.


“You want to be a major-league wizard, it’s going to mean being able to concentrate even when you’re out of breath and your arms hurt,” I said, throwing steady combos at the bag. I alternated left-side and right-side combinations, shifting my feet so that the punches were coming up from my legs and hips. “You want to do every other letter of the alphabet instead?”


“I read … this one … five times … already …” Fitz complained.


“Elementary Magic is all about the fundamentals,” I said. “Fundamentals, fundamentals, fundamentals. Just like professional ball. The greats are always working on their basic skills.”


I slammed several blows into the heavy bag that made it jump and rattle on its chain. I hadn’t ever punched it off the chain like Captain America, and I hadn’t ever broken a bag open, but my knuckles had lost their share of skin, even inside the wraps.


My hands didn’t hurt. The mantle of the Winter Knight saw to that.


Thinking about the people I’d lost did.


Karrin.


Susan.


Wild Bill.


Yukie Yoshimo.


I threw punches until I ran out of wind and then let my arms drop. I stood there with my head bowed, breathing hard, sweat running down me. The bag kept swinging on its chain for a good minute.


I looked up to see Fitz staring at me.


“Jesus,” he said.


“Better it comes out here than when I’m using magic,” I told him seriously. “Almost every major obstacle to being a wizard comes down to a lack of emotional control. Learning to manage your feelings isn’t optional.”


“Yeah, yeah,” Fitz said. “Just set them aside.”


I blinked for a moment, grabbed a towel, and rubbed my head and upper body with it. “Not really,” I said. “There’s times when you need to do that—when the pressure is on and you’re working on emergency time. When seconds count. You can stuff them down for a bit and come back to them later. That’s normal. But it isn’t enough. Stuffing things down comes back to gut you at the damnedest times. You gotta learn how to manage your feelings over years, not just suppress them in the short term. You start wielding power at White Council levels, you’re going to be around a while. Means taking your mental health damned seriously.”


He sat up from the book, breathing hard himself. “Is that why you push so hard in the gym?”


“It’s one reason,” I said. “Moving your body around is good for your head. And practicing something that requires discipline does a lot of positive things for you, too.” I nodded at a threadbare cushion in the corner. “Meditation time, kid.”


“Aw, Harry,” Fitz complained. “It’s boring.”


“Boring is fine,” I said. “Boring is good. Gives your head time to sort things out. Go breathe and think about why you might need that someday.”


Fitz heaved an enormous sigh. But he slouched over to the cushion, settled himself cross-legged on it, sat up straight, rested his palms on his knees, and closed his eyes.


He was covered in sweat and would start to chill a little in only a moment or two, but that was routine now. Learning how to control the body’s instinctive reactions was a good warm-up to learning to control powerful magical energies.


Boot steps came thumping confidently up the stairs to the gym and Bear’s voice preceded her down the hallway. “Seidrmadr, we got company.”


I hung the towel over my shoulders and frowned at her.


“The Wardens are paying you a visit,” she said. Her voice was calm, but she was cleaning her nails with a short, hook-pointed knife while she spoke.


“Today?” I demanded. “Damn.”


“Get used to it,” she said. “Always something interfering with date night, in my experience.”


“Hah hah,” I said in a flat tone. “Fitz, give it forty-five minutes, then take the back stairway down to the kitchen. I’ll meet you there.”


My new apprentice nodded once without speaking or opening his eyes. Good. He was learning things.


I threw on my discarded T-shirt, got a fresh towel and did my hair again, then raked my fingers back through it and followed Bear down the stairs to the great hall.


Two grey-cloaked Wardens were waiting for me there. One of them was Carlos Ramirez, solid and stiff with his cane held in both hands and his silver saber at his side. His arm was still set in its cast from where the Black Court elder had shattered his forearm. He looked exhausted, like he had during the war with the Red Court, solid with muscle yet with his skin stretched tighter over his bones than it should have been. He’d lost weight over the past month. He looked …


Older.


Hell. I couldn’t throw any stones at him on that score. I was shedding weight despite my best efforts to keep eating. He’d lost some of the same people I had during the battle. He turned to me as I regarded him and gave me a sober nod. I returned it.


The second Warden was a young woman, about five four and petite, but muscled like the ballet dancer she had been before her talent had emerged and she’d been claimed by the White Council. She had pale, stark features, white-blond hair that fell to her lower back in a straight, neat cut, and almost invisible eyebrows, and wore her dark suit, grey cloak, and silver court sword with an air of practicality.


“Ilyana,” I said. “Long time no see. I thought you were still in China with Ancient Mai.”


She regarded me the way one might something both dangerous and disgusting, like one of those big Komodo lizards with the poisonous, gangrenous drool. She pressed her lips together in disapproval and shook her head once. “A great many things have changed since you were cast from the White Council, Harry Dresden. It would save us all time and trouble if you would confess to your misdeeds and accompany us back to Edinburgh.”


I mopped a bit more sweat from my face. Even the White Council shouldn’t have found out about Fitz already, unless someone in the castle was an informer. Pleasant thought, and maybe something I should expect to happen sooner or later. But if they thought I was violating my parole, they sure as hell wouldn’t have sent only two people to arrest me. So it stood to reason that Ilyana was on a fishing trip.


“I’m famous for that,” I drawled. “Saving the Council time and trouble. Hey, Carlos.”


“Harry,” he said casually. “You’ll have to excuse Ilyana. She grew up in the Morgan school.”


Ilyana made a disgusted sound and turned away impatiently. “This is a waste of time. He’s going to cross the line sooner or later.”


“All the better to get him used to being visited then, isn’t it,” Ramirez said amiably. “If you’re unable to perform your duties with a modicum of objectivity, Warden, I’ll be happy to ask Captain Luccio to find a different position for you.”


“I am fine,” Ilyana snapped. She turned to me. “Have you had any contact with any member of the White Council?”


“No,” I said calmly. “I’ve been taking in the sweet Chicago summer. Didn’t you notice?”


That seemed to rattle her cage a little. Ilyana glanced toward the nearest wall, her expression disturbed. Sure, as a young Warden, she’d seen some things. But even a month later, the remnants of the Battle of Chicago were horrific. I tried to avoid going out into them.


“There have been many members of the substandard magical community visiting,” she said stiffly.


“There’s a lot of people hurting,” I said. “A lot of people scared. A lot of people hungry. A lot of people without shelter. We’re helping each other out.”


“Is that your plan?” she demanded. “To obligate them to you and subvert them for your own ends?”


“Okey dokey.” I sighed. “I’m pretty sure I’m not going to stand in my own damned home and take this from anyone. Ilyana, you’re running at about a nine on the psycho scale. If you want this to stay friendly, I’d like you to dial it down to maybe a six.”


Ilyana’s hand went to her sword. “You heard him,” she said to Carlos. “He threatened us.”


Ramirez put his hand over Ilyana’s, preventing her from drawing the enchanted blade, and gave me a half-weary, half-exasperated look. “Dresden, for the love of God.”


I held up my hands guilelessly. “You heard her, Carlos. I’m out. I don’t have to be a team player anymore.”


“My God,” Ramirez said, blowing out a breath. “You actually think you were a team player.”


I waggled a hand. “Relatively, sure.”


He shook his head. “We’re going to be coming by once a month or so. We won’t be announcing ourselves. I’ll expect you to make time to talk to us when we do.”


“Warlock protocol,” I noted.


“That’s how it is,” Ramirez said. “Though with a couple of notable exceptions”—he glanced at Ilyana—“not even the Wardens think you’re going to be getting up to any mischief for a while.”


“Heh,” I said. “Yeah. You know me, Carlos.”


“I did once,” he said.


I nodded. I paused to visibly consider. Then I looked up, smiled pleasantly, and told him, “No.”


He went still.


“What?” Ilyana asked, disbelievingly.


“No,” I repeated calmly. “See, I’m not just some schmuck you can kick around like a wounded dog. I’m not some random two-bit talent that has to roll over for you. This isn’t Council territory. It’s Winter. I’m the Winter Knight. This is my home, rightfully won at arms. You want to visit me, Carlos, fine. You call ahead. Like a proper guest.”


There was a long silence.


“You dare—” Ilyana began.


Ramirez silenced her with a look.


She fumed.


Carlos turned slowly to me and spoke softly. “What are you doing, Harry?”


“It’s called establishing boundaries,” I said. “It’s healthy. You should read up.”
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