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      Life is hard.

      
      Dying’s easy.

      
      So many things must align in order to create life. It has to happen in a place that supports life, something approximately
         as rare as hen’s teeth, from the perspective of the universe. Parents, in whatever form, have to come together for it to begin.
         From conception to birth, any number of hazards can end a life. And that’s to say nothing of all the attention and energy
         required to care for a new life until it is old enough to look after itself.
      

      
      Life is full of toil, sacrifice, and pain, and from the time we stop growing, we know that we’ve begun dying. We watch helplessly
         as year by year, our bodies age and fail, while our survival instincts compel us to keep on going—which means living with
         the terrifying knowledge that ultimately death is inescapable. It takes enormous effort to create and maintain a life, and
         the process is full of pitfalls and unexpected complications.
      

      
      Ending a life, by comparison, is simple. Easy, even. It can be done with a relatively minor effort, a single microbe, a sharp edge,
         a heavy weight … or a few ounces of lead.
      

      
      So difficult to bring about. So easy to destroy.

      
      You’d think we would hold life in greater value than we do.

      
      I died in the water.

      
      I don’t know if I bled to death from the gunshot wound or drowned. For being the ultimate terror of the human experience, once it’s over, the details of your death are unimportant. It isn’t
         scary anymore. You know that tunnel with the light at the end of it that people report in near-death experiences? Been there,
         done that.
      

      
      Granted, I never heard of anyone rushing toward the light and suddenly hearing the howling blare of a train’s horn.

      
      I became dimly aware that I could feel my feet beneath me, standing on what seemed to be a set of tracks. I knew because I
         could feel the approaching train making them shake and buzz against the bottoms of my feet. My heart sped up, too.
      

      
      For crying out loud, did I just say that death isn’t scary anymore? Tell that to my glands.
      

      
      I put my hands on my hips and just glared at the oncoming train in disgust. I’d had a long, long day, battling the forces
         of evil, utterly destroying the Red Court, rescuing my daughter, and murdering her mother—oh, and getting shot to death.
         That kind of thing.
      

      
      I was supposed to be at peace, or merging with the holy light, or in line for my next turn on the roller coaster, or maybe
         burning in an oven equipped with a stereo that played nothing but Manilow. That’s what happens when you die, right? You meet
         your reward. You get to find out the answer to the Big Questions of life.
      

      
      “You do not get run over by trains,” I said crossly. I folded my arms, planted my feet, and thrust out my jaw belligerently
         as the train came thundering my way.
      

      
      “What’s wrong with you?” bellowed a man’s voice, and then a heavy, strong hand wrapped around my right biceps and hauled me
         off the track by main force. “Don’t you see the damned train?”
      

      
      Said train roared by like a living thing, a furious beast that howled and wailed in disappointment as I was taken from its
         path. The wind of its passage raked at me with sharp, hot fingers, actually pulling my body a couple of inches toward the
         edge of the platform.
      

      
      After a subjective eternity, it passed, and I lay on flat ground for a moment, panting, my heart beating along lickety-split.
         When it finally began to slow down, I took stock of my surroundings.
      

      
      I was sprawled on a platform of clean but worn concrete, and suddenly found myself under fluorescent lights, as at many train stations in the Chicago area. I looked around the platform, but though
         it felt familiar, I couldn’t exactly place it. There were no other commuters. No flyers or other advertisements. Just an empty,
         clean, featureless building.
      

      
      And a pair of polished wing tip shoes.

      
      I looked up a rather modest length of cheap trousers and cheap suit and found a man of maybe thirty years looking back at
         me. He was built like a fireplug and managed to give the impression that if you backed a car into him, he’d dent your fender.
         His eyes were dark and glittered very brightly, hinting at a lively intellect, his hairline had withdrawn considerably from
         where it must have been at one point, and while he wasn’t exactly good-looking, it was the kind of face you could trust.
      

      
      “Southbound trains are running pretty quick lately,” he said, looking down at me. “I figured you probably didn’t want to hook
         up with that one, mister man.”
      

      
      I just stared up at him. I mentally added twenty years and forty pounds to the man standing in front of me, subtracted more
         hair, and realized that I knew him.
      

      
      “C—” I stammered. “C-c-c—”

      
      “Say it with me,” he said, and enunciated: “Carmichael.”

      
      “But you’re … you know,” I said. “Dead.”

      
      He snorted. “Whoa, buddy. We got us a real, gen-yoo-wine detective with us now. We got us the awesome wizardly intellect of
         mister man himself.” He offered me his hand, grinning, and said, “Look who’s talking, Dresden.”
      

      
      I reached up, dazed, and took the hand of Sergeant Ron Carmichael, formerly of the Chicago Police Department’s Special Investigations
         division. He’d been Murphy’s partner. And he’d given his life to save her from a rampaging loup-garou. That had been … Hell’s
         bells, more than ten years ago. I saw him die.
      

      
      Once I was standing, I stared down at him for a moment, shaking my head. I was a lot taller than he was. “You …” I said. “You
         look great.”
      

      
      “Funny what being dead can do for you,” he said, widening his eyes dramatically. “And I tried Weight Watchers and everything.”
         He checked his watch. “This is fun and all, but we’d better get moving.”
      

      
      
      “Uh,” I said warily, “get moving where, exactly?”

      
      Carmichael stuck a toothpick in his mouth and drawled, “The office. Come on.”

      
      I followed him out of the station, where an old, gold-colored Mustang was waiting. He went around to the driver’s side and
         got in. It was dark. It was raining. The city lights were on, but the place looked deserted except for the two of us. I still
         couldn’t tell exactly where in Chicago we were, which was damned odd; I know my town. I hesitated for a moment, looking around,
         trying to place myself by spotting the usual landmarks.
      

      
      Carmichael pushed open the door. “Don’t bother, kid. Out there’re all the buildings that coulda been, as well as the ones
         that are. You’ll give yourself a headache if you keep thinking at it.”
      

      
      I looked around once more and got into the old Mustang. I shut the door. Carmichael pulled sedately into the empty streets.

      
      “This isn’t Chicago,” I said.

      
      “Genius,” he said amiably.

      
      “Then … where are we?”

      
      “Between.”

      
      “Between what?” I asked.

      
      “Between what?” he said. “Between who. Between where. Between when.”

      
      I frowned at him. “You left out why.”
      

      
      He shook his head and grinned. “Naw, kid. We’re real fond of why around here. We’re big fans of why.”
      

      
      I frowned at that for a moment. Then I said, “Why am I here?”

      “You never even heard of foreplay, didja?” Carmichael said.
         “Cut straight to the big stuff.”
      

      
      “Why am I here as opposed to—you know—wherever it is I’m supposed to be?”

      
      “Maybe you’re having a near-death experience,” Carmichael said. “Maybe you’re drowning, and this is the illusion your mind
         is creating for you, to hide you from the truth of death.”
      

      
      “Being here? With you? I’ve met my subconscious, and he’s not that sick.”

      
      
      Carmichael laughed. It was a warm, genuine sound. “But that could be what is happening here. And that’s the point.”
      

      
      “I don’t understand. At all.”

      
      “And that’s the point, too,” he said.

      
      I glowered.

      
      He kept on smiling and said, “Kid, you’re allowed to see as much as you can handle. Right now, we’re someplace that looks
         a lot like Chicago, driving along in the rain in my old Mustang, because that’s what your limits are. Any more would”—he
         paused, considering his words—“would obviate certain options, and we ain’t big on that around here.”
      

      
      I thought about that for a moment. Then I said, “You just used obviate and ain’t in the same sentence.”
      

      
      “I got me one of them word-a-day calendars,” he said. “Don’t be obstreperous.”

      
      “You kidding?” I said, settling back in the seat. “I live to be obstreperous.”

      
      Carmichael snorted, and his eyes narrowed. “Yeah, well. We’ll see.”
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      Carmichael stopped the Mustang in front of a building that reminded me of old episodes of Dragnet. He parked on the empty street and we walked toward the entrance.
      

      
      “So, where are we going?”

      
      “Told you. The office.”

      
      I frowned. “Don’t suppose you could be more specific?”

      
      He looked around, his eyes narrowed. “Not here. We aren’t in safe territory. Ears everywhere.”

      
      I stopped on the completely empty sidewalk and looked up and down the motionless, vacant street, and saw nothing but lonely
         streetlamps, traffic signals, and windows unmarred by light or curtains, staring more blankly than the empty eyes of a corpse.
      

      
      “Yeah,” I said. “Real hotbed of intrigue around here.”

      
      Carmichael stopped at the door and looked over his shoulder. He didn’t say anything for a few seconds. Then he spoke quietly,
         without a trace of affectation in his voice. “There are Things out here, Dresden. And some Things are worse than death. It’s
         best if you get inside.”
      

      
      I rolled my eyes at him. But …

      
      Something about the emptiness around me was suddenly extremely nerve-racking.

      
      I stuck my hands in my pockets and tried to saunter inside. The effect may have been slightly sabotaged by my desire to get
         some solid building between that emptiness and me. Carmichael used a key to open the door and let me in before coming in behind me, his face directed back toward the street until he had shut the door and locked it.
      

      
      He nodded to a guard, a beat cop in dress uniform, who stood just to one side of an elevator, his back in an entirely rigid
         position of at-ease, his hands clasped behind him. The guard’s uniform was literally perfect. Perfectly clean, the creases
         perfectly sharp, his gloves perfectly white. He wore a silver-plated, engraved service revolver in a gleaming black holster
         at his hip. His features went with the uniform—utterly symmetrical, strong, steady.
      

      
      I stopped for a second, frowning at the guard, and then reached for my Sight.

      
      Professional wizards like me have access to all kinds of wild things. One of the wildest is the Sight, which has been described
         in various times and cultures as the second sight, the third eye, the evil eye, and a host of other things. It allows a wizard
         to look at the true nature of things around him, to see the unseen world of energy and power flowing around him. It’s dangerous.
         Once you see something with your Sight, you never forget it, and it never fades with time. Take a look at the wrong thing
         and you can kiss your sanity good-bye.
      

      
      But this entire scene was so Rod Serling, I had to find something about it that I could pin down, something familiar, something that wasn’t being spoon-fed to me by a person who looked like
         a younger, thinner Carmichael. I decided to try to identify the single object that was most likely to tell me something about
         the people around me—a source of power.
      

      
      I focused on the guard’s gun.

      
      For a second, absolutely nothing happened. And then the black and silver of the gleaming weapon changed, shifted. The holster
         elongated, trailing down the length of the guard’s leg, and the pearl-handled revolver changed as well, the grip straightening.
         The silver of the barrel and chamber became the pommel, handle, and hilt of a cruciform sword. Light gleamed from the weapon,
         not reflected from the illumination in the entry hall of the building, but generated by the weapon itself.
      

      
      The guard’s blue eyes shifted to me at once. He lifted a hand and said in a gentle voice, “No.”

      
      
      And as suddenly as a door slamming into my face, my Sight vanished, and the weapon was just a gun again.

      
      The guard nodded at me. “My apologies for being abrupt. You might have harmed yourself.”

      
      I looked. His name tag read AMITIEL.

      
      “Uh, sure,” I said quietly, lifting empty hands. “No problem, man. I’ve got no problem with you.”

      
      Carmichael nodded respectfully to the guard and jammed a thumb down on the button to summon the elevator. It opened at once.
         “Come on, mister man. Time’s a-wasting.”
      

      
      Officer Amitiel seemed to find the statement humorous. He smiled as he touched two fingers to the brim of his cap in a casual
         salute to Carmichael. Then he went back to his relaxed stance as a guardian, calmly facing the emptiness that had unnerved
         me.
      

      
      The elevator doors closed, and the car rattled a little before it started moving. “So,” I said, “now that we’ve got at least
         one guardian angel between us and whatever it is you were nervous about, can you tell me where we’re going?”
      

      
      Carmichael’s eyes crinkled at the corners. He grunted. “I’m pretty much a tour guide at the moment, Dresden. You need to talk
         to the captain.”
      

      
      Carmichael took me through a precinct room, the kind with a lot of unenclosed desks as opposed to cubicles, where cops worked.
         It looked a lot like the Special Investigations headquarters in Chicago. There were several men and women at the desks, reading
         through files, talking on phones, and otherwise looking like cops at work. All of them were about Carmichael’s apparent age—right at the line where youthful energy and wisdom-creating life experience were reaching a state of balance. I didn’t recognize
         any of them, though Carmichael gave and received nods from a couple. He marched over to the only other door in the room, leading
         to a private office, and knocked.
      

      
      “In,” said a clear, quiet baritone.

      
      Carmichael opened the door and led me into the room. It was a small, well-used office. There were old filing cabinets, an
         old wooden desk, some battered wooden chairs. The desk had an in-box, an out-box, and a message spike, along with a rotary telephone. There
         was no computer. Instead, on a table next to the desk sat an old electric typewriter.
      

      
      The man behind the desk was also more or less Carmichael’s age, and he looked like a professional boxer. There was scar tissue
         here and there around his eyes, and his nose had been frequently broken. He had hung his suit jacket over the back of his
         chair, and his shoulders and biceps strained the fabric of his white shirtsleeves. He had them rolled up to the elbows, revealing
         forearms that were approximately as thick as wooden telephone poles, and looked every bit as strong. His hair was blond, his
         eyes blue, and his jawline was heavy enough to make me think of a bulldog. He looked familiar somehow.
      

      
      “Jack,” Carmichael said. “This is Dresden.”

      
      Jack looked me up and down, but he didn’t get up. He didn’t say anything, either.

      
      “He’s always this way before he’s had his cup of coffee,” Carmichael told me. “Don’t take it personal.”

      
      “Hey, coffee,” I said into the silence that followed. “That sounds good.”

      
      Jack eyed me for a moment. Then he said, in that same mellifluous voice, “Dresden, are you hungry?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “Thirsty?”

      
      I thought about it. “No.”

      
      “That’s because you’re dead,” Jack said. His smile was brief and not particularly reassuring. “You don’t need to drink. You
         don’t need to eat. There’s no coffee.”
      

      
      I eyed Carmichael.

      
      “I stand by my statement,” said Carmichael. He looked at Jack and hooked a thumb at the door. “I should get back to that rakshasa
         thing.”
      

      
      Jack said, “Go.”

      
      Carmichael slapped my arm and said, “Good luck, kid. Have fun.” And he strode out, moving like a man on a mission. That left
         me sharing an awkward silence with Jack.
      

      
      “This isn’t what I expected out of the afterlife,” I said.

      
      
      “That’s because it isn’t,” he said.

      
      I frowned. “Well, you said I was dead. Ergo, afterlife.”

      
      “You’re dead,” Jack said. “This is between.”

      
      I frowned. “What, like … purgatory?”

      
      Jack shrugged. “If that works for you, call it that. But you aren’t here because you need to cleanse yourself. You’re here
         because there was an irregularity with your death.”
      

      
      “I got shot. Or drowned. Ain’t exactly rare.”

      
      Jack lifted a big, square hand and waggled it back and forth. “It isn’t about the physical. It’s about the spiritual.”

      
      I frowned. “Spiritual?”

      
      “The opposition,” Jack said. “You died because they cheated.”

      “Wait. What opposition?”

      
      “The angel standing guard at the elevator is what we cops think of as a clue. You need me to draw you some pictures?”

      
      “Um. Hell, you mean? Like … actual Fallen angels?”

      
      “Not exactly. But if you want to think of it that way, it works. Sort of. What you need to know is that they’re the bad guys.”

      
      “That’s why I’m here,” I said. “Because they … broke some sort of cosmic rule?”

      
      “You were getting in their way. They wanted you gone. They broke the law to make it happen. That makes you my problem.”

      
      I frowned at him and looked down at myself. I noticed idly that I was wearing jeans, a plain black T-shirt, and my black leather
         duster—which had been torn to shreds and consigned to the waters of the lake an hour or three before I got shot. I mean,
         my duster had died.
      

      
      But I was wearing it, whole and good as new.

      
      Which was when it really, really hit me.

      
      I was dead.

      
      I was dead.
      

      
      Chicago, the White Council, my enemies, my friends, my daughter … They were all gone. Obsolete. And I had no idea whatsoever
         what was going to happen to me next. The room felt like it started spinning. My legs started shaking. I sat down on a chair
         opposite Jack’s seat.
      

      
      I felt his steady regard on me, and after a moment he said quietly, “Son, it happens to all of us. It’s hard to face, but you gotta relax and focus, or there’s nothing I can do for you.”
      

      
      I took some deep breaths with my eyes closed—and noticed for the first time how absolutely incredible I felt physically.
         I felt like I had when I was a kid, when I was full of energy and the need to expend it doing something enjoyable. My limbs
         felt stronger, quicker, lighter.
      

      
      I looked at my left hand and saw that it was no longer covered in scar tissue from the burns I’d received years ago. It was
         whole, as if it had never been harmed.
      

      
      I expanded the logic and realized that I didn’t actually feel all that incredible—I was simply missing an entire catalog
         of injuries and trauma. The faded, years-old scar I’d given myself on my right forearm, when my knife had slipped while cleaning
         the fish my grandfather and I had caught, was missing also.
      

      
      The constant, slowly growing level of aches and pains of the body was simply gone. Which made sense enough, since my body
         was gone, too.
      

      
      The pain had stopped.

      
      I mopped at my face with my hand and said, “Sorry. It’s just a lot to take in.”

      
      The smile appeared again. “Heh. Just wait.”

      
      I felt irritated at his tone. It was something to hang on to, and I planted my metaphoric heels and dragged the spinning room
         to a stop.
      

      
      “So, who are you?” I asked. “And how can you help me?”

      
      “You want to call me something, call me Captain. Or Jack.”

      
      “Or Sparrow?” I asked.

      
      Jack looked at me with a cop face that showed nothing but the vague hint of disapproval. He reached across the desk and slid
         a file folder to the blotter in front of him. He opened it and scanned the contents. “Look, kid, you’re stuck here. You aren’t
         going anywhere until we get this discrepancy sorted out.”
      

      
      “Why not?”

      
      “Because what comes after isn’t for people who are rubbernecking over their shoulders or bitching about how unfair they had
         it,” Jack said, his expression frank. “So, we sort out how you got screwed over. Then you get to move on to what’s next.”
      

      
      
      I thought of being trapped in the hollow shell of the city outside and shuddered. “Okay. How do we fix it?”

      
      “You go back,” Jack said. “And you catch the scum who did you.”

      
      “Back?” I said. “Back to …”

      
      “Earth, yeah,” Jack said. “Chicago.” He closed the folder and dropped it into his out-box. “You gotta find out who killed
         you.”
      

      
      I arched an eyebrow at him. “You’re kidding.”

      
      He stared at me, his expression as jovial as a mountain crag.

      
      I rolled my eyes. “You want me to solve my own murder?”
      

      
      He shrugged. “You want a job here instead, I can set you up.”

      
      “Augh,” I said, shuddering again. “No.”

      
      “Okay,” he said. “Any questions?”

      
      “Uh,” I said. “What do you mean when you say you’re sending me back? I mean … back to my body or … ?”

      
      “Nah,” he said. “Isn’t available. Isn’t how it works. You go back as you are.”

      
      I frowned at him and then down at myself. “As a spirit,” I said.

      
      He spread his hands, as if I had just comprehended some vast and weighty truth. “Don’t hang around for sunrise. Watch out
         for thresholds. You know the drill.”
      

      
      “Yeah,” I said, disturbed. “But without my body …”

      
      “Won’t have much magic. Most people can’t see you, hear you. Won’t be able to touch things.”

      
      I stared at him. “How am I supposed to find anything out like that?” I asked.

      
      Jack lifted both hands. “Kid, I don’t make the law. I make sure it gets observed.” He squinted at me. “Besides. I thought
         you were a detective.”
      

      
      I clenched my jaw and glared at him. My glare isn’t bad, but he wasn’t impressed. I exhaled slowly and then said, “Solve my
         own murder.”
      

      
      He nodded.

      
      Anger rose from my chest and entered my voice. “I guess it isn’t enough that I spent my adult life trying to help and protect
         people. There’s something else I have to do before going off to meet Saint Peter.”
      

      
      Jack shrugged. “Don’t be so certain about that. With your record, son, you might just as easily find yourself on a southbound
         train.”
      

      
      
      “Hell,” I spat. “You know what Hell is, Captain Sparrow? Hell is staring at your daughter and knowing that you’ll never get
         to touch her again. Never get to speak to her. Never get to help her or protect her. Bring on the lake of fire. It wouldn’t
         come close.”
      

      
      “In point of fact,” Jack said calmly, “I do know what Hell is. You aren’t the only dead guy with a daughter, Dresden.”

      
      I sank back into my chair, frowning at him, and then turned my head to stare past him to a simple landscape painting on the
         wall.
      

      
      “If it makes any difference,” Jack said, “three of the people you love will come to great harm unless you find your murderer.”

      
      “What do you mean, harm?” I asked.

      
      “Maimed. Changed. Broken.”

      
      “Which three people?” I asked.

      
      “Can’t tell you that,” he said.

      
      “Yeah,” I muttered. “I bet you can’t.”

      
      I thought about it. Maybe I was dead, but I was sure as hell not ready to go. I had to make sure the people who’d helped me
         take on the Red King were taken care of. My apprentice, Molly, had been badly wounded in the battle, but that wasn’t her biggest
         problem. Now that I was dead, there was nothing standing between her and a summary beheading at the hands of the White Council
         of Wizards.
      

      
      And my daughter, little Maggie, was still back there. I’d deprived her of a mother, just as someone else had deprived her
         of a father. I had to make sure she was taken care of. I needed to tell my grandfather goodbye … and Karrin.
      

      
      God. What had Karrin found when she came back to the boat to pick me up? A giant splatter of blood? My corpse? She was misguided
         and stubborn enough that I was sure she would blame herself for whatever had happened. She’d tear herself apart. I had to
         reach her somehow, and I couldn’t do that from this spiritual Siberia.
      

      
      Could they be the ones the captain was talking about? Or was it someone else?

      
      Dammit.

      
      My self might have felt full of energy and life, but my mind was weary almost beyond measure. Hadn’t I done enough? Hadn’t
         I helped enough people, rescued enough prisoners, defeated enough monsters? I’d made enemies of some of the deadliest and most evil things
         on the planet, and fought them time and again. And one of them had killed me for it.
      

      
      Rest in peace, it says on all those tombstones. I’d fought against the rising tide until it had literally killed me. So where the hell was
         my rest? My peace?
      

      
      Three of the people you love will come to great harm unless you find your murderer.

      
      My imagination conjured scenes filled with the anguish of the people I cared most about. Which pretty much settled things.
         I couldn’t allow something like that to happen.
      

      
      Besides, there was one more thing that made me certain that I wanted to go back. At the end of the day … some son of a bitch
         had freaking killed me.
      

      
      That’s not the kind of thing you can just let stand.

      
      And if it would let me get out of this place and let me move on to wherever it was I was supposed to go, that was a nice bonus.

      
      “Okay,” I said quietly. “How does it work?”

      
      He slid a pad and a piece of paper across the desk at me, along with a pencil. “You get to go to an address in Chicago,” he
         said. “You write it there. Driver will drop you off.”
      

      
      I took the pad and paper and frowned at it, trying to work out where to go. I mean, it wasn’t like I could show up just anywhere.
         If I was going in as a pure spirit, it would be futile to contact any of my usual allies. It takes some serious talent to
         see a spirit that hasn’t manifested itself, the way a ghost can occasionally appear to the physical eye. My friends wouldn’t
         even know I was there.
      

      
      “Out of curiosity,” I said, “what happens if I don’t catch the killer?”

      
      His expression turned sober and his voice became quieter. “You’ll be trapped there. Maybe forever. Unable to touch. Unable
         to speak. Watching things happen in the world, with no ability whatsoever to affect them.”
      

      
      “Hell,” I said quietly.

      
      “Hell.”

      
      “That’s cheerful.”

      
      
      “You’re dead, son,” Jack said. “Cheer is contraindicated.”

      
      I nodded.

      
      I was looking at one hell—ba-dump-bump-ching—of a risk. I mean, fitting in here in Chicago-tory might not be fun, but it probably wouldn’t be torture, either. Judging
         from what Carmichael and Jack had said and from the way they went about their business, they were able to act in some fashion,
         maybe even do some good. They didn’t look particularly thrilled to be doing what they were doing, but they carried that sense
         of professional purpose with them.
      

      
      A ghost trapped on the mortal coil? That would be far worse. Always present, always watching, and always impotent.

      
      I never really developed my Don’t-Get-Involved skills. I’d go crazy in a year, and wind up one more pathetic, insane, trapped
         spirit haunting the town I’d spent my adult life protecting.
      

      
      “Screw it,” I said, and started writing on the paper. “If my friends need me, I have to try.”

      
      Jack took the pad back with a nod of what might have been approval. Then he stood up and pulled on his suit coat. Car keys
         rattled in his hand. He was only medium height, but he moved with a confidence and a tightly leashed energy that once more
         made him seem familiar, somehow. “Let’s go.”
      

      
      Several of the cops—because I was sure they were cops, or at least were doing something so similar that the word fit—nodded
         to Jack as he went by.
      

      
      “Hey,” called someone from behind us. “Murphy.”

      
      Jack stopped and turned around.

      
      A guy wearing a suit that would have looked at home in the historic Pinkerton Detective Agency came over to Jack with a clipboard
         and held it out along with a pen. Jack scanned what was on it, signed off, and passed the clipboard back to the man.
      

      
      Jack resumed his walking speed. I stuck my hands in my duster pockets and stalked along beside him.

      
      “Captain Collin J. Murphy?” I asked quietly.

      
      He grunted.

      
      “You’re Karrin’s dad. Used to run the Black Cat case files.”

      
      
      He didn’t say anything. We went down the elevator, past the guard angel, and out to the street, where an old blue Buick Skylark,
         one with tail fins and a convertible roof, sat waiting by the curb. He went around to the driver’s side and we both got in.
         The rain drummed on the roof of the car.
      

      
      He sat behind the wheel for a moment, his eyes distant. Then he said, “Yeah.”

      
      “She’s talked about you.”

      
      He nodded. “I hear you’ve looked out for my Karrie.”

      
      Karrie? I tried to imagine the person who would call Murphy that to her face. Rawlins had done it once, but only once, and not only was he her partner, but he’d also worked with her dad when she was a little girl. Rawlins was practically
         family.
      

      
      Anyone else would need to be a Terminator. From Krypton.

      
      “Sometimes,” I said. “She doesn’t need much in the way of protection.”

      
      “Everyone needs someone.” Then he started the car, the engine coming to life with a satisfying, throaty purr. Jack ran his
         hand over the steering wheel thoughtfully and looked out at the rain. “You can back out of this if you want, son. Until you
         get out of this car. Once you do that, you’ve chosen your path—and whatever comes with it.”
      

      
      “Yep,” I said, and nodded firmly. “The sooner I get started, the sooner I get done.”

      
      His mouth quirked up at one corner and he nodded, making a grunting sound of approval. He peered at the pad, read the address
         I’d written, and grunted. “Why here?”
      

      
      “Because that’s where I’ll find the one person in Chicago I’m sure can help me,” I said.

      
      Captain Murphy nodded. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s go.”

   



      
      
      3

      
      Captain Murphy’s old Skylark stopped in a residential area up in Harwood Heights, a place that still looked as empty and
         hollow as the rest of the city. It was an odd home, for Chicago—a white stucco number with a red tile roof that looked like
         it had been transplanted from Southern California. In the steady rain and the mournful grey light of the streetlamps it stood,
         cold, lonely, and empty of purpose among the more traditional homes that surrounded it.
      

      
      The Buick’s windshield wipers thumped rhythmically.

      
      “Once you get out,” said Captain Murphy, “there’s no coming back. You’re on your own.”

      
      “Been there, done that,” I said. I offered him my hand. “Thank you, Captain.”

      
      He traded grips with me. I didn’t try to outcrush him. He didn’t try to crush me. The men who can really handle themselves
         rarely do.
      

      
      I wished Captain Murphy had lived long enough for me to meet him in the real world. I had a feeling he’d have made one hell
         of an ally.
      

      
      “I might be in touch with Karrin,” I said.

      
      “No messages. I’ve done her enough harm,” he said, almost before I had finished speaking. His voice carried a tone of unquestionable
         finality. He nodded toward the house. “But you can tell the big fellow over there that I sent you. It might help.”
      

      
      I nodded. Then I took a deep breath, opened the door of the car, and stepped out into—

      
      
      I was more impressed with what I hadn’t stepped into, for a moment. Because when my feet hit the ground and the car door shut behind me, I wasn’t standing in Chicago’s
         rainy, abandoned corpse. Instead, I was on a city street on a cold, clear evening. No rain fell. The stars and moon burned
         bright overhead, and the ambient city light combined with a fairly fresh and heavy snowfall to make it nearly as bright as
         daylight outside.
      

      
      Sounds rushed all around me. Traffic, distant horns, the thumping beat of music from a large stereo. A jet’s passage left
         a hollow roar behind it—I was standing only a few miles from O’Hare.
      

      
      I turned to look behind me, but Captain Murphy’s car had vanished, back into Chicago Between, presumably.

      
      I stood there alone.

      
      I sighed. Then I turned and walked onto the property of Mortimer Lindquist, ectomancer.

      
      Once upon a time, Morty had covered his lawn with decorations meant to be intimidating and spooky. Headstones. A wrought-iron
         fence with a big metal gate. Eerie lighting. The overall impression could be scary if you were gullible enough and the lighting
         was low, but mostly it had looked like cheap Halloween decorations outside a crack house.
      

      
      Times had changed.

      
      Morty had gotten rid of all the cheap junk, except for the fence. He’d turned his front yard into a Japanese garden. There
         were a few hedges, and a koi pond complete with a little wooden bridge that spanned it. Raised planters everywhere contained
         bonsai, all of them trees native to North America. It was a little unnerving to see what looked like an adult oak tree—only
         fifteen inches high and complete with miniature leaves.
      

      
      There weren’t a lot of people in Chicago doing that for money, which implied that it was Morty’s own handiwork. If so, it
         had taken him a lot of effort and patience to create those.
      

      
      I walked forward calmly, reaching out to open the gate.

      
      My hand went right through it.

      
      Yeah, I know, I was essentially a ghost, but I’d never gotten much practice with intangibility. I was used to reaching out
         for objects and being able to touch them. Now my hand simply tingled, as if waking up after I’d taken a nap and used it as a pillow. I pushed
         my arm a little farther forward, leaning to one side, and saw my fingertips emerge from the metal of the gate. I waggled my
         fingers, just to be sure.
      

      
      “Okay,” I said. “No help for it, then.” I took a deep breath and held it as if I were about to jump into deep water. Then
         I hunched my shoulders and rushed forward.
      

      
      Anticlimax. As I went through the gate, I was subjected to a swift, intense tingling sensation. Then I was on the other side.

      
      I walked up a little stone path leading to Morty’s front door, but it wasn’t until I had gone over the bridge that I saw the
         man standing in the shadows on the front porch.
      

      
      He was huge. Not built like a weight lifter or anything, just a naturally big-boned, brawny man standing almost as tall as
         I. His dark hair was gathered at the nape of his neck with a bit of ribbon. A long, dark blue coat fell to his calves, its
         sleeves marked with gold braid. Beneath that, he wore a uniform—a tight-fitting blue jacket, white shirt, white pants, and
         high black boots. He carried some kind of long-handled ax over one shoulder, and as I came to a halt, he was already drawing
         a flintlock pistol from his belt with his free hand. He leveled it just a little bit to one side of me and called out, “Halt!
         Identify yourself, scoundrel, or begone!”
      

      
      “Scoundrel?” I asked, putting my fingers on my chest as if distressed at the accusation. “That’s a little unfair.”

      
      “Ye’ve the look of a scoundrel!” boomed the man. “And a dandysprat and a ragamuffin. Though I’ll admit, for all that, ye could
         yet be a congressman.” I could see the white flash of his teeth in the dark as he smiled. “Give me a name, man.”
      

      
      “Harry Dresden,” I said in a clear tone.

      
      The barrel of the gun wavered a few more degrees away from me. “The wizard?”

      
      “The late wizard,” I replied, then gestured down at myself. “The late Harry Dresden, really.”
      

      
      “Zounds,” the man said. He frowned for a moment as if in thought.

      
      It didn’t look natural on him.

      
      
      “If you lie,” he said slowly, “I can see no veritable reason for doing so, and I am inclined to shoot you. Yet if you tell
         the truth, your presence here draws mischief to my friend’s house, and I am inclined to shoot you repeatedly.” He nodded firmly
         and settled the gun’s barrel on me. “Either way …”
      

      
      He was about to shoot. I didn’t know if it would re-kill me or not, but given what I had experienced of the universe, it might.
         At the very least, I figured, it would probably hurt like a son of a bitch. I had to keep this bozo from bringing the hammer
         down. Assuming his period outfit was authentic, that might be simple.
      

      
      “Little rude, isn’t it, to shoot me?” I asked him. “I’m unarmed, and I’ve offered no violence or insult to you. Introduced
         myself, even. Whereas you haven’t even told me your name.”
      

      
      The man in the blue coat looked suddenly abashed, and the pistol dropped slightly once more. “Ah yes. Um, please excuse me.
         Societal graces were imperfectly instilled in me in my youth, and that sad fact tends to be reflected in my more temperate
         afterlife.” He straightened and literally clicked his heels together, without ever moving the gun far from me, and gave me
         a slight bow. “The late Captain Sir Stuart Winchester of the Colonial Marines.”
      

      
      I arched an eyebrow. “Sir Stuart of the Colonial Marines?”
      

      
      He shrugged. “It is a protracted and complex tale.”

      
      “Well, Stu,” I said, “with all due respect, my business here is not with you. It’s with Mr. Lindquist.”

      
      “I hardly think so,” Stu sniffed. “Have you an invitation?”

      
      I gave him a blank look for a moment and then said, “I’m new to the whole ghost thing, but I’m damned sure you don’t just
         send out envelopes through the U.S. Ghostal Service.”
      

      
      “Ye’d be surprised how many postal workers leave a shade behind,” Stu countered. “The routine, methinks, is what keeps them
         making their rounds. The poor things don’t even realize anything’s changed.”
      

      
      “Don’t change the subject,” I said. “I need to talk to Mort.”

      
      “I am sorry, sir,” Stu said. “But the standing order regarding the visit of any uninvited ghosts is to deny them entry.”

      
      “And you have to follow Mort’s orders?”

      
      
      “It isn’t as though you could cross his threshold uninvited in any case, man,” he said.

      
      “Right,” I said. “You have to follow his orders.”

      
      “We are not compelled,” Stu said at once, and severely. “We aid him out of friendship and respect and …” He sighed and added,
         “And boredom. Ye gods, but this city pales after but half a century, and I’ve lingered here more than four times that.”
      

      
      I found myself grinning at the ghost. “Stu, let me make you a promise. Maybe even an oath. I come to ask Mort’s help, not
         to harm him—and I’m reasonably sure my presence will not contribute to your ongoing sense of ennui.”
      

      
      Stu let out a rolling belly laugh and began to speak, but the sound died off, and he stared at me thoughtfully, tapping a
         fingertip against the pistol.
      

      
      “If it makes any difference,” I said, “Jack Murphy was the one who dropped me off here. Told me to mention his name.”

      
      Stu’s eyebrows shot up. I could see the thoughts racing behind his eyes. They weren’t going to win any sprints, but they seemed
         good for the long haul. “Aye?” He pursed his lips. “A good fellow. For an Irishman.”
      

      
      I snorted. “If he’s ever around, you’d better smile when you say—”

      
      A flood of intangible cold pressed against my back, as suddenly as if I’d been standing in front of an industrial freezer
         door when it opened.
      

      
      I turned to see a humanoid, grey form floating just above the ground maybe five yards away from me and drifting closer. The
         details were obscure, the proportions slightly off, as if I were looking at a badly molded plastic doll. There were no real
         features on it, just hollow, gaping eye sockets within a sunken, nearly skull-like face, and a wide, empty mouth that hung
         open as if the tendons attaching the lower jaw had stretched out like old elastic bands.
      

      
      It moved with a kind of shuffling grace, as if it had no real weight and needed only to touch the ground to propel itself
         forward with its toes. It made a sound as it came, a hollow, rattling, muted gasp. It was the sound of an agonized scream
         that had long since run out of breath to propel it—but tried to continue anyway.
      

      
      
      It got closer to me, and I felt colder as it did.

      
      “Get back,” I snapped. “I mean it.”

      
      The creature came forward with another little touch of its toes to the earth, as mindless and graceful as a hungry jellyfish,
         and a hell of a lot creepier.
      

      
      I took a pair of quick steps back and said, “Fine. Be that way.” I lifted my right hand, drew in my will, and snarled, “Fuego.”

      
      And nothing—nothing at all—happened.
      

      
      There was no stirring of forces deep inside me. There was no current of equal parts giddy excitement, vibrating tension, and
         raw lightning flashing through my thoughts. There was no flash of white-hot flame that would have incinerated the apparition
         coming toward me.
      

      
      There was no magic.

      
      There was no magic.

      
      “Oh, crap,” I choked and reeled back as the thing’s fingers raked at me with deathly grace, the sound of its strangled scream
         growing higher pitched. Its fingers didn’t end in nails. They just sort of trailed off into drifting shreds that were surrounded
         by deadly cold.
      

      
      Behind me, there was a mechanical sound, click-clack, of a large, half-cocked trigger being pulled fully back and ready to fire.
      

      
      I whirled my head around in time to see Stu’s enormous old gun snap up to aim directly at the end of my nose. I’m sure its
         barrel wasn’t actually as big as a train tunnel, but at the moment it sure as hell looked like it.
      

      
      I felt the wave of cold intensify against my back, and by the time Stu shouted, “Get down!” I was already halfway to the ground.

      
      I hit hard—apparently being insubstantial didn’t free me from the laws of gravity or the discomfort of its unwavering enforcement—at the same time that Stu’s pistol went off.
      

      
      Everything happened in dreamtime, slowly enough for me to see every detail, but so swiftly that I felt that no matter how
         fast I moved, I would not be able to keep up. I was expecting the crack of a pistol round, or even the hollow whump of a large-bore black-powder weapon. What I got was a roar that sounded like it had been distorted by a dozen different DJs
         and a mile of train tunnel. The standard plume of black-powder smoke didn’t emerge from the barrel. Instead, expanding concentric rings of pastel mist puffed out, swirling at their center
         as if pulled into following the contrail of the bullet.
      

      
      The bullet itself was no lump of lead. It was a sphere of multicolored light that looked nearly big enough to be a golf ball.
         It went by a couple of feet over my head, and I swear it felt like I’d gotten a mild sunburn just from being close to it.
         A deep tone, like the thrumming of an amplified bass-guitar string, emanated from the sphere, vibrating through my flesh and
         against my bones.
      

      
      I turned my head in time to see the sphere smash against the chest of the attacking apparition. The not-bullet plunged into
         its body, tearing a hole the size of my fist in its chest. A cloud of something that looked like steam poured out of the creature.
         Light kindled within it, almost like an old movie projector playing upon the vapor, and I suddenly saw a flicker of shadowy
         images, all of them dim, warped, twisted, as if someone had made a clips reel from the random strips of celluloid from the
         cutting-room floor.
      

      
      The images grew steadily dimmer, until there was nothing left but a thinning cloud of mist. It wasn’t until then that I saw
         that the grey form was gradually sagging, like a waterskin being slowly emptied.
      

      
      The mists vanished. All that was left of the grey creature was an ugly, colorless lump on the ground.

      
      Firm bootsteps came down the walkway from the porch, and Stu placed himself between me and the thing, whatever it had been.
         Though his hands were reloading the pistol, complete with powder horn and a short ramrod, his eyes swept up and down the street
         around us.
      

      
      “What the hell was that?” I asked.

      
      “Wraith,” he said quietly, with a certain professional detachment in his voice. “A ghost, like you or me, who gave in to despair
         and gave up his sense of self-reason.”
      

      
      “Dangerous?”

      
      “Extremely so,” Stu said. He turned to look down at me. “Especially to someone like you.”

      
      “Like me?”

      
      “A fresh shade. You’ve a paucity of experience in learning to defend yourself here. And it is all but impossible for a fresh shade such as yourself to hide: There is a sense of life that clings
         to you.” He frowned. “To you especially.”
      

      
      “Because I’m a wizard, maybe.”

      
      Stu nodded. “Likely, likely.”

      
      “What would have happened if … ?” I gestured at the wraith’s remains.

      
      “It would have devoured your memories,” Stu said calmly.

      
      I considered that for a moment and studied the remains almost wistfully. “I don’t know. I’ve got some I wouldn’t mind losing.”

      
      Stu slid his readied pistol back into his belt. “For shades, memories are life, sustenance, and power. We are memories now, wizard.”
      

      
      “The images in the mist,” I said. “When it was … was dying. They were its memories?”

      
      “Aye. What was left of them.” Stu moved forward and crouched over the remains. He held out his hand, palm down over them,
         and took a deep breath. After a few heartbeats, glowing mist began to rise from the wraith’s remains. It snaked through the
         air and into Stu’s chest, flowing into him like water into a pool. When it was complete, he stood again and let out a sigh.
      

      
      Whatever had struck the wraith, it had evidently been made of the same substance as Sir Stuart. If ghosts, then, were memories
         … “The bullet,” I said. “You made it out of a memory?”
      

      
      “Naturally,” he said. His expression filled with a gentle, distant sorrow. “A strong one. I’ll make it into another bullet
         at some point.”
      

      
      “Thank you,” I said. “For helping me.”

      
      “I must admit, I did not put the poor brute down exclusively for your sake, wizard. You represent a feast for any wraith.
         Fresh from the world of the living, still with a touch of vitality upon you, and full to bursting with fresh, unfaded memories.
         The wraith that ate you would become powerful—a dire, fell creature indeed. One that could threaten the world of the living
         as easily as it could the world of spirit. I won’t have that.”
      

      
      “Oh,” I said. “Thanks anyway.”

      
      Stu nodded and offered me his hand. I took it, rose, and said, “I need to talk to Mort.”

      
      
      Even as I spoke, I saw two more wraiths appear from the darkness. I checked behind me and saw more coming, drifting with effortless
         motions and deceptive speed.
      

      
      “If you get me inside Mort’s threshold, I’ll be safe from them,” I said, nodding to the wraiths. “I don’t know how to defend
         myself against them. They’ll kill me. And if that happens, you’ll have that monster wraith on your hands.”
      

      
      “Not if I kill you first,” Stu said calmly, tapping a finger on the handle of his pistol.

      
      I turned my head slightly to one side, eyeing him, studying his face. “Nah,” I said. “Won’t happen.”

      
      “How would you know, spook?” he asked in a flat voice. But he couldn’t keep the smile out of his eyes.

      
      “I’m a wizard,” I said, infusing my voice with portentous undertones. “We have our ways.”

      
      He remained silent, expression stern, but his eyes danced.

      
      I sobered. “And those wraiths are getting closer, man.”

      
      Stu snorted and said, “The wraiths are always getting closer.” Then he drew his pistol and pointed it at my chest. “I hereby
         take you prisoner, late wizard. Keep your hands in plain sight, follow all my verbal instructions, and we’ll do splendidly.”
      

      
      I showed him my hands. “Oh. Uh. Okay.”

      
      Stu nodded sharply. “About face, then. Let’s go talk to the little bald man.”
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      I followed Stu through the front door (dammit, tingle, ouch), and paused on the other side to consider that fact for a moment.
         Only a member of the household’s family could issue an invitation that would let an immaterial entity past the home’s threshold.
      

      
      So. Sir Stuart was practically family around Mort’s place. Unless he was literal family. Hauntings, after all, have historically
         been known to remain with a specific family lineage. Could Stu be one of Mort’s ancestors, here to watch out for his familial
         posterity? Or had the little ectomancer always possessed an odd sort of family, one I had never known about?
      

      
      Interesting. It would be wise to keep my eyes open.

      
      The house looked much different. What had been a cheesily staged séance room had become a living room with a sofa, love seat,
         and comfortable chairs. I’d seen only part of the rest of the house, but as I walked with Sir Stuart, I could see that the
         dismal little den of a house had been renovated, redecorated, and otherwise made more beautiful. Stu guided me to a room that
         was part library, part office, with a fire crackling in the fireplace.
      

      
      Mortimer Lindquist seemed to have finally given in to the inevitable. I’d seen him with a bad toupee, and with an even worse
         comb-over, but this was the first time I’d seen him sporting a full-on Charles Xavier. The unbroken shine of his pate looked
         a lot better than the partial coverage. He’d lost weight, too, since last I’d seen him. I mean, he wasn’t going to be modeling
         for Abercrombie & Fitch or anything, but he’d definitely dropped from self-destructively obese down to merely stout. He was in his early fifties, under five and a half feet tall,
         and dressed in black slacks and a grey silk shirt, and he wore little square-rimmed spectacles.
      

      
      He sat at his table, a deck of playing cards spread out in front of him in what could be either a fortune-telling through
         the cards or a game of solitaire—they tended to have about the same amount of significance, in my experience.
      

      
      “Did I hear a shot, Sir Stuart?” Mort asked absently, staring intently at the cards. Then his hands froze in the act of dealing
         another, and he shot to his feet, whirling to face me. “Oh, perfect.”
      

      
      “Hiya, Morty,” I said.

      
      “This is not happening,” Mort said, promptly getting up from the table and walking quickly toward another room. “This just
         can’t be happening. No one is this unlucky.”
      

      
      I hurried forward, trying to keep up, and followed him into a hallway. “I need to talk to—”

      
      “I don’t care,” Mort said, his arms crossing each other in a slashing, pushing-away gesture, never stopping. “I do not see you. I am not listening to you, Dresden. It’s not enough that you have to keep dragging me into things in life. So now your stupid ghost
         shows up to do it, too? No. Whatever it is, no.”
      

      
      We entered a kitchen, where I found Sir Stuart already present, his arms folded, leaning back against a wall with a quiet
         smile as he watched. Mort went to a large cookie jar, opened it, and took out a single Oreo before replacing the lid.
      

      
      “Morty, come on, it’s never been like that,” I said. “I’ve come to ask your help a couple of times because you’re a capable
         professional and—”
      

      
      “Bullshit,” Mort snapped, spinning to face me, his eyes flashing. “Dresden came to me when he was so desperate he might as
         well try any old loser.”
      

      
      I winced. His summation of our relationship was partially true. But not entirely. “Morty, please.”

      
      “Morty, what?” he snapped back. “You’ve got to be kidding me. I am not getting involved in whatever international crisis you mean to perpetrate next.”
      

      
      
      “It’s not like I’ve got a lot of choice in the matter, man. It’s you or no one. Please. Just hear me out.”

      
      He barked out an incredulous little laugh. “No, you hear me out, shade. No means ‘no.’ It isn’t happening. It isn’t ever going to happen. I said no!” And then he slammed the door to the next room in my face.
      

      
      “Dammit, Morty,” I snarled, and braced myself for the plunge through his door after him.

      
      “Dresden, st—!” Sir Stuart said.

      
      Too late. I slammed my nose and face into the door and fell backward onto my ass like a perfect idiot. My face began to throb
         immediately, swelling with pain that felt precisely normal, identical to that of any dummy who walked into a solid oak door.
      

      
      “—op,” Sir Stuart finished. He sighed, and offered me a hand up. I took it and he hauled me to my feet. “Ghost dust mixed
         into the paint inside the room,” he explained. “No spirit can pass through it.”
      

      
      “I’m familiar with it,” I muttered, and felt annoyed that I hadn’t thought of the idea before, as an additional protection
         against hostile spirits at my own apartment. To the beings of the immaterial, ghost dust was incontrovertible solidity. Thrown
         directly at a ghost, it would cause tremendous pain and paralyze it for a little while, as if the spook had been suddenly
         loaded down with an incredible and unexpected weight. If I’d put it all over my walls, it would have turned them into a solid
         obstacle to ghosts and their ilk, shutting them out with obdurate immobility.
      

      
      Of course, my recipe had used depleted uranium dust, which would have made it just a tad silly to spread around the interior
         of my apartment.
      

      
      Not that it mattered. My apartment was gone, taken when a Molotov cocktail, hurled by a vampire assassin, had burned the boardinghouse
         to the ground along with most of my worldly possessions. Only a few had been left, hidden away. God knew where they were now.
      

      
      I suppose I couldn’t really count that as a loss, all things considered. Material possessions aren’t much use to a dead man.

      
      I lifted a hand to my nose, wincing and expecting to find it rebroken. No such thing had happened, though a glob of some kind
         of runny, transparent, gelatinous liquid smeared the back of my hand. “Hell’s bells. I’m bleeding ectoplasm?”
      

      
      That drew a smile from the late marine. “Ghosts generally do. You’ll have to forgive him, Dresden. He can be very slow to
         understand things at times.”
      

      
      “I don’t have time to wait for him to catch on,” I said. “I need his help.”

      
      Sir Stuart grinned some more. “You aren’t going to get it by standing there repeating yourself like a broken record. Repeating
         yourself like a broken record. Repeating yourself like a broken—”
      

      
      “Ha-ha,” I said without enthusiasm. “People who cared about me are going to get hurt if I can’t act.”

      
      Sir Stuart pursed his lips. “It seems to me that if your demise was to leave someone vulnerable, something would have happened
         to them already. It’s been six months, after all.”
      

      
      I felt my jaw drop open. “W-what? Six months?”
      

      
      The ghost nodded. “Today is the ninth of May, to be precise.”

      
      I stared at him, flabbergasted. Then I turned, put my back against Morty’s impenetrable door, and used it to stay upright
         as I sank to the ground. “Six months?”
      

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “That’s not …” I knew I was just gabbling my stream of thought, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself from talking. “That’s not
         right. It can’t be right. I was dead for less than a freaking hour. What kind of Rip van Winkle bullshit is this?”
      

      
      Sir Stuart watched me, his expression serious and untroubled. “Time has little meaning to us now, Dresden, and it’s very easy
         to become unattached to it. I once lost five years listening to a Pink Floyd album.”
      

      
      “There is snow a foot and a half deep on the ground,” I said, pointing in a random direction. “In May?”
      

      
      His voice turned dry. “The television station Mortimer watches theorizes that it is due to person-made, global climate change.”

      
      I was going to say something insulting, maybe even offensive, but just then the rippling sound of metallic wind chimes tinkled
         through the air. They were joined seconds later by more and more of the same, until the noise was considerable.
      

      
      
      “What’s that?” I asked.

      
      Sir Stuart turned and walked back the way we’d come, and I hurried to follow. In the next room over, a dozen sets of wind
         chimes hung from the ceiling. All of them were astir, whispering and singing even though there was no air moving through the
         room.
      

      
      Sir Stuart’s hand went to his ax, and I suddenly understood what I was looking at.

      
      It was an alarm system.

      
      “What’s happening?” I asked him.

      
      “Another assault,” he said. “We have less than thirty seconds. Come with me.”
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      “To arms!” bellowed Sir Stuart. “They’re coming at us again, lads!”

      
      The ringing of the alarm chimes doubled as figures immediately exploded from the very walls and floor of the ectomancer’s
         house, appearing as suddenly as … well, as ghosts. Duh.
      

      
      One second, the only figures in sight were me and Sir Stuart. The next, we were striding at the head of a veritable armed
         mob. The figures didn’t have the same kind of sharp-edged reality that Sir Stuart did. They were wispier, foggier. Though
         I could see Sir Stuart with simple clarity, viewing the others was like watching someone walk by on the opposite side of the
         street during a particularly heavy rain.
      

      
      There was no specific theme to the spirits defending Mort’s house. The appearance of each was eclectic, to such an extent
         that they looked like the assembled costumed staff from some kind of museum of American history.
      

      
      Soldiers in the multicolored uniforms of regulars from the Revolutionary War walked beside buckskin-clad woodsmen, trappers,
         and Native Americans from the wars preceding the revolution. Farmers from the Civil War era stood with shopkeepers from the
         turn of the twentieth century. Men in suits, some armed with shotguns, others with tommy guns, moved toward the attack, the
         bitter divisions of the era of Prohibition apparently forgotten. Doughboys marched with a squad of buffalo soldiers, followed
         by half a dozen genuine, six-gun-toting cowboys in long canvas coats, and a group of grunts whose uniforms placed them as Vietnam-era U.S. Army infantry.
      

      
      “Huh,” I said. “Now, there’s something you don’t see every day.”

      
      Sir Stuart drew his gun from his belt as he strode forward, checking the old weapon. “I’ve seen a great many years in this
         city. Many, many nights. Until recently, I would have agreed with you.”
      

      
      I looked back at Sir Stuart’s little army as we reached the front door and passed through it.

      
      “I—glah, dammit, that feels strange—guess that means you’re seeing a pattern.”

      
      “This is the fifth night running that they’ve come at us,” Sir Stuart replied, as we went out onto the porch. “Stay behind
         me, Dresden. And well clear of my ax arm.”
      

      
      He came to a halt a step later, and I stood behind him a bit and on his left side. Sir Stuart, who had been a giant for his
         day, was only a couple of inches shorter than me. I had to strain to see over him.
      

      
      The street was crowded with silent figures.

      
      I just stared out at them for a moment, struggling to understand what I was looking at. Out on the road were scores, maybe
         even a couple of hundred wraiths like the one Sir Stuart had dispatched earlier. They were flabby, somehow hollow and squishy-looking,
         like balloons that hadn’t been filled with enough gas—sad, frightening humanoid figures, their eyes and mouths gaping too
         large, too dark, and too empty to seem real. But instead of advancing toward us, they simply stood there in even ranks, leaning
         forward slightly, their arms held vaguely upward as if yearning toward the house, though their hands seemed limp and devoid
         of strength, their fingers trailing into shapeless shreds. The horrible sound of hundreds of nearly silent moans of pain emanated
         from the block of wraiths, along with a slowly building edge of tension.
      

      
      “Tell me, wizard,” Sir Stuart said. “What do you see?”

      
      “A crap-ton of wraiths,” I breathed quietly. “Which I do not know how to fight.” None of them had the deadly, focused look
         of Sir Stuart and his crew, but there were a lot of them out there. “Something is getting them worked up.”
      

      
      
      “Ah,” he said. He glanced back over his shoulder at me, his eyes narrowed. “I thought your folk had clear sight.”

      
      I frowned at him and then out at the small sea of wraiths. I stared and stared, bringing the focus of concentration I’d learned
         over endless hours of practice in my studies—and suddenly saw them. Dark, slithering shapes, moving up and down the ranks
         of wraiths at the backs of their lines. They looked vaguely like folk covered in dark, enveloping cloaks and robes, but they
         glided through the air with a silent, effortless grace that made me think of sharks who had scented blood in the water and
         were closing in to feed.
      

      
      “Four … five, six of them,” I said. “In the back ranks.”

      
      “Good,” said Sir Stuart, nodding his approval. “That’s the real foe, lad. These poor wraiths are just their dogs.”

      
      It had been a long, long time since I’d felt quite this lost. “Uh. What are they?”

      
      “Lemurs,” he said, with the Latin pronunciation: Lay-moors. “Shades who have set themselves against Providence and have given themselves over to malice and rage. They do not know pity,
         nor restraint, nor …”
      

      
      “Fear?” I guessed. “They always never know fear.”

      
      Sir Stuart glanced over his shoulder and bounced his long-handled ax against his palm, his mouth turned up into an edged,
         wolfish grin. “Nay, lad. Perhaps they were innocent of it once. But they proved quick learners when they raised their hands
         against this house.” He turned back to face the street and called out, “Positions!”
      

      
      The spirits who had come along behind us flowed around and over us and—though I twitched when I saw it—beneath us. Within
         seconds, they were spread into a defensive line in the shape of a half dome between the house and the gathered wraiths and
         lemurs. Then those silent forms stood steady, whether their feet were planted on the ground or in thin air or somewhere just
         below the ground, and faced the small horde with their weapons in hand.
      

      
      The tension continued to build, and the seething, agonized gasps of the wraiths grew louder.

      
      “Um,” I said, as my heart started picking up the pace. “What do I do?”

      
      
      “Nothing,” Sir Stuart replied, his attention now focused forward. “Just stay near me and out of my way.”

      
      “But—”

      
      “I can see you were a fighter, boy,” Stuart said, his voice harsh. “But now you’re a child. You’ve neither the knowledge nor
         the tools you need to survive.” He turned and gave me a ferocious glare, and an unseen force literally pushed my feet back
         across five or six inches of porch. Holy crap. Stuart might not be a wizard, but obviously I had a thing or two to learn about
         how a formidable will translated to power on the spooky side of the street.
      

      
      “Stay close to me,” the marine said. “And shut it.”

      
      I swallowed, and Sir Stuart turned back to the front.

      
      “You don’t have to be a dick about it,” I muttered. Very quietly.

      
      It bothered me that he was right. Without Sir Stuart’s intervention, I’d have been dead again already.

      
      That’s right—you heard me: dead again already.

      
      I mean, come on. How screwed up is your life (after-or otherwise) when you find yourself needing phrases like that?
      

      
      I indulged myself in half a second of disgust that once again the universe seemed to be making an extraspecial effort to align
         itself against me, but it was my pride that was in critical condition. I was accustomed to being the guy who did the fighting
         and protecting. Fear had been fuel for the fire, meat and potatoes, when I was the one calling the shots. But now …
      

      
      This was terror of an alien vintage: I was helpless.

      
      Without warning, the air filled with whistling and ear-slashing shrieks, and the horde of wraiths washed toward us in a flash
         flood of strangled moans.
      

      
      “Give it to them, lads!” Sir Stuart bellowed, his voice rising above the cacophony of screams with the silvery clarity of
         a trumpet.
      

      
      Spectral gunfire roared out at once from the weapons of the hovering defenders. Again, clouds of powder smoke were replaced
         with bursts of colored mist. Bullets had been switched out for streaking spheres of violent radiance. Instead of the explosions
         of propellant and projectiles breaking the sound barrier, hammering bass-note thrums filled the air and echoed on long after
         a gunshot would have faded.
      

      
      
      A tide of destruction swept over the assaulting wraiths, distorted light and sound tearing great, ragged holes in them, filling
         the air with faded, warped shadow-images as their feeble memories bled into wisps of cloud that were swallowed by the night.
         They fell by the dozens—and there were still plenty more wraiths left to go around. Wraiths closed in with the Lindquist
         Historical Home Defense Society—and it still wasn’t fair.
      

      
      Sir Stuart’s troops reacted like the fighting men they had once been. Swords and sabers appeared, along with stilettos and
         brass knuckles and bowie knives. The wraiths came at them with a slow, graceful, terrible momentum and were hacked, stabbed,
         punched, clubbed, and otherwise broken—but there were a lot of wraiths.
      

      
      I heard a hollow scream that sounded as if it had come from a couple of blocks away, and lifted my eyes to see half a dozen
         wraiths who had all attacked together swarm over a phantom doughboy, a scrawny young man in a baggy uniform. Though one of
         the things was literally opened from one side to the other by a slash of the ghost soldier’s bayonet, the other five just
         fastened onto him, first by a single fingertip, which was then blindly followed by others. Another wraith expired when the
         young soldier drew his knife. But then all those tattered fingers began winding and winding around him, lengthening impossibly,
         until within a few seconds he looked like nothing so much as a massive burn victim covered in heavy, dirty bandages.
      

      
      The wraiths pressed closer and closer, their flabby bodies compressing until they hardly resembled human forms at all, and
         then with a sudden scream, they darted away in four different directions as more solid, lethal-looking shapes, leaving behind
         the translucent outline of a young man screaming in agony.
      

      
      I watched, my stomach twisting, as even that image faded. Within seconds, it was gone.

      
      “Damn their empty eyes,” Sir Stuart said, his teeth clenched. “Damn them.”

      
      “Hell’s bells,” I breathed. “Why didn’t … Couldn’t you have stopped them?”

      
      “The lemurs,” he spat. “I can’t give them the chance to get by me into the house.”

      
      
      I blinked. “But … the threshold … They can’t.”

      
      “They did the first night,” he said. “Still don’t know how. I can’t leave the porch or they’ll get through. Now be quiet.”
         His fingers flexed and settled on the haft of his ax. “Here’s where we come to it.”
      

      
      As the wraiths continued to assault and entangle the house’s defenders, Sir Stuart moved to the top of the little stairs leading
         up to the porch and planted his feet. Out at the street, the shadowy forms of the lemurs had all gone still, each of them
         hunched down in a crouch, predators preparing to spring.
      

      
      When it came, it came fast. Not fast like the rush of a mountain lion upon a deer, and not even fast like a runaway automobile.
         They were fast like bullets. One second, the lemurs were at the street, and the next they were in the air before the porch,
         seemingly without crossing the space between. I didn’t have time to do more than yelp and go into a full-body twitch of pure,
         startled reaction.
      

      
      But Sir Stuart was faster.

      
      The first lemur to charge met the butt of Sir Stuart’s ax, a blow that sent it into a fluttering, backward tailspin. The second
         and third lemurs charged at almost exactly the same moment, and Sir Stuart’s ax swept out in a scything arc, slashing them
         both and sending them reeling with high-pitched, horrible screams. The fourth lemur drove a bony-wristed punch across Sir
         Stuart’s jaw, staggering the marine and driving him to one knee. But when the lemur tried to follow up the attack, Stuart
         produced a gleaming knife from his belt, and it flashed in opalescent colors as he swept it in a treacherous diagonal slash
         over the thing’s midsection.
      

      
      The fifth lemur hesitated, seeming to abort its instantaneous rush about halfway across the yard. Stuart let out a bellow
         and threw the knife. It struck home, and the lemur frantically twisted in upon itself, howling like the others, until the
         knife tumbled free of its ghostly flesh and fell to the snowy ground.
      

      
      Five wounded lemurs fled from Sir Stuart, screaming. The sixth crouched on the sidewalk, frozen in indecision.

      
      “Coward,” Stuart snarled. “If you can’t finish, don’t start.”

      
      All things considered, I thought Stuart might be being a little hard on the thing. It wasn’t cowardly to not rush a juggernaut when you’d just seen your buddies get thrashed by it. Maybe the thing was just smarter than the others.
      

      
      I never got a chance to find out. In the space of an instant, Sir Stuart crossed the lawn to the final lemur, only his rush ended not in front of his foe, but six feet past it. The lemur jerked
         in the twisting, surprised reaction I had just engaged in a moment before.
      

      
      Then its head fell from its shoulders, hood and all, dissolving into flickering memory embers as it went. Its headless body
         went mad, somehow letting out a scream, thrashing and kicking and falling to the ground, where grey-and-white fire poured
         from its truncated neck.
      

      
      A shout of triumph went up from the home’s defenders as they continued their own fight, and the suddenly listless wraiths
         began to be torn apart in earnest, the tide of battle shifting rapidly. Sir Stuart lifted his ax above his head in response
         and turned to almost casually step up behind a wraith and take its head from its shoulders with the ax.
      

      
      Then, in the street, about ten feet behind him, a figure, one every bit as solid and real as Sir Stuart himself, appeared
         out of nowhere, a form shrouded in a nebulous grey cloak with eyes of green-white fire. It lifted what looked like a clawed
         hand, and sent a bolt of lightning sizzling into Sir Stuart’s back.
      

      
      Sir Stuart cried out in sudden agony, his body tightening helplessly, muscles convulsing just as they would on an electrocuted
         human being. The bolt of lightning seemed to attach itself to his spine, then burned a line down to his right hip bone, burning
         and searing and blowing bits of the tattered, flaming substance of his ghostly flesh into the air.
      

      
      “No!” I screamed, as he fell. I started running toward him.

      
      The marine rolled when he hit the ground and came up with that ridiculously huge old horse pistol in his hand. He leveled
         it at the Grey Ghost and fired, and once again his gun sent out a plume of ethereal color and a tiny, bright sun of destruction.
      

      
      But the cloudy grey figure lifted its hand, and the bullet bounced off the air in front of it smoothly, catching a luckless,
         wounded wraith who had been attempting to retreat. The wraith immediately dissolved as the first one had—and Sir Stuart stared
         up at the Grey Ghost with his mouth open in shock.
      

      
      
      Magic. The Grey Ghost was using magic. Even as I ran forward, I could feel the humming energy of it in the air, smell it on
         the cold breeze coming off the lake. I didn’t move at ghostly superspeed. I mostly just ran across the hard ground, hurdled
         the little fence, went right through a car parked on the street (ow, grrrrrr!), and threw my best haymaker of a right cross
         at a point I nominated to be the Grey Ghost’s chin.
      

      
      My fist connected with what felt like solid flesh, a refreshingly familiar smack-thump of impact that immediately flashed red pain through my wrist to the elbow. The Grey Ghost reeled, and I didn’t let up. I
         put a couple of left hooks into its midsection, gave it one hell of an uppercut with my right hand, and drove a hard reverse
         punch into its neck.
      

      
      I am not a skilled martial artist. But I know a little, picked up in training with Murphy and some of the other SI cops over
         the years at Dough Joe’s Hurricane Gym. Real fighting is only slightly about form and technique. Mostly it’s about timing,
         and about being willing to hurt somebody. If you know more or less when to close the distance and throw the punch, you’re
         most of the way there. But having the right mind-set is even more important. All the technique in the world isn’t going to
         help you if you come to the fight without the will to wreak havoc on the other guy.
      

      
      The Grey Ghost staggered back, and I kicked one leg out from under it as it went. It fell. I started kicking it as hard as
         I could, screaming, driving my toe into its ribs and back, then switching to move in and stomp at its head with the heel of
         my heavy hiking boot. I did not let up, not even for a second. If this thing could pull out more magic, it would deal with
         me as easily as it had Sir Stuart. So I focused on trying to crush the enemy’s skull and kept kicking.
      

      
      “Help me!” snarled the Grey Ghost.

      
      There was a flash of blue light, and what felt like a wrecking ball made from foam-rubber mattresses smashed into my chest.
         It threw me back completely through the car again (Hell’s bells, ow!) and I landed on my back with stars in front of my eyes, unable to remember how to inhale.
      

      
      A nearby wraith turned its empty-eyed head toward me, and a surge of fear sent me scrambling to my feet. I got up in time to see the Grey Ghost rising as well, and those burning green-white
         eyes met mine.
      

      
      In the air behind the ghost floated … a skull.

      
      A skull with cold blue flames flickering in its empty eye sockets.

      
      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I whispered. “Bob?”

      
      “You!” the ghost hissed. Its hands formed into arching clawlike shapes, and it hissed in rage—and in fear.
      

      
      Click-clack, went the hammer of Sir Stuart’s gun.
      

      
      The Grey Ghost let out a scream of frustration and simply flew apart into thousands of tiny wisps of mist, taking the floating
         skull along with it. The wisps swarmed together into a vortex like a miniature tornado, and streaked down the road and out
         of sight, leaving a hundred voices screaming a hundred curses in its wake.
      

      
      I looked around. The lasts of the wraiths were dying or had fled. The house’s defenders, most of them wounded and bleeding
         pale ectoplasm and flickering memory, were still in their positions. Sir Stuart was holding one hand to his side, and with
         the other held the pistol pointed at the empty air where the Grey Ghost had been.
      

      
      “Ahhhh,” he said, sagging, once it became clear that the fight was over. “Bloody hell. That’s going to leave a mark.”

      
      I moved to his side. “Are you okay, man?”

      
      “Aye, lad. Aye. What the hell were you trying to do? Get yourself killed?”

      
      I glowered at him and said, “You’re welcome. Glad I could help.”

      
      “You nearly got yourself destroyed,” he replied. “Another second and that creature would have blasted you to bits.”

      
      “Another second and you’d have put a bullet in its head,” I said.

      
      Sir Stuart idly pointed the gun at me and pulled the trigger. The hammer fell with a flash of sparks as flint struck steel
         … and nothing happened.
      

      
      “You were bluffing?” I asked.
      

      
      “Aye,” Sir Stuart said. “’Tis a muzzle-loading pistol, boy. You have to reload them like a proper weapon.” Idly, he reached
         out a hand toward the last remnants of a deceased wraith, and flickers of light and memory flowed across the intervening space and into his fingertips. When he had it all back, Sir Stuart sighed and shook his head,
         seeming to recover a measure of strength. “Very well, then, lad. Help me up.”
      

      
      I did so. Sir Stuart’s midsection on the right side was considerably more translucent than before, and he moved as if it pained
         him.
      

      
      “When will they be back?” I asked him.

      
      “Tomorrow night, by my reckoning,” he said. “With more. Last night they had four lemurs along. Tonight it was six. And that
         seventh …” He shook his head and started reloading the pistol from the powder horn he carried on a baldric at his side. “I
         knew something stronger had to be gathering all those shades together, but I never considered a sorcerer.” He finished reloading
         the weapon, put the ramrod back into its holder, and said, “Pass me my ax, boy.”
      

      
      I got it for him and handed it over. He slipped its handle through a ring on his belt and nodded. “Thank you.”

      
      A thumping sound made me turn my eyes back toward the house.

      
      A man, burly, wearing a dark, hooded sweater and old jeans, was holding a long-handled crowbar in big, blocky hands. He shoved
         one hand into the space between the door and the frame, and with a practiced, powerful motion, popped the door from its frame
         and sent it swinging open.
      

      
      Without an instant’s hesitation, Sir Stuart fired. So did the house’s spectral defenders. A hurricane of ghostly power hurtled
         down upon the man—and passed harmlessly through him. Hell, the guy looked like he hadn’t noticed anything at all.
      

      
      “A mortal,” Sir Stuart breathed. He took a step forward, let out a sound of pain, and clutched at his side. His teeth were
         clenched, his jaw muscles standing out sharply. “Dresden,” he gasped. “I cannot stop a mortal man. There is nothing I can
         do.”
      

      
      The hooded intruder took the crowbar into his left hand and drew a stubby revolver from his sweater with his right.

      
      “Go,” Stuart said. “Warn Mortimer. Help him!”

      
      I blinked. Mortimer had made it clear that he didn’t want to get involved with me—and some childish part of my nature wanted
         to snap that turnabout was fair play. But a wiser, more rational part of me reminded my inner child that without Mort, I might never be able to get in touch with anyone else in town. I might never find my own
         killer. I might never be able to protect my friends.
      

      
      And besides. You don’t just let people kick down other people’s doors and murder them in their own home. You just don’t.

      
      I clapped Stuart on the shoulder and sprinted back toward the little house and its little owner.
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      The gunman had a big lead on me, but I had an advantage he didn’t. I’d already been inside the house. I knew the layout, and
         I knew where Mort was holed up.
      

      
      Oh. Plus I could run through freaking walls.
      

      
      Granted, I think it would have been more fun to be Colossus than Shadowcat. But you take what you can get, and any day you’ve
         merely got the powers of an X-Man can’t be all that bad. Right?
      

      
      I gritted my teeth and plunged through the wall into Mort’s kitchen and ran for the study, several steps ahead of the gunman.

      
      “Mort!” I shouted. “Mort, they brought a hitter with them this time! There’s a gunman running around your house!”

      
      “What?” demanded Mort’s voice from the far side of the ghost-dusted door. “Where’s Stuart?”

      
      “Dammit, Mort, he’s hurt!” I called.

      
      There was a brief pause, and then Mort said, as if baffled, “How did that happen?”

      
      I was getting impatient. “Focus, Mort! Did you hear me? There’s a frigging gunman loose in your house!”

      
      Real alarm entered his voice for the first time. “A what?”

      
      The gunman had heard Mort shouting at me. He came toward the door to the study, moving lightly for a big man. I got a better
         look at him, and noted that his clothing was ragged and unwashed, and so was he. He stank, enough that it carried through
         to me even given my condition, and his eyes were wide and wild, rolling around like those of a junkie who is hopped up on something that makes him pay too much
         attention to his surroundings. That didn’t seem to have affected his gun hand, though. The semiautomatic he clutched in one
         big fist seemed steady enough to get the job done.
      

      
      “Mort!” I called. “He’s coming toward your study door right now! Look, just get your weapon and aim at the door and I’ll tell
         you when to shoot!”
      

      
      “I don’t have one!” Mort screamed.

      
      I blinked. “You don’t what?”
      

      
      “I am an ectomancer, not an action hero!” I heard him moving around in the office for a moment, and then he said, “Um. They
         cut the phone.”
      

      
      The gunman let out a low, rumbling chuckle. “You are wanted, little man.” His voice sounded rotted, clotted, like something
         that hadn’t been alive in a long time. “It is commanded. You can come with me and it won’t hurt. Or you can stay in there
         and it will.”
      

      
      “Dresden!” Mort called. “What do I do?”

      
      “Oh, now you want to talk to me!” I said.
      

      
      “You’re the one who knows about this mayhem bullshit!” Mort shrieked.

      
      “Gonna count, little man,” said the gunman. “Five.”

      
      “Surviving mayhem is about being prepared!” I shouted back. “Little things like having a gun!”
      

      
      “I’ll get one in the morning!”

      
      “Four!”

      
      “Mort, there’s gotta be something you can do,” I said. “Hell’s bells, every time I’ve run into a ghost it’s tried to rip my
         lungs out! You’re telling me none of your spooks can do something?”
      

      
      “They’re sane,” Mort shouted back. “It’s crazy for a ghost to interact with the physical world. Sane ghosts don’t go around acting crazy!”
      

      
      “Three!” chanted the gunman.

      
      “Go away,” Mort shouted at him.
      

      
      “There’s gotta be something I can do!” I yelled.

      
      “I don’t make the rules, okay?” Mort said. “The only way a ghost can manifest is if it’s insane!”

      
      
      “Two!” the gunman screamed, his voice rising to an excited pitch.

      
      I jumped in front of the lunatic and shrieked, “Boo!” I flapped my hands in his face, as if trying to slap him left and right
         on the cheeks.
      

      
      Nothing happened.

      
      “Guess that was too much to hope for, huh?” Mort called lamely.

      
      “One,” the gunman purred. Then he leaned back and drove a heavy boot at the door. It took him three kicks to crack the frame
         and send the door flying inward.
      

      
      Mort was waiting on the other side of the door, a golf club in hand. He swung it at the gunman’s head without any preamble,
         a grimly practical motion. The gunman put an arm up, but the wooden head of the club got at least partly around it, and he
         reeled back a pace.
      

      
      “This is your fault, Dresden,” Mort snarled, swinging the club again as he spoke.
      

      
      He hit the gunman full-on in the chest, and then again in one big arm. The gunman caught the next blow on his forearm, and
         swung wildly at Mort. He connected, and Mort got knocked on his can.
      

      
      The gunman pressed one hand to a bleeding wound on his head and screamed, a howl of agony that was somehow completely out
         of proportion with the actual injury. His wild eyes rolled again and he lifted the gun to aim at the little man.
      

      
      I moved on instinct, throwing myself uselessly between the weapon and the ectomancer. I tripped on a fragment of the ghost-dust-painted
         door and wound up falling in a heap on top of Mort and …
      

      
      … sunk into him.
      

      
      The world suddenly hit me in full Technicolor. It was so dark in here, the gunman an enormous, threatening shadow standing over me. His voice was hideous and so loud that my ears ached.
         The stench—unwashed body and worse things—was enough to turn my stomach, filling my nose like hideous packing peanuts. I
         saw the gunman’s hand tighten on the trigger and I threw my arm up.…

      
      My black-clad, thick, rather short arm.

      
      “Defendarius!” I barked, faux Latin, the old defense spell I’d first learned from Justin DuMorne, my first teacher. I felt the magic surge
         into me, down through my arm, out into the air, just as the gun went off, over and over, as some kind of restraint in the gunman’s head snapped.
      

      
      Sparks flew up from a shimmering blue plane that formed in front of my outspread fingers, bullets and fragments of bullets
         shattering and bouncing around the room. One of them stayed more or less in one piece and smacked into the gunman’s calf,
         and he pitched abruptly to one side, still jerking the trigger until the weapon was clicking on empty.
      

      
      I felt my mouth move as Mort’s voice—a voice that rang with a resonance and authority I had seldom encountered before, said,
         “Get off of me!”
      

      
      If I’d been hurtled from a catapult, I don’t think I’d have been thrown away any faster. I flew off at an upward angle—and
         slammed painfully into the ghost-dust-painted ceiling of the study. I bounced off it and fell to the equally hard floor. I
         lay there, stunned, for a second.
      

      
      The gunman got to his feet, breathing hard and fast, slobber shooting out from slack lips as he did. He picked up the golf
         club that had fallen from Mort’s fingers and took a step toward him.
      

      
      Mort fixed hard eyes on the intruder and spoke, his voice ringing with that same unalterable authority. “To me!”

      
      I felt the tug of some sudden force, as subtle and inarguable as gravity, and I had to lean against it to stop myself from
         sliding across the floor toward him.
      

      
      Other spirits appeared, drawn in through the shattered door as if sucked into a tornado. Half a dozen Native American shades
         flew into Mort, and as the gunman swung the golf club, he let out a little yipping shout, ducked the swing more nimbly than
         any man his age and condition should have been able to, caught the gunman’s wrist, and rolled backward, dragging the man with
         him. He planted his heels in the gunman’s midsection and heaved, a classic fighting technique of the American tribes, and
         sent the man crashing into a wall.
      

      
      The gunman rose, seething, eyes entirely wild, but not before Mort had crossed the room and taken an ancient, worn-looking
         ax down from a rack attached to one wall. It took my stunned brain a second to register that the weapon looked exactly like
         the one Sir Stuart had wielded, give or take a couple of centuries.
      

      
      
      “Stuart,” Mort called, and his voice rang in my chest as if it had come from a bass-amplified megaphone. There was a flicker
         of motion, and then Sir Stuart’s form flew in through the doorway as if propelled by a vast wind, overlaying itself briefly
         onto Mort’s far smaller body.
      

      
      The gunman swung the club, but Mort caught it with a deft, twisting move of the ax’s haft. The gunman leaned into it, using
         his far greater weight and strength in an attempt to simply overbear the smaller man and push him to the floor.
      

      
      But he couldn’t.

      
      Mort held him off as if he’d had the strength of a much larger, much younger, much healthier man. Or maybe men. He held the
         startled intruder stone-still for the space of five or six seconds, then heaved, twisting with the full power of his shoulders,
         hips, and legs, and used the ax’s head to rip the club from the intruder’s paws. The gunman threw an enraged punch at his
         face, but Mort blocked it with the flat of the ax’s head, and then snapped the blunt upper edge of the ax into the gunman’s
         face with an almost contemptuous precision.
      

      
      The intruder reeled back, stunned, and Mort followed up with the instincts and will of a dangerous, trained fighting man.
         He struck the intruder’s knee with the weapon’s haft, sending a sharp, crackling pop into the air, and swung the flat of the
         blade into the intruder’s jaw as the bigger man began to fall. The blow struck home with a meaty thunk and another crackling noise of impact, and the gunman dropped like a proverbial stone.
      

      
      Mortimer Lindquist, ectomancer, stood over the fallen madman in a wary crouch, his eyes focusing on nothing as he turned his
         head left and right, scanning the room around him.
      

      
      Then he sighed and exhaled. The steel head of the weapon came down to thump gently against the floor. Shapes departed him,
         the guardian spirits easing free of him, most of them fading from view. Within a few seconds, the only shades present were
         me and an exhausted-looking Sir Stuart.
      

      
      Mort sat down on the floor heavily, his head bowed, his chest heaving for breath. The veins on his bald pate stuck out.

      
      “Hell’s bells,” I breathed.

      
      
      He looked up at me, his expression weary, and gave me an exhausted shrug. “Don’t have a gun,” he panted. “Never really felt
         like I needed one.”
      

      
      “Been a while since you did that, Mortimer,” Sir Stuart said from where he sat beside the wall, his body supported by the
         ghost-dusted paint. “Thought you’d forgotten how.”
      

      
      Mort gave the wounded spirit a faint smile. “I thought I had, too.”

      
      I frowned and shook my head. “Was that … was that a possession, just now? When the ghosts took over?”

      
      Sir Stuart snorted. “Nay, lad. If anything, the opposite.”

      
      “Give me at least a little credit, Dresden,” Mort said, his tone sour. “I’m an ectomancer. Sometimes I need to borrow from
         what a spirit knows or what it can do. But I control spirits—they don’t control me.”
      

      
      “How’d you handle the gun?” Stuart asked, a certain, craftsmanlike professionalism entering his tone.

      
      “I …” Mort shook his head and looked at me.

      
      “Magic,” I said quietly. My bell was still ringing a little, but I was able to form complete sentences. “I … sort of bumped
         into him and called up a shield.”
      

      
      Sir Stuart lifted his eyebrows and said, “Huh.”

      
      “I needed to borrow your skills for a moment,” Mort said, somewhat stiffly. “Appreciate it.”

      
      “Think nothing of it,” I said. “Just give me a few hours of your time. We’ll be square.”

      
      Mort stared at me for a while. Then he said, “You’re here twenty minutes and I nearly get killed, Dresden. Jesus, don’t you
         get it?” He leaned forward. “I am not a crusader. I am not the sheriff of Chicago. I am not a goddamned death wish–embracing
         Don Quixote.” He shook his head. “I’m a coward. And I’m very comfortable with that. It’s served me well.”
      

      
      “I just saved your life, man,” I said.

      
      He sighed. “Yeah. But … like I said. Coward. I can’t help you. Go find someone else to be your Panza.”

      
      I sat there for a moment, feeling very, very tired.

      
      
      When I looked up, Sir Stuart was staring intently at me. Then he cleared his throat and said, in a diffident tone, “Far be
         it from me to bring up the past, but I can’t help but note that your lot in life has improved significantly since Dresden
         first came to you.”
      

      
      Mort’s bald head started turning red. “What?”

      
      Sir Stuart spread his hands, his expression mild. “I only mean to say that you have grown in strength and character in that
         time. When you first interacted with Dresden, you were bilking people out of their money with—poorly—falsified séances,
         and you had lost your power to contact any spirit other than me.”
      

      
      Mort glowered ferociously at Sir Stuart. “Hey, Gramps. When I want your opinion, I’ll give it to you.”

      
      Sir Stuart’s smile widened. “Of course.”

      
      “I help spirits find peace,” Mort said. “I don’t do things that are going to get me taken to pieces. I’m a ghost whisperer.
         And that’s all.”
      

      
      “Look, Mort,” I said. “If you want to get technical, I’m not actually a ghost, per se.…”

      
      He rolled his eyes again. “Oh, God. If I had a nickel for every ghost who had ever come to me, explaining to me how he wasn’t really a ghost. How his case was special …”
      

      
      “Well, sure,” I said. “But—”

      
      He rolled his eyes. “But if you aren’t just a ghost, how come I could channel you like that? How come I could force you out
         of me? Huh?”
      

      
      That hit me. My stomach may have been insubstantial, but it could still writhe uneasily.

      
      Ghosts were not the people they resembled, any more than a footprint left in the ground was the being that made it. They had similar features,
         but ultimately a ghost was simply a remainder, a reminder, an impression of the person who died. They might share similar
         personalities, emotions, memories, but they weren’t the same being. When a person died and left a ghost behind, it was as
         if some portion of his dying life energy was spun out, creating a new being entirely—though in the creator’s exact mental
         and often physical image.
      

      
      Of course, that also meant that they were subject to many of the same frailties as mortals. Obsession. Hatred. Madness. If
         what Mort said about ghosts interacting with the material world was true, then it was when some poor spirit snapped, or was simply created insane,
         that you got your really good ghost stories. By a vast majority, most ghosts were simply insubstantial and a bit sad, never
         really interacting with the material world.
      

      
      But I couldn’t be one of those self-deluded shades.

      
      Could I?

      
      I glanced at Sir Stuart.

      
      He shrugged. “Most shades aren’t willing to admit that they aren’t actually the same being whose memories they possess,” he
         said gently. “And that’s assuming they can face the fact that they are ghosts at all. Self-deluded shades are, by an order
         of magnitude, more common than those that are not.”
      

      
      “So what you’re saying is …” I pushed my fingers back through my hair. “You’re saying that I only think I did the whole tunnel-of-light,
         sent-back-on-a-mission thing? That I’m in denial about being a ghost?”
      

      
      The ghost marine waggled one hand in an ambivalent gesture, and his British accent rolled out mellow vowels and crisp consonants
         as he answered. “I’m simply saying that it is very much poss—Mission? What mission? What are you talking about?”
      

      
      I eyed him for a moment, while he looked at me blankly. Then I said, “I’m gonna guess you’ve never seen Star Wars.”
      

      
      Sir Stuart shrugged. “I find motion pictures to be grossly exaggerated and intrusive, leaving the audience little to consider
         or ponder for themselves.”
      

      
      “That’s what I thought.” I sighed. “You were about two words away from being called Threepio from here on out.”

      
      He blinked. “What?”

      
      “God,” I said. “Now we’re transitioning into a Monty Python skit.” I turned back to Morty. “Mort, Jack Murphy met me on the
         other side and sent me back to find out who murdered me. There was a lot of talk, but it mostly amounted to ‘We aren’t gonna
         tell you diddly, so just do it already.’”
      

      
      Mort watched me warily for a moment, staring hard at my insubstantial form. Then he said, “You think you’re telling the truth.”

      
      
      “No,” I said, annoyed. “I am telling the truth.”
      

      
      “I’m sure you think that,” Mort said.

      
      I felt my temper flare. “If I didn’t go right through you, I would totally pop you in the nose right now.”

      
      Mort bristled, his jaw muscles clenching. “Oh yeah? Bring it, Too-Tall. I’ll kick your bodiless ass.”

      
      Sir Stuart coughed significantly, a long-suffering expression on his face. “Mortimer, Dresden just fought beside us to defend
         this home—and rushed in here to save your life.”
      

      
      Then it hit me, and I eyed Sir Stuart. “You could have come inside,” I said. “You could have helped Mortimer against the shooter.
         But you wanted to see where I stood when I was under pressure. It was a test.”
      

      
      Sir Stuart smiled. “Somewhat, aye. I wouldn’t have let you harm Mortimer, of course, and I was there to help him the instant
         he called. But it didn’t hurt to know a little more about you.” He turned to Mortimer. “I like this lad. And Jack Murphy sent
         him.”
      

      
      Both Mortimer and I glared at Sir Stuart and then settled slowly back from the confrontation.

      
      “Head detective of the Black Cats a generation ago,” Stuart continued. “Killed himself at his desk. Sometimes new shades show
         up claiming they’ve had a run-in with him, and that he brought them back from the hereafter. And you know that he is no deluded
         fool.”
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